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Abstract: This short paper is part of a project in preparation for a White Paper addressed to 

the Hungarian government defining social innovation.1 Its aim is to add the specific experi-

ence of social innovation in Bulgaria to this discussion. The concept of social innovation has 

been almost absent from public debates and policy agendas in Bulgaria since the country’s 

European Union accession. The reasons for this are beyond the scope of this paper but cer-

tainly do deserve special attention from the academic community in the future. The paper 

includes a short presentation of the specific Bulgarian context, followed by a section on social 

innovation and a final section focusing on workplace social innovation. 
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1. THE BULGARIAN CONTEXT 

Bulgaria is the poorest member of the European Union (EU). It has experienced a 

difficult economic and political transition and faces substantial demographic and so-

cial challenges. The Bulgarian state could be characterised as weak in Bohle and 

Greskovits’ typology (2012), as it tends to postpone reforms or impose them without 

domestic consent, further locking the fragile economy into ‘low-road’ competitive-

ness policies. In this context, policymakers are not particularly interested in innova-

tion, not to mention social innovation. Secondly, any emphasis on social innovation 

is very often put in advance by the European Union. In Bulgaria, which joined the 

EU in 2007 along with Romania, the imprint of the European references seems to be 

losing ground (Delteil and Kirov, 2017). 

 

2. SOCIAL INNOVATION: DEFINITION AND USAGE 

During the last years, social innovation emerged in the European public policy de-

bates as a vehicle to developing innovative and efficient solutions to addressing so-

cietal needs (Sinclair and Baglioni, 2014). In the EU social innovation has been un-

derstood as “a solution to both old and new social risks” (Nicholls and Edmiston, 

 
1  It was presented at the online conference “Strategy of Social Innovation Workshop”, or-

ganized by Tinlab Project and the University of Miskolc on 7 May 2021. 
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2018). While at the beginning, the European Commission was not willing to provide 

a definition of social innovation, already in 2010 the Bureau of European Policy 

Advisers (BEPA) stated that social Innovation relates to the development of new 

forms of organisation and interactions to respond to social issues (the process dimen-

sion). As claimed by Nicholls and Edmiston (2018). It aims at addressing (the out-

come dimension):  

1) Social demands that are traditionally not addressed by the market or existing 

institutions and are directed towards vulnerable groups in society. 

2) Societal challenges in which the boundary between ‘social’ and ‘economic’ 

blurs, and which are directed towards ‘society as a whole’. 

3) The need to reform society in the direction of a more participative arena where 

empowerment and learning are sources and outcomes of wellbeing. (BEPA, 

2010) 

But despite the overall European push for social innovation-based policy, Bul-

garia has remained outside this process. The term social innovation has not been 

defined either in legislation or within particular policy documents in Bulgaria. At 

present, there are multiple strategies focused on innovation in the country. However, 

only sporadic programmes and policy documents ever mention the term social inno-

vation, usually with different meanings. In her recent study on innovations in Bul-

garian schools, Kachakova (2021) concludes that the imperative of innovation has 

been embedded in different policies without sufficient justification. In this way, in-

novation turns into a commonplace phrase which means different things to different 

people (teachers, principals, politicians, researchers). 

Most often, social innovation is used in the context of social services and social 

entrepreneurship by the public authorities and NGOs. For example, the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Policy has launched a competition for social innovation in the 

social economy.2 More precisely, three categories have been advanced in this com-

petition: social innovations related to employment; social innovations related to so-

cial inclusion and social innovations related to the provision of social products and 

services. 

In parallel to such national programmes, there are some actors at municipal level 

also promoting social innovation in the domain of social services. One example is 

the Bulgarian capital city of Sofia and its programme “Social innovations”,3 in which 

NGOs in the sphere of social services compete for project funding. By Resolution 

No. 292 of 8. 6. 2017, the Sofia Municipal Council approved an Agreement on Co-

operation for Achieving Social Protection and Inclusion through Social Services be-

tween the Sofia Municipality and Civil Society Organizations, which includes the 

establishment of a funding program for social innovation projects. This programme 

aims to improve the quality of life, social inclusion of vulnerable groups by stimu-

lating the implementation of short-term social innovation projects by the active par-

ticipation of civil society. Social innovation projects are accepted for activities aimed 

 
2  https://seconomy.mlsp.government.bg/page.php?c=2&d=119 (Accessed: 25 April 2021). 
3  https://www.sofia.bg/program-social-innovation (Accessed: 25 April 2021). 

https://seconomy.mlsp.government.bg/page.php?c=2&d=119
https://www.sofia.bg/program-social-innovation
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at the creation, implementation or realisation of new ideas or processes for Sofia 

Municipality that address the needs of vulnerable groups and are significant for the 

social policy of the municipality. Practices and models that are applied for the first 

time in the territory of Sofia Municipality are accepted as new ideas. Eligible appli-

cants are non-profit legal entities and people’s cultural institutions ‘Chitalishtes’, 

based in the territory of Sofia Municipality. However, the available funding is re-

ally limited: in 2021 this programme provides funding from the municipal budget 

for social innovation projects up to BGN 5,000 per project. Despite the scarce 

funding, the interest has been large as 22 project proposals were received by Sofia 

Municipality. 

In addition, social innovation has been associated with the so-called social entre-

preneurship, and various associations and non-governmental organisations have 

been launching contests for ‘social innovation’ projects. A case in point is the Junior 

Achievement Bulgaria,4 which organises an annual competition among high school 

classes as well as social innovation camps in partnership with different schools. The 

competition encourages participants to come up with a solution to a social problem 

by developing their idea for a social innovation business. The call for the competet-

iton says: “If you are a student between the ages of 15 and 18 and you have an atti-

tude towards the environment around you and what is happening in it, this compe-

tition is your opportunity to create improvements in it.” As a result, for the 6th 

consecutive year, Junior Achievement Europe and the company NN Group have 

partnered through the Social Innovation Relay to empower young people to tackle 

societal challenges by using innovation and entrepreneurship.  

Finally, some civic platforms have been advocating the need for social innovation 

of the future, for example, in explanation of European trends. Move.bg5 was estab-

lished by the former CEO of HP Bulgaria and assigns smart cities, the shared econo-

my, and others the label of social innovation. According to this organization, “social 

innovation is the process of inventing, providing support for and implementing new 

solutions to social needs and problems, as defined by Stanford University. It is a 

process that is not the privilege of a single country, entity or organisation, because 

to be successful, social innovation needs cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary ef-

forts”. Move.bg underlines that, according to European experts’ assessment, there 

are several radical social innovations that will develop in the following 20 years: 

such as sharing economy, basic income, Body 2.0, smart cities without cars, alterna-

tive currencies, shared innovation spaces, gamification, life recording, local food 

cycles, new journalism networks, new ways to store and share health data, new read-

ing/writing culture and reinventing education. 

As it could be visible on the basis of these examples, social innovation in Bulgaria 

is mostly associated with social economy and social services 

 

 
4  http://www.jabulgaria.org/category/iniciativi/social_innovation_relay (Accessed: 25 April 

2021). 
5  https://move.bg/socialni-inovacii-budeshte (Accessed: 30 April 2021). 

http://www.jabulgaria.org/category/iniciativi/social_innovation_relay
https://move.bg/socialni-inovacii-budeshte
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3. WORKPLACE SOCIAL INNOVATION 

Workplace social innovation also takes up marginal space in Bulgarian policymak-

ing and societal debates. Already in 2012, Pot et al. (2012, p. 161) argued that “work-

place innovations are social both in their ends (quality of working life, well-being 

and development of talents together with organisational performance) and in their 

means (employee participation and empowerment)”. 

But again, as in the case of social innovation in other spheres, the workplace is 

still not a centre of efforts of the relevant stakeholders (company managers, trade 

unions, employers’ organisations). After some experimentation with self-manage-

ment in the 1980s, and following the start of the transition in Central and Eastern 

Europe, the workplace social innovation was left behind in the public interest. For a 

long time, privatisation and the question of property distribution mobilised efforts 

among different stakeholders in various enterprises. However, in the context of mas-

sive foreign direct investment flows and a search for rationalisation and efficiency, 

the workplace has taken importance again. But what is the position of innovations in 

the context of transferred management models and, in some cases, ‘retaylorization’ 

(Kirov, 2001). In the same time research and development (R&D) units are being 

transferred more and more often to the West. 

Deficits of social innovation have not been filled by ‘good practice’ transfers. In 

some cases, the interest has been heavily focused on (isolated) cases of good prac-

tices resulting from different experiments or corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

approaches in the region (Koleva et al., 2010). 

The question of these social innovation deficits in the workplace in the new mem-

ber states of the European Union is still on the agenda. In recent years, there have 

been some programmes supported by European Social Fund (ESF), for example, the 

Operational Programme Human Resource Development, that have funded projects 

introducing social innovation (mainly understood as organisational innovation) in 

Bulgarian companies.  

 

4. CONCLUSION 

The Bulgarian experience has demonstrated the limited use of the concept of social 

innovation. The concept itself is not defined within legislation and is often ambi-

guous with different meanings for different actors. The actors involved in supporting 

social innovations are mainly concentrated in the social services and social entrepre-

neurship areas, underlining the way in which the policy value of social innovation is 

limited in the contemporary Bulgarian context. Some civil society organisations 

have attempted to introduce into the debate a larger range of social innovations, 

aligned with the technological innovation of the contemporary Technological revo-

lution (Perez, 2002). 

On the basis of the Bulgarian example, a few recommendations could be drawn for 

Hungary. First of all, social innovation should be contextualised and defined in con-

nection with Hungarian realities. Secondly, a common understanding of social inno-
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vation should be adopted by actors (such as by regional and national authorities, com-

panies and their organisations, universities, and NGOs). Thirdly, social innovation 

should be featured in the country’s policy documents and operational programmes for 

the structural funds. Fourthly, while foreign practices might be inspiring, Hungarian 

actors should find their own policy approaches based on social innovation in order to 

address challenges on the ground related to development and societal change. 
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