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This policy brief presents work undertaken by members of the ENLIVEN project’s Bulgarian team, 
focussing on participation in adult education, with regard to one of the most vulnerable social 
groups: people with low education, and especially young adults with low education. 
 
A very real problem the adult learning system in Bulgaria faces is how to involve in training the 
social groups that are most in need of continuing education and training, i.e., people with less than 
primary and lower secondary education. In 2018, 21.5% of Bulgarian aged 15-64 were with less 
than lower secondary education (ISCED 0-2)1. On the one hand, as Eurostat data show, the 
participation rates in adult education and training of people with less than primary and lower 
secondary education is extremely low in Bulgaria, compared to the other EU countries. On the 
other hand, assessment of the effect of active labour market policies reveals that the strongest net 
effect of active labour market policies occurs among persons with elementary and lower education, 
24.6%, and among people with basic education, 19.3%2. 

                                                            
1 Eurostat, [edat_lfse_03]. 
2 E-Research Consortium (2017). Изготвяне на оценки на ефекта от активната политика на пазара на труда, финансирана със средства от 
държавния бюджет, на индивидуално ниво (нетна оценка) (Preparation of Assessments of the Effect of Active Labour Market Policy, Funded by the 
State Budget, at Individual Level (Net Assessment)). Available at 
https://www.mlsp.government.bg/ckfinder/userfiles/files/politiki/zaetost/strategii%20izsledvaniq%20otchet/Final_Report.pdf (In Bulgarian) p. 80. 
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In order to gather information on the participation of people with low initial education in adult 
education and training, we have used a mixed method approach that relies both on quantitative 
and qualitative data. Specifically, we have conducted secondary data analysis on the Adult 
Education Survey (2016) and the European Social Survey (2012) and have carried out a case 
study of a programme for continuing education for low-educated people in a small city. We carried 
out documentary analysis on how the programme was organized and implemented over a 3-year 
period. In addition, we conducted seven in-depth interviews, based on a preliminary scenario: 5 
with young participants (20-34 years old) from the Roma ethnic group, from low income 
households, with primary or no education and no work experience, and 2 with staff members 
running the programme (the school principal and a teacher). We have chosen representatives of 
Roma ethnic group as interviewees because the proportion of people with less than lower 
secondary education is unevenly distributed among different ethnic groups in Bulgaria, being the 
highest among the Roma population. 
 
Below we present our main results regarding: i) the rate of participation of people with low 
education in adult education and training; ii) trends in inclusion in adult education and training of 
adults with low education; iii) obstacles to participation in adult education and training and benefits 
ensuing for vulnerable people from their involvement in adult education and training programmes. 
 
 
Level of participation of people with low education in adult education and training 
 
Figure 1 situates Bulgaria in a comparative perspective with regard to participation of people with 
low education in adult education and training. 
 

Figure 1. Participation rate in non-formal education and training for adults aged 25-64 with less 
than primary, primary and lower secondary education (ISCED 2011 levels 0-2). 

 

Source: Eurostat, Adult education survey (2016), data code: [trng_aes_102]. 

The figure clearly shows that Bulgaria is among the European countries with the lowest 
participation rates in adult non-formal education and training among adults with less than primary, 
primary and lower secondary education (ISCED 2011 levels 0-2). The rate of 6.9% in Bulgaria is 
higher only than the rates in Greece, Poland and Croatia, and is considerably lower than the EU - 
28 average, 22.7%. This means that the obstacles to participation in non-formal education and 

6,9 

22,7 

0,0
10,0
20,0
30,0
40,0
50,0
60,0
70,0
80,0
90,0

100,0

G
re

ec
e

Po
la

nd
Cr

oa
tia

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Sl
ov

en
ia

Cz
ec

hi
a

Be
lg

iu
m

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Ita
ly

Sp
ai

n
Es

to
ni

a
EU

 - 
28

 c
ou

nt
rie

s
M

al
ta

Cy
pr

us
Fr

an
ce

U
ni

te
d 

Ki
ng

do
m

La
tv

ia
Ire

la
nd

D
en

m
ar

k
G

er
m

an
y

Fi
nl

an
d

Po
rt

ug
al

Au
st

ria
Sw

itz
er

la
nd

N
or

w
ay

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Sw
ed

en
H

un
ga

ry

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS  



 
 

 

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF - P a g e | 3 

training for adults with low levels of education in Bulgaria are among the severest ones across all 
countries for which such data are available. 

 

Trends in inclusion of people with low education in adult education and training 
 
In order to reveal how the inclusion in education and training of adults with low education changes 
over time, we developed and calculated an index of inclusion. To calculate this index, binomial 
logistic regression models were estimated separately for 24 countries in using a variable that 
distinguishes between whether people participated in non-formal education and training or not as a 
dependent variable. The main independent variable in these models is educational attainment, 
measured by three categories: low (ISCED 0-2), medium (ISCED 3-4), and high education (ISCED 
5-6). The effect of education was controlled for gender and age. The index is calculated as the 
ratio between the predicted probabilities for the group of people with low level of education at two 
points in time, in our case, the years 2011 and 2007. An index above 1 indicates increased 
inclusion of the given social group in one and the same country during the indicated period of time, 
whereas an index below 1 shows a tendency toward exclusion of this group over time. An index 
value of 1 indicates that no change with regard to inclusion occurred in this group. 
 

Figure 2. Change in inclusion in non-formal education for adults with less than primary, primary 
and lower secondary education (ISCED 2011 levels 0-2) between 2007 and2011 by country. 

 

Source: Adult education survey: 2007; 2011 (own calculations). 
Note: Hungary excluded as an outlier; its index of inclusion for low education was 8.26. 

 
 

Figure 2 shows that countries differ with regard to the advancement of inclusion of adults with low 
levels of education. Bulgaria is among the countries where no advancement of inclusion occurred. 
Indeed, we observe a trend towards exclusion among these adults with regard to their participation 
in non-formal education.  
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Obstacles to participation in adult education and training for people with low education 

Figure 3, below, presents in a comparative perspective the obstacles to participation in adult 
education and training for people with low education in Bulgaria and the other countries of the 
European Union. 

Figure 3. Obstacles to participation in education and training for adults aged 25-64 with less than 
primary, primary and lower secondary education (ISCED 2011 levels 0-2). 

 

 

Source: Eurostat, Adult education survey (2016), data code: [trng_aes_178]. 
 

 
 
Figure 3 clearly demonstrates that, regarding Bulgaria, the obstacles to participation in adult 
education and training within one of the most vulnerable group (those with low levels of education) 
largely differ here from the obstacles reported in EU – 28 countries. Thus, whereas 71.7% of the 
adults in the EU – 28 countries who answered this question mentioned that they did not see any 
need for (further) education and training, this proportion exceeded 96% in Bulgaria. The proportion 
in Bulgaria is almost twice as high as the EU – 28 average as regards cost and distance of learning 
opportunities viewed as obstacles for participation (respectively 57% versus 28.6% for costs and 
31.6% versus 16.3% for distance). Compared with the EU – 28 average, in Bulgaria the difference 
in the reported answers goes up to 2.4 times higher with regard to prerequisites (entry 
requirements). The proportion of people in Bulgaria who reported lack of suitable education or 
training activity (offer) is also considerably higher than the EU – 28 average. The analysis of the 
interviews also confirms that vulnerable people in Bulgaria face significant barriers to participation 
in learning activities. The most important among these are institutional and situational barriers (e.g. 
lack of suitable programmes or programme interruption, lack of transportation to the educational 
setting, family responsibilities and lack of support for them).  
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Participation patterns in adult education are strongly depended on the social origin, ethnicity and 
gender of the individuals (See Figure 4).  
 
 
Figure 4. Average marginal effects from a multilevel logistic regression model concerning whether 

a person has improved his/her knowledge/skills: course/lecture/conference,  
last 12 months – respondents 25-64 

 

 
 

Source: European Social Survey (2012/2013), own calculations. 
Note: Country fixed effects, N (country level) = 24. Significance: *** p < 0.001. 

 
 
The Figure 4 shows that the probability of women to participate in adult learning is 2.3 percentage 
points lower than of men. The effect of low parental education (if none of the parents has 
secondary and tertiary education) on participation in adult learning is negative. More specifically, if 
a person has at least one parent who has attained secondary or higher education, the probability of 
participating in adult learning is about 6 percentage points higher compared to this probability of a 
person without such a parent. Belonging to a minority group also decreases the probability of 
participating in adult learning (by 6.2 percentage points). The negative effects of being a woman, 
belonging to a minority group and coming from a low status family have been confirmed by the 
data from our case study. All this gives support for the conclusion about the accumulation of 
inequalities in access to adult learning for minority women, whose parents are also low-educated 
and with low chances of well-paid work. 
 
Benefits for vulnerable people ensuing from their involvement in adult education and 
training  
 
The participants' notion of the possible benefits of their involvement in educational activities refers 
to the instrumental, intrinsic and transformative/empowering role of adult education and training. 
More concretely, the possible benefits include: 

a) instrumental – finding a job, obtaining a certificate of completed educational level, 
obtaining a driver's license; 

b) intrinsic – a change of attitude to learning and its value, continuing learning; 
c) empowering – improved self-confidence and self-respect, gaining control over one’s life. 
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Based on our analyses and results, the following implications and recommendations are put 
forward: 
 
Available, affordable and sustainable offers for adult education and training 
If policies aim to boost participation among the vulnerable groups in Bulgaria, they should 
overcome institutional and situational barriers that prevent people with low levels of education from 
engaging in educational activities. There is a need for more diversified, affordable and sustainable 
educational programmes for disadvantaged adults. 
 
A personalized approach  
Training of adults, including young adults, can be successful only if it is based on an adequate 
educational approach, one that takes into account the specificities of the categories of people 
being trained. Although some positive initiatives have been taken in this direction (e.g. the 
preparation of an individual action plan for every unemployed youth, envisaged in the National 
Implementation Plan for European Youth Guarantee), efforts should continue for fuller application 
of the personalized approach to each person in a vulnerable situation. In designing policies and 
programmes targeted especially at young adults in a vulnerable situation, one should take into 
account the life stage of a young person, and specifically, the fact that youths are in reproductive 
age and are making a transition from living with their parents to making a family of their own and 
having children.  
 
Active motivation  
When taking steps to motivate vulnerable people – and especially young ones – to participate in 
adult education and training, it is necessary to respect their personalities (e.g. by providing flexible 
educational pathways, diverse programmes, non-stigmatizing learning environment) and to have in 
mind the diverse benefits ensuing from their involvement in educational activities. Undoubtedly, 
achieving a decent living standard is very important for young adults, and one condition for this is 
for them to receive more attractive remuneration for labour. It should be remembered, however, 
that the educational programmes for young people also have an impact on their social contacts 
and on their opportunities to exercise other activities.       
        
Cumulative disadvantage  
Special attention should be given to groups suffering cumulative disadvantages. Young adults who 
find themselves in a situation of cumulative disadvantage, i.e., where the negative impacts of 
various factors (low education level, low family status, sex, health problems) combine, are in need 
of greater and more differentiated support.   
 
Intersectionality  
Our analysis confirmed the conclusion that intersectionality between gender, ethnicity and class 
tends to burden agency very strongly. That is why a variety of ways should be sought to support 
the members of disadvantaged groups and especially Roma women. Among the Roma ethnic 
group, marriages are customarily made at an early age, and children are usually born before the 
mothers have completed secondary education; thus, a greater need among women to complete 
their education. Oftentimes, women feel motivated to continue their education. In order to assist 
women in child raising, it would be appropriate to organize childcare services during classes at the 
schools where training is held; such a service would help mothers continue their education.  
 
Popularization of adult education and learning  

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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There is a need for conducting a well-planned and thought-out information campaign with the 
involvement of different stakeholders (Ministry of Education and Science, Employment Agency, 
schools) and representatives of local communities (e.g. NGOs) to popularize adult education and 
training programmes and build a positive image of these programmes among the public at large by 
highlighting their different positive aspects and expected results. 
 
Organization of education and training programmes  
Essential to the success of educational programmes is how they are organized – in terms of when 
they are conducted, the procedure for enrolment of participants, how control over their 
implementation is effectuated. It is worth considering whether each programme should be offered 
to all age groups simultaneously, or instead, a specific programme should target certain age 
categories, for instance, only youths up to the age of 29, similarly as in certain employment 
programmes.   
 
Coordination between education and social policies 
In the case of adult learners, it is also important to consider that these people have many other 
commitments (care for children, providing for the family, etc.), which influence their behaviour as 
learners. In this respect, the environment in which the training is conducted and the concrete 
conditions provided for the trainees (for instance, the availability of kindergartens, adequate pay, 
etc.) are very important factors as regards engaging learners in the courses and the successful 
implementation of the literacy programmes. 
 
Benefits of educational programmes and how to measure their (un)success 
Educational programmes can empower participants in various ways – policy makers should take 
this into account. It is essential to have in mind that courses and training for an educational degree 
are an important factor not only for successful labour market entry but also for the civic activeness 
of people, for widening their social contacts and enhancing their self-confidence and self-respect. 
That is why the fact that people drop out should not be considered a failure of the programme 
before the reasons they do so are analysed.  
 
Complex model of assessment of policies 
It is necessary to go on to a more complex model of assessment of policies, implemented mainly 
by independent experts. This model should be based not only on short-term results (e.g. the 
number of people completing the programme, the number of employed persons under separate 
programmes), but also on long-term analysis of the economic activity, employment and civic 
involvement of included persons. A significant element of this model should be to register the 
opinions of the programme participants by means of qualitative methods, and to trace what 
happens to participants after a longer period of time.      
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The ENLIVEN research models how policy interventions in adult education can become more 
effective. Different work packages focus on the role of governance and policy, participation, 
workplace learning and adults’ well-being. It implements and evaluates an innovative Intelligent 
Decision Support System to provide a new and more scientific underpinning for policy debate and 
decision-making on adult learning, especially for young adults. The project investigates these adult 
education and training aspects through quantitative and qualitative analyses. 
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