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Abstract

:

The transition from education to work in the global economy is no longer a straightforward one-time move for young people. In Bulgaria, this change started with the transition from a centrally planned economy to a market economy in the 1990s and was accompanied by the arrival of high rates of early school leaving, youth unemployment, and a growing group of disengaged youths (NEETs). The European initiatives in support of youth labour market integration are translated locally, with a narrow focus on “employability” while neglecting the many educational, training, and social needs of young people. The analysis in this paper is informed by the theoretical framework of life course research. It starts with an elaboration of the recontextualisation of EU policies such as the Youth Guarantee in the local realities of socioeconomic structures using Eurostat and national data. Second, we present 4 case studies (selected out of a total of 42 in-depth interviews) of young adults aged 18–30 in order to highlight the ways in which young people’s individual agency filters and influences the institutional policies and practices regulating youth social integration. Our qualitative analysis reveals the multiplicity and diversity of youth journeys into work through the institutions and social structures and the inadequacy of the applied policy measures.
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1. Introduction


Globalisation, in the face of the increasing international interconnectedness of markets, intensifying competition, and the massive diffusion of global networks and knowledge through new information and communication technologies, together with the rising dependence on “random shocks”, creates the conditions for both economic innovations and social change and a rise in the sense of instability. The increase in its pervasiveness impacts directly on the most vulnerable social groups through locally entrenched systems of employment, education, social regimes, and family patterns [1]. On the basis of the forms of employment in place, the educational opportunities, the social policies promoted, and the patterns of family formation, young people in the transition stage to adulthood make their conscious choices specific to their educational, employment, family, and reproductive careers.



The growing difficulties in young people’s entry into the labour market in Europe since the last decades of the 20th century have made youth transitions a major target of both youth research and youth policy in the EU. The new global challenges arising with the COVID-19 pandemic and the mounting concerns about the war in Ukraine in 2022 make the path from education to work even more insecure, prolonged, and fragmented. This trend is exacerbated in the context of Bulgaria, which ranks among the last EU member states in their economic output but among the first in income inequality. The pandemic in the past two years brought not only a substantial deterioration of public health but also high political instability, with the country changing two caretaker governments before electing an unsteady four-party coalition. The restrictive measures taken by the changing governments posed new barriers to young people in their access to quality education, lifelong learning, and the labour market, with the latter additionally tightened by the wave of returning migrants from abroad seeking secure employment in a very uncertain present.



Youth studies in Bulgaria tend to place their attention on young people’s values and forms of behaviour in various life domains separately [2,3] rather than focusing on youth transitions between them. The shift in value orientations towards education, work, politics, and family among the cohorts of grandparents, parents, and young people is perceived to reflect the wider social change in society [4]. However, though less noticed, changes in the forms, length, and sequence of the school-to-work and housing transitions are also indicative of significant social trends. Thus, the replacement of the strictly controlled and linear youth transitions in the 1970s and 1980s of the 20th century with the de-standardised, prolonged, and precarious trajectories in the 1990s is revealing of the radical societal transformation of Bulgarian society towards a market economy and political democracy [5]. Interwoven with the changes in youth educational and employment choices is the transformation of their attitudes towards marriage and parenthood. There is a growing discrepancy between marriage and childrearing, with a rise in co-habitation. The preferred age for having a child is gradually increasing, and today, this step is taken more in the late 20s to mid-30s of the course of life [6].



This paper makes an attempt to explain the growing complexity of school-to-work transitions through a life course perspective. The approach takes into account the cumulative nature of the different transitions in individual trajectories and place them in the historical and cultural context in which they are embedded [7]. In the analysis that follows, we first delineate the characteristics of the social context for young people’s lives in Bulgaria 30 years after the system change and 2 years after the spread of COVID-19 in the world. Building upon official statistical data and an overview of research reports and policy evaluations, we focus on the gaps and contradictions in the institutional arrangements for supporting the transition from school to work. We then proceed with qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews with 42 young people who were experiencing various hurdles in their access to the labour market. The findings draw a picture of diverse youth transitions, with a noticeable polarization between those leaving the education system without completing the primary level and university graduates. We present in more detail four cases of youth trajectories demonstrating the polarised dilemmas that the current young generations face when striding on the road between the levels of the educational system, lifelong learning programs, and into the world of work. This paper contributes to the existing studies of youth transitions by revealing the internal dynamic of the school-to-work transition instead of only comparing its starting and ending points and highlighting the ways in which young people’s individual agency works to overcome the gaps in the institutional policies and practices regulating youth social integration.




2. Life Course Perspective of Youth Transitions


Youth transitions have been studied in a broad spectrum of theoretical frameworks [8,9,10]. The life course perspective situates youth transitions in a wider time frame and examines the interplay between the opportunity structures in the social context and young people’s subjective agency in the process [11,12]. According to Elder ([13], p. 5) the life course consists of “age graded transitions through institutions and social structures, and is embedded in relationships that constrain and support behaviour—both the individual life course and a person’s developmental trajectory are interconnected with the lives and development of others”. The individual life course should be explored in its relationship with the historical time and the social milieu in which the individual life is lived [7,14]. The inquiry into the dynamics of youth transitions makes it possible to highlight the interlined processes of individual and social change during the period of youth.



Youth transitions are embedded in specific socioeconomic and cultural structures and institutional arrangements on multiple levels—national, regional, and local—which govern the opportunities and constraints of individual trajectories [15]. Several typologies of youth transition regimes have been developed [16,17] which either exclude or are not fully applicable to the situation in the post-communist countries in Eastern Europe. Common trends for present-day youth policies in the countries in the region are the contraction of state support in comparison with the communist past and the rise in the importance of the market mechanisms in access to welfare, as well as the preservation of a centralised and comprehensive public educational system with growth in private institutions and a renewed reliance on the family [18,19]. However, there were significant differences in the institutional structures during the communist regime, despite its one-party rule over a centrally planned economy and highly centralised social protection, and these grew during the countries’ different paths of post-1989 societal transitions, creating complex country-specific amalgams of liberal, universal, conservative, and sub-protective elements [20]. It is important to bear in mind Raffe’s [21] observation that the social context in each country is unique, and it is highly relevant to treat each as a separate case. Following this advice, we describe the Bulgarian youth policy system in greater detail in the next section of the paper.



A major methodological principle in the perspective—the principle of agency [15,22]—emphasises that people do not passively follow status-based life transitions but make more or less informed choices within the available structure of opportunities and constraints. The macrostructures do not fully determine the shapes of life trajectories but allow the individuals to contribute to the process, actively constructing their biographies [8,23]. Unlike the rational choice theories that account for the estimation of the expected gains and losses in the current situation, the life course perspective explores the meanings the young attach to their choices, which change over time, and the ways in which they develop aspirations, mobilise resources, and reflect on the process. The choices that the young make at a certain point in time have consequences for their life courses expanding or restricting the opportunities in the next life stages. This approach allows a dynamic understanding of youth transitions, situating the school-to-work transition within the whole life trajectory of the individual. Agency is not constant; rather, it develops over time, and as Emyrbayer and Mische ([24], p. 963) argue, “it can only be captured in its full complexity …, if it is analytically situated within the flow of time” as informed by the past, oriented towards the present and the future. This intertwining of the different time dimensions presents the young as reflexive agents of their life transitions, although in different degrees and with different competences for self-reflection.



The life course perspective also underlines the social networks of young people, consisting most commonly of family, friends, and peers, through which the young receive support and resources for their life transitions. Youth transitions from education to employment are shaped and negotiated by various other actors as well [25], such as teachers, social and youth workers, and policy makers. They serve as mediators between the institutional arrangements and young people’s needs, while young people’s agency modifies and actively transforms their influence.



Building upon the methodological approach of the life course perspective, we first draw the picture of the changes in the opportunity structures for education-to-employment transitions in Bulgaria, then look into young people’s agency along their individual journeys and the ways in which they reflect upon their past, present, and future opportunities, and explain their choices.




3. The Social Context of Youth Transitions in Bulgaria


In this section, we present an overview of the trends and specific aspects of the educational and training system, labour market conditions and their institutional regulations, changes in social inequalities, and welfare provisions in support of young people in Bulgaria in the beginning of the third decade of the 21st century. These characteristics largely form the opportunity structures for youth school-to-work transitions at the national level while acknowledging that significant regional and local inequalities also contribute to the diversity of youth transitions.



The radical societal transformation of Bulgarian society towards a market economy and political democracy from a centrally planned economy and one-party regime that started in 1989 was accompanied by the replacement of the strictly controlled and linear youth transitions in the 1970s and 1980s of the 20th century, with destandardised, prolonged, and precarious trajectories since the 1990s [5]. The youth policy in Bulgaria also underwent a significant change [26,27]. In the first decades of the social transformation, with the advent of mass unemployment and soaring inflation, young people were largely ignored, and it was only when accession to the EU became a more concrete political task that the concept of youth began to be used again with the ideological aim to ease the European integration of the country [28]. At present, youth policy relies on two major documents: The National Youth Strategy (2021–2030) [29] and the Law on Youth (2012) [30], which introduced the concept of youth workers for the first time and which have undergone several changes up to now. These documents, followed by yearly action plans, indicate a strong influence of EU policies on its basic concepts and main principles. More often than not, the newly adopted programs and measures come in response to European initiatives than to problems in youth transitions identified in official statistical data or in youth research [31]. A significant deficiency of the policies in support of young people is the lack of coordination among the various sectors of this policy, with a continuing strong centralisation towards the top [27]. Youth policy at the EU level regulates a wide range of life domains in young people’s transitions to adulthood [32]. Several overviews of the sectoral policies targeting youth in Bulgaria [33,34] find a trend in the Bulgarian institutional approach towards a heavy reliance on employment policies at the expense of lifelong learning and welfare services. In what follows, we cover the development in the three policy areas that define the main characteristics of the structure of opportunities and constraints for youth transitions in Bulgaria.



3.1. Trends in Education and Education Policy


The education system in the country is comprehensive, offering free education to all pupils and setting the obligatory age at 16, which coincides with the legal age for the start of employment. While this regulation implies equality of opportunities for all young people based on the meritocratic principle, in the past three decades, there has been a definite trend towards a greater student selection and segmentation between elite and mass institutions at the level of secondary education. The PISA studies on student achievement [35] measured a high degree of segregation along socioeconomic lines in Bulgaria, with students from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds doing worse at reading and mathematics. The latest results place Bulgaria in one group with Albania, Argentina, Greece, and Israel as the five countries with the most unequal distribution of mathematical literacy skills (ibid, 8). In a national study of the formal educational system, Lavrentsova and Valkov [36] found a growing trend towards educational segregation between and within schools based on ethnic origin. Various studies attest to numerous instances of overt and covert discrimination towards Roma youth [37,38].



The education policy in the country after the regime change has been quick to adjust and adopt policy documents in compliance with the EU’s requirements. However, the share of education expenditure in Bulgaria’s state budget is below the EU average, being at 3.8% of the GDP [39], and within the educational expenditures, the share of support for private providers is rising, which further exacerbates the social inequalities among children with unequal family resources. Although all schools, including vocational high schools, allow the young to continue into post-secondary and higher education, this type of education remains unpopular among young people and their parents. Students from vocational establishments have a much higher non-completion rate than those from general schools, where the quality of teaching is often low and the involvement of employers in vocational education and training remains minimal despite the recent attempts to establish dual-learning schools [40]. Official statistical data indicate that the rate of early school leavers in the past 10 years fluctuates between 12.4% and 13.9%, and it was at 12.8% in 2020 [41]. The rate is not only significantly higher than the average for the EU (9.9%) but is expected to rise even further as a result of the spread of COVID-19 and the slow uptake of online teaching.



The country’s policy interventions did not reduce the rate of early school leaving significantly while greatly promoting enrolment in higher education. Since the regime change in 1989, there has been a gradual rise in the number of students in higher education with the liberalisation of the entry requirements and the spread of private universities and colleges. The state insitutions expanded their recruitment by creating a network of branches in towns across the country. The number of students in tertiary education (among the age group of 20–24) in 2019 was 36.4%, higher than the EU average of 33.4% [41]. University education in Bulgaria in general shares the flaws of the country’s vocational schools, leaning towards a more theoretical orientation and lacking a focus on the skills required by employers [42].




3.2. Labour Market Trends and Employment Policy


The societal transition in Bulgaria resulted not only in the lengthening of youth transitions but also in their precariarisation. Commonly, they involve multiple steps, with young people moving between unsatisfactory jobs and spells of unemployment, short trainings, or going back into formal education as well as inactivity. The labour market is tight and not favourable towards the young. The trend towards insecure youth employment in Bulgaria mostly takes the form of young people accepting jobs below their qualifications. This is a result largely of the shift in young people’s and their parents’ attitudes when responding to employers’ practices. Thus, while in the first years after the regime change the unemployment rate among university graduates was very high because the young and their parents waited for the abundance of jobs expected “after the end of the Transition”, at present, the young who grew up only in the years of a market economy tend to take up any available jobs [31]. Work in the informal economy is still high, particularly among newcomers in the labour market and those without vocational qualifications.



What is well above the EU level in Bulgaria is the share of NEETs, or young people stuck in a “no man’s land” outside of both school and work. This is a highly illustrative indicator of the problems in youth transitions, standing for a wide variety of reasons for falling into this situation [43]. The NEET rate was highest in 2013, reaching a quarter of all young people. It dropped to 20% in 2019 only to rise again in 2020 to 21.6% [44]. The gender gap among this group is highly significant, with women overtaking men with one third of the cases. Despite the debates concerning the statistical definition of this group, the data signal for a rise in the share of this group among Bulgarian youth in the years of the COVID-19 pandemic.



The national policy for youth employment developed gradually after the regime change in 1989. It came as a response to the collapse of the system of full employment that existed in the countries of the former Soviet bloc up to the end of the 1980s in the 20th century [5], similar to the situation in most of the Western countries in the 1950s and 1960s [17]. In the eastern part of the continent, under the centrally planned economy, the transitions from school to jobs were rather short and linear, eased by the system of state allocation of graduates, and job changing was strongly stigmatised. With the orientation towards a “free market” in the 1990s, youth unemployment became a permanent feature of the economy and has since remained about two times higher than the general rate. National statistical data draw a picture of a downward trend in both the general and youth unemployment rates from 2010 to 2019 [44], when the youth unemployment was less than 7%, well below the EU average. The trend was reversed in 2020, hitting a rise of 2% that is likely to continue in the near future, with the pandemic causing a significant imprint on the country’s economy.



Youths became a significant target of the country’s employment policy with the implementation of the EU initiative the Youth Guarantee, starting in 2014. Various schemes and programs were designed to compensate for the shortage of jobs with the ongoing deindustrialisation and globalisation. Specific features in the design of the Youth Guarantee in Bulgaria are the wider age range of 15–29 (rather than 15–24) and the inclusion of young people with university degrees [34]. An evaluation by a private company [45] underlined other positive features of the national policy under the framework of the Youth Guarantee: the wide territorial distribution, the inclusion of key stakeholders such as employers, local government, NGOs, labour offices, and private training companies.



These achievements, however, do not compensate the disadvantages of the chosen approach. A significant fault in the policy is that it is based on the assumption that the responsibility to improve opportunities for employment falls entirely on the educational system and the individual and thus tends to turn a structural economic problem into an individualised one. While recognition of the difficulties in the transition to work for young people with higher education is a positive strand in the youth employment policy, placing them together with early school leavers as one in the same scheme results in the advantageous selection of graduates by the job centre staff. Most neglected by the policy are the NEET group, young people from the Turkish and Roma ethnic minorities, and those in poor health [46,47]. The lack of a differentiated approach by the Youth Guarantee results in not addressing the needs of other specific groups of young people in highly vulnerable situations, such as young Roma mothers [48] and rural youths [49].



The Youth Guarantee in Bulgaria is strongly influenced by the trend in European policy, being led by an “employability agenda”, which assumes that the main causes of youth unemployment are the inadequate level of young people’s skills. The focus of the provided measures is on-the-job training at the expense of formal learning [47]. Instead of expanding the opportunities for flexible forms of lifelong learning that would meet the diverse learning needs of young people, the dominant model is offering employability training courses with the aim of activating the unemployed [40]. Bulgaria is among the countries with the lowest rate of participation in the forms of lifelong learning, which has been around 2% in the past 10 years and declined to 1.6% in 2020, which was 6 times lower than the EU average [41].




3.3. Social Protection


The third main domain of youth policy in Bulgaria—social protection—is rather fragmented, mixing elements from different welfare state regimes without being able to reduce the rising social inequalities [50]. The reforms in social policy after the regime change are characterised by a contracting share of state financing and a rising presence of private capital in the provision of social services [20]. The weak welfare services are highly inadequate for the economic situation in the country, where the population living at risk of poverty or social exclusion was 33.6% in 2020. Although there has been a 10% reduction in this share in the past 10 years, Bulgaria still ranks first among the EU member-countries, where the average was 22% [41]. In addition, the country has the highest level of income inequality in the EU, as measured by the Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income (40% in the country compared with the EU average of 30.8%) [41]. The increased share of the “working poor” (from 7.7% to 9.7%) for the past 10 years testifies to the country’s inability to provide a satisfactory standard of living for the economically active part of the population [44].



In this situation, young people emerge as the group with minimal social rights, and this is particularly true in the domain of social security. There is a growing trend of reliance upon the family in periods of unemployment and job searching [51]. The requirements of having at least 9-month contributions in the last 15 months effectively excludes recent school and university graduates from receiving unemployment benefits, while the low amount of the benefits and the short periods of receiving them discourage many eligible young people from registering with job centres. Similarly restricted for youths is the access to social assistance in the form of minimum income schemes, housing benefits, and other services [33].



In the context of present-day Bulgaria, social inequalities among youths have a strong gender dimension. Despite renewed policy efforts adopting a specific law for equality among men and women (2016) and a strategy for promoting equality between men and women (2016), there are significant differences in terms of pay, economic activity, employment rate, and the share of living at risk of poverty and material deprivation among the two broad gender categories to the detriment of women [52]. Survey evidence from 24 European countries highlights the considerable gender gaps in Bulgaria, particularly in terms of the choices for reconciling family and work life [53]. Despite the spread of more egalitarian gender attitudes among young people, factors such as the level of education and the size of a residence influence the perpetuation of gender inequalities. Thus, for young women with less education and living in small towns and villages, the possibility for combining work and family care is not a factor in choosing a particular job because, for them, the need for financial stability is more important. The practice of taking long (2 years paid) maternity leave introduced in the 1980s often results in the interruption or postponement of women’s career development. An interesting finding from this study is that the higher size of child benefits minimises the importance of work-family balance in the choice of jobs for both young men and women. Parental leave policies without strong incentives for equal take up between the parents increase gender inequalities among youths by impacting their career aspirations and (possibly) result in company managers’ reluctance to employ young women [54].



In conclusion, the main characteristics of the structure of opportunities and constraints facing young people in their transition to adulthood in Bulgaria are an inflexible and standardised education system with a trend towards selectivity, limited opportunities for vocational education and lifelong learning, theoretically oriented higher education, and segmented access to the labour market with undifferentiated measures for the promotion of youth employment. The opportunities through developing lifelong learning policies for the young experiencing difficulties in the formal education system and in their access to the labour market are rather neglected, and the employment policy focuses on young people’s employability, understood as readiness for any job, rather than developing their full potential [55]. A less effective social policy does not compensate for the growing social inequalities, and the concrete set of opportunities for individual transitions is strongly dependent on parental resources which steer the young in class-dependent trajectories.





4. Data and Methods


The above overview of the social context has as its data source official statistics from Eurostat [41] and the National Statistical Institute [44] in Bulgaria. We also used published policy analysis reviews and the relevant academic literature to allow us to delineate the main trends in educational and employment outcomes and policy developments since the collapse of the communist regime in 1989. In order to capture the dynamics of the transition processes and the meanings the young attach to them, we carried out our own empirical research with qualitative methods. The main objective of the study was to give an account of the lived experiences of young people struggling to make the transition to adulthood and to explore the barriers they had to overcome and the sources of support that they relied upon in the process.



We conducted biographical interviews with 42 young people aged 18–30 who had experienced various challenges in their school-to-work trajectories. The interviewers were two researchers and eight students in social research who were specially trained in this method. The fieldwork took over 3 months from September to December 2021 to gather sufficient biographies and illustrate the wide diversity of youth transitions. We did not start with a fixed model for selection of the interviewees aside from “difficult experiences in the transition from school to work”, allowing the interviewees to speak for themselves about the barriers they faced in their access to the labour market. We aimed to cover all three broad education groups: early school leavers, youths with high school education, and university graduates, with an equal share of men and women in the groups. We chose the completed educational level and gender since we considered these as the main indicators of social inequality in Bulgaria. Having basic and lower education signals a disadvantaged family background, mostly in terms of poverty and ethnic minority status. Young people with completed secondary and higher education are more heterogeneous, coming from families that represent the different layers of the middle class and the upper layers of the working class. This is largely due to the expansion of recruitment from state and private universities described in the previous section. We ended up with a rich pool of interviewees, one fifth of whom had less than obligatory education, one third with university degrees, and the rest (almost half) being graduates from general and vocational high schools. This structure of the achieved sample largely corresponds to the distribution of the general population in the country [44]. For the other important structural indicators, such as living place, housing, and family configurations, we aimed at a maximum diversity, using the personal contacts of our students in the research methods, whom we also owe gratitude for carefully transcribing the texts and drawing life lines of the main events in the individual trajectories.



The interview guide generally followed the method of life story interviewing [56]. It started with a broad question, asking the young persons to present themselves as they wished and then tell the story of their lives from early childhood to the present. We then asked more specific questions about their families, friends, education and work experiences, life projects, and expectations for the future. The interviews lasted between 45 min and an hour and a half. The young people were assured of their anonymity in the research report and the opportunity to withdraw from the conversation at any moment.



The full transcripts were read several times by the two researchers and subjected to coding and categorization following the approach of Corbin and Strauss [57]. We first explored the emerging themes from young people’s narratives, taking account of the commonalities in young people’s views about the opportunities and constraints they faced in their journeys. Furthermore, we highlighted the differences in the experiences of the groups of young people, differentiated by gender and educational level. In a second stage, we conducted analysis of each transcript as an individual case following the timeline of life events. In the analysis, we focused on the young people’s agency, differentiating between the story of events, the personal story, and the choices made at critical moments of the person’s life. We also looked at the social networks mobilised and the policy opportunities used (and more often lost) in the transition.



For this paper, we selected to present four case studies of school-to-work transitions of young people from the two contrasting groups according to their educational level: young people (a man and a woman) who left school before the obligatory age and two university graduates (also a man and a woman). This selection was guided by the high polarization in the educational trends as described in the section on the social context in Bulgaria: a rise in the numbers of early school leavers and an expansion of recruitment in higher education. This sheds light on significant intersectional inequalities in Bulgaria in terms of education (also class and ethnicity) and gender. The four cases allowed us to highlight the “grey” zones of the Bulgarian youth policies which are unable to meet their divergent needs. The expectation about polarised dilemmas facing young people is in line with the findings of a representative survey conducted in 2018 with 1008 men and women aged 15–29, which measured a high impact of education and gender on youth transitions to employment [31]. It was only young men with basic or lower education that followed the normative sequence of transition events, starting with finishing school and ending with parenthood, and this took them 7 years. Women with less education on average achieved all markers of adulthood in 3 years, in which leaving school, leaving the family home, and becoming a mother often overlapped. Men and women with higher education followed much longer transition paths, usually starting with temporary jobs about 4 years before graduation and with men postponing parenthood much longer than women, although both groups tended to wait for more stable jobs before becoming parents. Another recent study also found that family, ethnic and religious background, and the place of living were strong factors structuring youth transitions to adulthood [50].




5. Young People’s Perspectives on the School-to-Work Transition


The qualitative study produced a picture of diverse and non-linear educational trajectories of young men and women who find themselves in vulnerable situations in the country. The young people’s narratives demonstrated how quickly and easily their journeys through the levels of the educational system and in the labour market can be disrupted and reversed by adverse family events, bullying at school, or health problems. Our analysis confirmed the findings of other studies both in Bulgaria and other EU countries [36,58,59] that access to education was no longer a guarantee of its successful completion, and many students reported feeling excluded from meaningful and satisfactory educational experiences. Young people who left school early often could not find access to relevant programs of lifelong learning and fell into the trap of hopping from one informal and low-paying job to another without much or any social protection. Similar to other studies [40], we also found that the young with secondary education and even those from vocational schools lacked practical training to make a smooth transition into work, while their employers did not feel obliged or ready to provide quality on-the-job training. For their part, university graduates struggled with significant skill mismatches, so many continued performing unqualified jobs after receiving their diplomas or turned to accumulating degrees without building a career. A common theme discussed in the biographical interviews was that the young did not trust the available policy measures to improve their chances for employment and preferred to rely on relatives and friends. They did not perceive public institutions as their partners but rather as barriers to improving their employment situations.



The interviewees were largely aware of the structural constraints that faced them on the road to adulthood but did not consider themselves as “belonging to a vulnerable group” or a “group at risk”, as the discourse in the policy documents defined them. Another common feature in their interpretations of the transitions from education to the labour market, confirming the findings of previous studies [60], was young people’s conviction that they should rely on “their own efforts” to find a way out of difficult situations. They did not consider themselves as incapable to work in the aspired jobs and believed that, given the chance, they would make a successful integration into the world of work. It is also important to note that the young placed the school-to-work transition into a wider life frame, considering other transitions such as relationships, housing, and forming a family.



Despite the diverse challenges, most of the interviewees were rather positive about their individual futures and commented on their more or less defined life projects. Even the COVID-19 pandemic did not turn out to be a major obstacle in the transition of this group of youths who had already left the formal education system, although all felt its impact. A few lost their temporary jobs due to the restrictions imposed on businesses in the past 2 years. Others pointed at the decline of interpersonal trust that affected their informal jobs in the first months after the virus was officially registered in the country. However, none of the interviewees considered that the pandemic would continue to limit their opportunities in the future and saw other mostly economic barriers as having a greater significance.



Furthermore, we focused on the life trajectories of four young people, drawing attention to the role of agency vis-à-vis the structure of opportunities and constraints that they faced in their transitions from school to work. As explained in the previous section, we selected two cases of early school leavers and two cases of university graduates with one man and one woman in each group and explored the changing impact of education and gender in the process. The young people’s stories highlighted the moments of biographical sense-making of the events and reflections on the choices in their transitions, thus revealing the internal dynamic of the transition, which is not a single act but a process.



5.1. Marin: “I Have to Fight No Matter How Hard It Is”


Marin is a 25-year-old man from a small town located in southern Bulgaria close to the border with Greece and Turkey. Agriculture is the dominant sector of the regional economy, with wine and tobacco growing as the most popular livelihoods. Marin lives with his mother and grandfather in the old family house. Both his parents have finished high school and have worked in farming. A critical moment for the whole family was the father’s death when Marin was only 14 years of age. Taking sole responsibility for the financial survival of the household into her hands, his mother went to work in domestic care in Greece. This was a turning point in Marin’s life, forcing him to make important decisions at a very young age:




“…I had a very difficult childhood. One of the biggest difficulties in my life was that I was left without a father as a teenager, and soon after that my mother had to go abroad to look for work. I was too young then and had to fend for myself… It helped that I am a fighter and do not give up easily. I am used to fighting no matter how hard it is.”





Marin conveys his life story as a struggle against an unfavourable context. He is aware of the structural limitations of his trajectory to autonomy in comparison with his peers. Left without paternal support and relying on the limited help received from his grandfather, his coping strategy was to give up formal schooling and search for work that would bring income. This was “the most natural decision” for him, as he did not attribute a high value to education. Marin describes his experiences with schooling as boring, which he associates with his lack of interest in learning:




“The knowledge I gained was basic, because I didn’t have much interest in learning… When I was a kid at school, the teachers tried hard to make me study, but I was quite a naughty child, I hated the school discipline…It was quite difficult for me to focus on learning, and after my father died I had to work and support myself. Besides, my mother could not convince me to stay at school while she was abroad.”





Leaving school with only a seventh-grade education, Marin remained without a completed primary education. He changed many low-skill jobs, which for some time satisfied him as he managed to “make ends meet”. His coping experiences included a trip to Greece to live with his mother, and there, he first worked in different farms and then in a store house loading and unloading trucks. He explained his decision to return back to Bulgaria as due to dissatisfaction with the pay he received for the hard physical labour that he was performing as well as with a growing feeling of sadness and longing for his home and friends. Upon his return, the young man started working on various construction sites, combining this with two summer trips to England, where he picked strawberries and raspberries on a farm. Marin was very satisfied with the latter activity, considering it a well-paid job, but this opportunity ended with the spread of COVID-19 and the various restrictions that followed.



At the time of the interview, Marin’s hectic career was again in a limbo with irregular and informal jobs on various construction sites. In his words, his low educational level was proving to be a serious obstacle to finding satisfactory employment. It is only now, when the aspirations to find a better job and start a family are emerging, that he realises the consequences of the choices he made in his teenage years:




“I work in construction mostly as a general labourer and sometimes as a bricklayer. I find work by going around visiting sites and asking if they needed a man. Oddly enough, I enjoy doing this work. The problem is that it’s not regular and the pay is low… At the moment I’m thinking about going abroad again, when the Corona is over, because without complete primary education it’s hard for me to find a job here… At this stage it’s important for me to earn money to fix my house and find a wife to start a family with.”





Marin is not satisfied with how his transition from education to work is developing, blaming both the “circumstances” and his own decision to quit school. At present, he describes his financial situation as difficult. During spells without a job, he relies mainly on his mother’s help for money. Support from state institutions proved inaccessible to young people with Marin’s work history. In the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, he tried to register at the job centre as unemployed but could not provide the required documents. He would like “to do something to finish at least primary school”, but the need to provide for himself stops him from going back to school. At this stage in his life, Marin’s main aspiration is to find a better paying job, for which he will probably try searching abroad. His dream is earning and saving enough to be able to renovate the family house and start a family of his own. In terms of preferred work, Marin’s dream is to have a farm of his own.



Marin’s school-to-work transition is a testament to how a critical moment in childhood can impact an individual’s life trajectory in education and work. Faced with economic constraints and limited parental support, as well as a lack of adequate help from educational and social services, he made an early decision to leave school that now poses multiple barriers to his access to employment, and his working career is mostly in the informal economy. He is left without any support from employers or public employment agencies despite being eligible for some of the schemes under the Youth Guarantee. He has not considered turning to professionals for advice and information about training opportunities. His agency in the form of perseverance and diligence is the main factor that has helped him cope in a vulnerable situation and still make plans “for a normal life”.




5.2. Vasilka: “The Foster Home Is the Place where I Find the People I Love”


Vasilka is a 19-year-old woman of Roma ethnicity. She lives in a small town in central Bulgaria. She grew up in a residential institution and does not know who her parents are. In telling her life story, she stresses several times that she sees her mentor as her “true mother”. Similarly, she names the foster home as her “home”, or “the place where I find the people I love”. Situated in the outskirts of a large town, being outside of the suburbs with predominantly ethnic minority populations, it is the only source of support for the young woman. She has had bad experiences at school, being bullied by her classmates, and left at the age of 14 due to a psychological disorder that she has been suffering from for several years:




“I didn’t go to school regularly because I was mentally ill. That’s what the psychologists say, the psychiatrists. The ones who treated me. I don’t know what they call themselves exactly. They said that I was addicted to people and objects… I did not acquire much knowledge because I was often absent from classes.”





Vasilka has been evaluated as “functionally illiterate”, which creates serious difficulties for her in the everyday contacts with people and her job search. In her view, it is not only her lack of education but also her ethnicity that places barriers on her efforts to create a life of her own. Similar to the experiences of other youth from the Roma minority, as demonstrated by various research publications in Bulgaria [38,48], the young woman has been treated with prejudice and unfairness both at school and in the labour market. Without naming it as “discrimination”, she describes the negative reactions she receives regularly from strangers: “They look at me differently… They say: Run away from here! You are a thief; you are dirty… There are also people for whom I work privately. They also behave like that”.



Her working career lists a few temporary jobs in cleaning and seasonal farming. “I often go with some other friends to clean houses. Last time I cleaned the Eco toilets. Usually in the spring we work picking rose blossoms and whatever is in season. I’m not working now”. Vasilka is always short of money and often cannot meet her basic needs. She has never visited a job centre where she could have received training or other support with employment. Her coping strategy includes reliance on support from the foster home and finding occasional jobs that bring money. A happy day for her is “to have money for food and for a bingo game… I can’t stop going to the bingo”. In the town where she lives, there are many bingo halls that sprang up quickly after gambling was prohibited in neighbouring Turkey.



Vasilka does not have any concrete life prospects, hoping she could stay in the foster home for years to come. She mentions that her mentor is trying to convince her to start studying as a private pupil in order to receive a diploma so that she can get a secure job, but the young woman does not believe she will manage such an endeavour. “The lady wants to prepare me for the matriculation exams, but I am sure I will fail”. In her dreams, she has a lucrative job “somewhere abroad” and has a family with two children. Her family transition is also at a standstill. “Most of the Roma girls my age are already married and have several children”. However, she lacks the supportive ethnic networks who could ease her family formation. The young woman faces a wide range of constraints—deficiency of proper education and relevant treatment for her mental illness as well as a gambling addiction—and these are intensified by her belonging to a discriminated ethnic minority in the country. Vasilka lacks self-confidence and has not received adequate help to develop self-reflection and agency. The social protection agency has provided housing, food, and emotional support during childhood but not proper educational and training services or advice to make her ready for an independent life. All in all, the institutional policy has failed Vasilka in her life transitions and left her in a particularly vulnerable situation.




5.3. Teodor: “When You Know What You Really Want, You Will Eventually Achieve It”


Teodor belongs to the group of young people with higher education who also experience difficulties in their transition to adulthood, albeit of a different nature to those in the group of early school leavers. He is 27 years old and lives with his parents in a small village near a large city in northern Bulgaria. His parents belong to the working class and have attended school up to the obligatory age. He has a 5-year-old daughter who lives with her mother in the city, and Teodor pays monthly child support in addition to making regular visits to spend time with his child. Teodor is the first of the family to go to university and receive a BA diploma. Family relations (with his parents) are of high importance for the young man, and in his interview, he gave a lengthy account of their interactions. The parents are a source of emotional support and advice for him in addition to providing a home and money. In contrast, he is not ready to comment on his relations with the mother of his child. The young man refers to his own parenthood as “a huge responsibility” which he sees mostly in financial terms.



Teodor made his first steps in the labour market during his university studies. Within a year and a half, he changed jobs three times, which he found through newspaper advertisements. At these temporary jobs, he experienced both unfair treatment from his employers and fatigue from the long and exhausting work shifts. He soon felt it was impossible to continue working and studying and decided to focus on his education, relying on financial support from his family. After successfully obtaining his university diploma, Teodor returned to his parents’ house. Despite his BA in journalism, the young man could not start a working career in this field. His coping strategy was to look for a “temporary” job and soon started working as a bartender in a local restaurant. Although the job did not correspond to his university qualifications and the pay was not very high, he found some satisfaction in it:




“What I liked about this job was that the restaurant had a very cool staff, mostly young people, … and that I had time for myself… and the employer was a decent man… I got along with the staff, everything was in order. I wouldn’t change the job just for another one with a higher pay.”





However, the restaurant was closed during the first year of the pandemic, and Teodor registered as unemployed with the labour office and started receiving unemployment benefits. The young man was among the few of our interviewees who had turned to a state employment service and received financial support which, however, was so limited that his parents often had to add money to his daily expenses. Still, it was not the financial need that bothered him most. He felt a strain on his mental health. He stopped meeting friends and rarely went out of the house. What Teodor describes as a critical moment in his life is not linked to a particular event but to a moment of self-reflection and decision making. It was during his current stage of unemployment, this time for more than a year, that he decided upon a change in his job search strategy and more generally in his life orientation. This shift came after a long talk with his parents, and he felt that he was finally coming out of “the mist of passiveness”. As a result, he gave up his high aspirations and set up realistic goals, which he is now determined to pursue:




“The important thing for me at this stage of my life is to raise as much money as possible to get a Master’s degree in pedagogy, become a teacher and be able to provide a brighter future for me and my daughter… I have chosen my first university education without thinking much what happens after graduation and what kind of work I will be able to get… My parents did not interfere or impose any choice. In their youth they had goals that they followed and they knew what they wanted to do, and … whoever has goals is successful… For me, there were times when I didn’t have any goals, but with the help of my parents, I changed my thinking in a positive way and with time I started thinking sensibly like them and that’s how I built my new goals in life. When you know what you really want, you will eventually achieve it.”





It was only recently that Teodor experienced his insightful moment and is now eager to start studying for a master’s degree in education. In order to join such a program, however, he would need to find another low-qualification job to be able to pay the university fees. He is convinced that in time he will find the desired employment. He dreams of becoming a teacher and working with children. He believes that this job will finally help him create a more secure present for himself and his family.



Teodor’s life trajectory is marked with early parenthood and the breakdown of a young family. He felt forced to care for his child from afar and felt obliged to take up any kind of work in order to be able to support himself and his daughter financially. The employment office provided financial support for some time but no career advice or training, and he is not included in any of the schemes under the Youth Guarantee, although he is eligible. As a result, he often has to rely on his parents’ support again, and achieving autonomy seems to be a faraway goal. Despite his disappointment with the temporary jobs he managed to obtain, at present, Teodor considers that he has a concrete life project and a clear vision of what kind of job he prefers and how to achieve it.




5.4. Tanya: “I Am Free to Pursue My Own Dreams”


Tanya is 25 years old and lives with her parents in a small town near the country’s capital. She is among the most successful of our interviewees, having lived independently, finished university, and had work experience in her field of study. However, at the time of the interview, she was out of a job, living with her parents, and aspiring to a life in the big city. Tanya rented a flat while studying at Sofia University, and upon graduation, she returned back to the family home. She explained her choice as “the most natural decision”, similar to Teodor’s account, since her relationship with her parents was “very good, almost as being friends”. Additionally, like Teodor, her family background was that of the working class. Her parents finished secondary school only and were currently working low-skill jobs in pharmacy, where their pay had been significantly raised during the 2 years of the pandemic. The financial stability of the parental family plays an important role in the young woman’s life strategy. Tanya admires her parents for their hard work as well as for the financial and emotional support they are always ready to offer. She feels she has the freedom to make autonomous decisions. “My parents did not influence my choice of education or job… I am similar to them in that I pursue my own dreams as they had done when young”.



Tanya has a bachelor’s degree in accounting and considers her studies at the university very useful in providing solid knowledge as well as allowing her to make valuable friendships. What she thinks she lacked in her education was “more practice in real work settings”, a phrase that regularly figures in official policy documents in Bulgaria, indicating their preferences for “employability”. She worked two summer jobs as a sales consultant in a sportswear shop and a bookstore. During her studies at university, she applied for and successfully finished three unpaid internships in her specialty, which she found herself on job search sites and at a job fare. Then, in her hometown, she quickly secured her first job upon graduation. Since then, she changed her workplace twice, experiencing brief moments of unemployment during which she did not register with the labour office as she relied on her parents’ support:




“My last job was an operational accountant in a small firm. I found this place through a job search site and I liked everything about it at the beginning. I planned to stay at this job for a longer period of time but then on certain days there was a lot of stress to meet deadlines and the boss was shouting at all of us. I felt there was no point staying there any longer. I wasn’t learning anything new and then why to bear such a treatment? … My main goal at this stage is career development, not just earning money.”





She explained that she has not used the services of the job centres in Sofia or in her hometown during unemployment as she does not expect them to have good job offers. She is convinced that employers only register job vacancies with the state services that nobody wants. Having a rather smooth educational trajectory, she still faced difficulties in the labour market. What is more, she experienced intimidating behaviour from her last employer, which led to her leaving the job instead of looking for support from institutions. Relying on generous parental support, she has chosen further education as the next step in achieving her ambitious goals.



Tanya’s interview attests to her agency, combined with a strong determination to achieve her goals. The meaning she attaches to her current stage of inactivity is “waiting for the normalisation after the last COVID wave”. She has very concrete career plans: obtaining a master’s degree in finance in 2 years, gaining work experience in a large company in Sofia for 3 years, and then, after 5 years, founding her own accounting house in the big city. “In ten years I see myself established professionally and feeling much more confident in myself”. It would be after that achievement that she would think about family and children.



Tanya presents herself as an autonomous young woman, pragmatic and consistent in her educational and employment choices. She describes her patchy working career of short-term jobs and future work plans with the same admirable detail. Her practically oriented education and successful internships definitely contribute to her persistent agency. Obviously, having well-to-do and supportive parents also influences her feeling of stability, despite being out of a job currently and the lack of successful work experience.





6. Conclusions


In this paper, we tried to go deeper into the interplay between opportunity structures and the subjective agency of young people in the process of major life transitions. We first presented the specific features of the social context in Bulgaria by following the main trends in education and employment and highlighted some of the deficiencies in the education, labour market, and social policies targeting youths and their transitions from school to work. Thus, following the regime change in the 1989, two contrasting trends have emerged: one towards a rise in early school leaving and one towards expansion of higher education. The education and training system has not developed innovative forms flexible enough to meet the diverse needs of young men and women on different educational paths and with various health, family, and financial resources. While school drop-outs were gradually declining before the pandemic, the restrictive measures reversed this trend. Additionally, students’ academic achievements at all levels have become more dependent on income and other forms of social inequality, and the social policy in the country is not targeted towards compensating for such deficiencies. Vocational education remains underdeveloped, and university studies are still not in line with the current trends of economic development. The youth unemployment rate is below the EU average, but underemployment and work in the informal economy are characteristic for the youth labour market. At the same time, the employment policy focuses on increasing young people’s employability, steering them to work placements without adequate training and a lack of control over the role employers play in the process. While including those with higher education in the Youth Guarantee schemes is a justified recognition for the problems in their labour market access [34], it nevertheless is not matched with adequate attention and efforts to address the needs of those with less than obligatory education. The young in most vulnerable situations are overlooked by the professionals in job centres, who tend to select those with better chances to stay in the schemes until the end, with success measured quantitatively. Gender is another significant factor for structuring youth transitions in the country. Young women have profited the most from the expansion of educational opportunities in higher education in the country, increasing their involvement in university programs while delaying their transition to motherhood. In contrast to the high female employment rates in the centrally planned economy [26], 30 years later, women comprise the bulk of the inactive group of NEET. Young women with lesser educations more often than not have a short transition to work and family. However, this does not represent a privileged situation in the labour market, as they only have access to low-paying and insecure jobs. As was found in other studies [61,62], the COVID-19 pandemic further increased both old and new inequalities among young people.



Our qualitative study revealed the various challenges in the long and winding road of youth transitions to adulthood in the country. The four trajectories of young people that we portrayed in the paper illustrate the complex relationships between the uniqueness of each case and the context in which the cases are embedded. The case of the Roma woman represents a highly vulnerable situation and the inefficacy of the country’s social policy not only to offer time-limited social protection and emotional help but to empower young women with accumulated disadvantages [63] in their transitions to autonomy. For young men with only primary or lower education, the transition takes longer as they feel the responsibility to provide for their family, but the jobs that they manage to acquire are in low-paying work, often being temporary and in the informal economy. Their coping strategy is searching for a better-paying job, and their income is insecure, so they cannot afford much beyond the minimum daily necessities. Any paid forms of education or training are beyond their means. In this vulnerable situation, they find it impossible to obtain adequate educational and training opportunities. This is also valid for their access to the services of state institutions, offering unemployment support in the form of benefits, training, or mediation. For the group of young men and women with lesser education, the support channels are limited to the closest circle of relatives and friends, who are in difficult financial situations themselves. In most cases, the best solution perceived by the young who have dropped out of the education system too early is emigration, as their expectations are for a friendly labour market in the more developed European countries with lots of low-qualification jobs and better pay. Their agency involves various coping mechanisms, moving from one insecure job to another while improving their educational credentials prove impossible because of the lack of financial resources and time that they have to invest in the endeavor. Ethnic discrimination is also a structuring factor limiting the effect of subjective agency [37,38].



For young people with higher education, career development is of higher importance, but they are often faced with a lack of jobs in their university specialties. The young graduates take up low-qualification jobs, viewing them as temporary solutions before embarking on the desired career tracks. In their job search strategies, the quality of the working environment and team relations are also highly valued, in addition to the higher remuneration. Trainees often have to combine their university studies with temporary and precarious employment as their first work experience which, to a large extent, shapes their views on work and their requirements for the “ideal” workplace. The parents of those young men and women are the main and preferred source of financial support. While this group of young people reported greater access to and actual experience of institutional support during unemployment, this proves insufficient financially and even less so in terms of advice and training. Young people often have to rely upon the help offered by parents, which gives them a sense of security and the opportunity to take time to reflect upon their current situations and plan more adequately for the future. The transition to employment can be consistent, based on preset goals and clear strategies to achieve them, but also and more often fragmented, led by imageries of a desired future, since there are no resources available to achieve them quickly. Both young men and women with higher education are more reflexive on the structural limitations and more likely to devise their own life projects. Young women, however, feel stronger time pressure to limit their career plans and direct their agency towards a secure job before starting a family.



Unlike some recent studies which have focused on exploring the social impact of lifelong learning programs in European countries [64,65] and the created typologies of youth trajectories, our research design did not aim to evaluate the Bulgarian policy measures in support of youth transitions. We presented the policy programs as ingredients of the social context but did not select our interviewees from the participants of such policy programs. The starting point of our empirical research was to look for raptured youth transitions and then to highlight the hindrances experienced and opportunities mobilised by the transition actors themselves. That is why in the narratives of our sample of Bulgarian youth some policy schemes were rarely mentioned and even more rarely used. We came to the conclusion that the state institutions in Bulgaria applied a very limited range of support programs to tackle the diverse problems and difficulties faced by young people in their journey to autonomy. Most often, the young either did not know or did not trust the official policy measures. Our findings suggest that rather than grouping all youths as “at risk” together, a more individualised approach by experts and street-level professionals is needed to overcome important institutional “holes” and address the employment challenges in front of young people in diverse vulnerable situations.



In this paper, we drew on the life course perspective, applying a case study approach to youth transitions. We did not just pick up the cases as already existing stories but constructed them as complex constellations of various dimensions [66]. Focusing on specific cases allowed us to take into account the uniqueness of the various life journeys from education to employment and their biographical dimensions [67]. A similar approach has been used for international comparisons of youth transitions [7,68,69]. While comparing cases in one national context, our paper still managed to highlight different configurations of the link between the context and the cases. We consider that this strategy enabled our analysis to dive deeper into the interplay between opportunity structures and individual agency and better understand the combined effect of the inequalities in education and gender in youth transitions.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, S.K.; methodology, investigation and formal analysis, S.K. and D.H.; Project administration and writing—original draft preparation, S.K. and D.H; Validation and writing—review and editing, S.K. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the Ethics Code of the Bulgarian Sociological Association, and approved by the University Ethics Committee of Paisii Hilendarski University of Plovdiv (protocol code 21, 16 September 2021).




Informed Consent Statement


Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.




Data Availability Statement


The data presented from this study can be made available on reasonable request from the corresponding author.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



Mills, M.; Blossfeld, H.-P. Globalization, uncertainty and changes in early life courses. Z. Für Erzieh.-Schaft 2003, 6, 188–218. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kоzeva, J.; Kоstova, D. Young People and Intimacy in the Conditions of Social Change; Marin Drinov: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2007. [Google Scholar]

	



Mitev, P.-E.; Popivanov, B.; Kovacheva, S.; Simeonov, P. Youth Study Bulgaria 2018/2019; Friedrich Ebert Stiftung: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2019; p. 72. ISBN 978-3-96250-284-3. [Google Scholar]

	



Mitev, P.-E. Sociology Facing Youth Problems. In Bulgarians: Sociological Aspects; Mitev, P.-E., Ed.; East-West: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2016; pp. 127–140. [Google Scholar]

	



Kovacheva, S. Flexibilisation of Youth Transitions in Central and Eastern Europe. Young 2001, 9, 41–60. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dimitrova, E. Family and Reproduction in Post-Socialist Bulgaria. Towards a New Demographic Transition. In The EU and Central & Eastern Europe: Successes and Failures of Europeanisation in Politics and Society; Fischer, S., Pleines, H., Eds.; Ibidem: Hanover, Germany, 2009; Volume 6, pp. 91–100. [Google Scholar]

	



Nilsen, A.; Brannen, J.; Lewis, S. (Eds.) Transitions to Parenthood in Europe: A Comparative Life Course Perspective; Policy Press: Bristol, UK, 2012. [Google Scholar]

	



Heinz, W. Youth Transitions and Employment in Germany. Int. Soc. Sci. J. 2000, 52, 161–170. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Blossfeld, H.-P. Comparative Life Course Research: A Cross-National and Longitudinal Perspective. In The Craft of Life Course Research; Elder, G., Giele, J., Eds.; Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 2009; pp. 280–306. [Google Scholar]

	



Schoon, I.; Bynner, J. Young people and the Great Recession: Variations in the school-to-work transition in Europe and the United States. Longitud. Life Course Stud. 2019, 10, 153–173. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Elder, G.H., Jr.; Shanahan, M.J.; Jennings, J.H. Human Development in Time and Place. In The Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental Science; Lerner, R.M., Ed.; Wiley: New York, NY, USA, 2015. [Google Scholar]

	



Shanahan, M.J.; Mortimer, J.T.; Johnson, M.K. Handbook of the Life Course: Volume II; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	



Elder, G.H., Jr. The Life Course as Developmental Theory. Child Dev. 1998, 69, 1–12. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vogt, K. From job-seekers to self-searchers: Changing contexts and understandings of school-to-work transitions. Young 2018, 26, 18S–33S. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Mayer, K. New Directions in Life Course Research. Annu. Rev. Sociol. 2009, 35, 413–433. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Walther, A. Regimes of youth transitions. Choice, flexibility and security in young people’s experiences across different European contexts. Young 2006, 14, 119–141. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Roberts, K. Explaining Education-to-Work Transitions: Thinking Backwards, Situating Agency and Comparing Countries. Rev. Eur. Stud. 2018, 10, 72–83. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Żukowski, M. Social policy regimes in the European countries. In Diversity and Commonality in European Social Policies: The Forging of a European Social Model; Golinowska, S., Hengstenberg, P., Żukowski, M., Eds.; Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar: Warsaw, Poland, 2009; pp. 23–32. [Google Scholar]

	



Stoilova, R. The Welfare State in the Context of the Global Financial Crisis: Bulgaria—between financial stability and political uncertainty. In Challenges to European Welfare Systems; Schubert, K., de Vilotta, P., Kuhlmann, J., Eds.; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2016; pp. 59–78. [Google Scholar]

	



Tomova, T. The Bulgarian Road in Social Policy: The History of a Never-Ending Transition; St K. Ohridski University Press: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2021. [Google Scholar]

	



Raffe, D. Explaining national differences in education-work transitions: Twenty years of research on transition systems. Eur. Soc. 2014, 16, 175–193. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Elder, G.H.; Johnson, M.K.; Crosnoe, R. The Emergence and Development of Life Course Theory. In Handbook of the Life Course; Shanahan, M., Mortimer, J., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2003; pp. 3–19. [Google Scholar]

	



Hitlin, S.; Elder, G.H., Jr. Time, Self, and the Curiously Abstract Concept of Agency. Sociol. Theory 2007, 25, 170–191. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Emyrbayer, M.; Mische, M. “What is Agency?”. Am. J. Sociol. 1998, 103, 962–1023. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rambla, X.; Kovacheva, S. Constructing meaningful transitions in a vulnerable situation—Regional lifelong learning policies and social interactions between young adults and professionals in the European Union. Int. J. Soc. Welf. 2021, 1–10. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wallace, C.; Kovacheva, S. Youth in Society: The Construction and Deconstruction of Youth in East and West Europe; Palgrave Macmillan: London, UK, 1998. [Google Scholar]

	



Taneva, A.; Elenkova, L. Youth Policy in Bulgaria: Challenges and Perspectives; Friedrich Ebert Foundation: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



Staevska, V. Critical Theory in Action: Discourse Analysis of the Power Usage of the Idologem ‘Youth’ in Bulgarian Communism and Euro-Integration. Available online: http://www.litclub.bg/library/fil/staevska/critical_theory.html (accessed on 14 December 2021).

	



Council of Ministrers (CM). National Youth Strategy 2012–2020; Council of Ministers: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2021; Available online: https://nism.bg/bg/documents/nacionalni/bgstrategii?view=frontlist&catid[0]=45 (accessed on 19 April 2022).

	



National Assembly (NA). Law on Youth. Available online: http://mpes.government.bg/Documents/Documents/Zakoni/2019/ZAKON_za_mladejta.pdf (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



Kovacheva, S. Life Transitions of Young People; Plovdiv University Press: Plovdiv, Bulgaria, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



Chevalier, T.; Loncle, P. Introduction: The Development of Youth Policies in Europe in Past Decades. Youth Glob. 2021, 3, 1–11. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Jeliazkova, M.; Minev, D.; Draganov, D.; Krasteva, V.; Stoilov, A. Youth Employment Policies in Bulgaria; EXCEPT Working Paper no. 27; Tallinn University: Tallinn, Estonia, 2018. [Google Scholar]

	



Angelova, R.; Boyadjieva, P. The Bulgarian Rejoinder to the Youth Guarantee. In Europe’s Lifelong Learning Markets, Governance and Policy: Using an Instruments Approach; Milana, M., Klatt, G., Vatrella, S., Eds.; Palgrave MacMillan: London, UK, 2020; Volume 25, pp. 235–260. ISBN 978-3-030-38068-7. [Google Scholar]

	



UNESCO. Institute for Statistics/OECD 2020. Literacy Skills for the World of Tomorrow: Further Results from PISA 2000; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2003. [Google Scholar]

	



Lavrentsova, E.; Valkov, P. Risk factors for early school leaving in Bulgaria. Pedagogy 2019, 91, 946–962. [Google Scholar]

	



Tomova, I.; Stoychev, L.; Ivanov, M. Measures to Overcome the Demographic Crisis in Bulgaria; Marin Drinov Publishing House: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



Atanasov, A.; Kovachevich, N.; Shpitalski, A.; Ravlich, Z. Roma Discrimination in Croatia and Bulgaria: Comparative Report; Minority Rights Group Europe: Budapest, Hungary, 2021; Available online: www.minorityrights.org (accessed on 24 November 2022).

	



Ministry of Finance (MF). Overview of Public Expediture of Republic Bulgaria. Available online: https://www.minfin.bg (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



Milenkova, V.; Kovacheva, S. Youth and the skills system in Bulgaria. Can lifelong learning policies on the regional level compensate for the mismatches in the national skill system? Int. J. Cogn. Res. Sci. Eng. Educ. (IJCRSEE) 2020, 8, 49–60. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Eurostat—Database. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database (accessed on 17 January 2022).

	



Boyadjieva, P.; Milenkova, V.; Gornev, G.; Nenkova, D.; Petkova, K.; Todorov, V. Lifelong Learning in 2010: Survey of Adults Continuing Studies in the Formal Education System in Bulgaria; Tallinna Ülikool: Tallinn, Estonia, 2010. [Google Scholar]

	



National Study and Statistics on Early School Leaving by Country—Bulgaria. Co-Funded by the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union, Agreement no: 592114-EPPKA3-1-2017-1-DE. Available online: https://www.penworldwide.org/wp-content/uploads/National-Study-on-ESL-Bulgaria.pdf (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



National Statistical Institute. Available online: https://nsi.bg/bg/content/766/%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%B5%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8-%D0%B4%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%BD%D0%B8 (accessed on 17 January 2022).

	



Consortium “SIGMA METRICS”. Final Ex-Ante Report of the Operational Program Human Resources Development 2014–2020. Available online: http://esf.bg/otsenka/ (accessed on 19 December 2021).

	



European Commission (EC) The Youth Guarantee Country by Country—Bulgaria. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1161&langId=en&intPageId=3333 (accessed on 18 December 2021).

	



Institute for Market Economics (IME). Assessment of the People Not in Employment, Education and Training (NEETs) in Bulgaria and Policy Measures to Effectively Address Their Integration (VC/2019/017). Brussels, EC, Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=21588&langId=fr (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



Center for the Study of Democracy (CSD). Assessing the Access to and Take-Up of the Youth Guarantee Measures by Roma Youth in Bulgaria; CSD: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2019; Available online: https://csd.bg/publications/publication/assessing-the-access-to-and-takeup-of-the-youth-guarantee-measures-by-roma-youth-in-bulgaria/ (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



Lendzhova, V.; Milenkova, V. Rural NEETs in Bulgaria 2009–2019 Overview. COST CA18213. Available online: https://rnyobservatory.eu/web/National-Reports/NR-BULGARIA-09-19.pdf (accessed on 10 April 2022).

	



Stoilova, R.; Krasteva, V. Reforms of the Welfare System in Bulgaria and their Effects on Inequalities and on Vulnerable Groups (1997–2018). In Routledge Handbook of European Welfare Systems, 2nd ed.; Blum, S., Kuhlmann, J., Schubert, K., Eds.; Routledge: London, UK, 2019; pp. 56–73. [Google Scholar]

	



Biggart, A.; Kovacheva, S. Social Change, Family Support, and Young Adults in Europe. In The Modernisation of Youth Transitions in Europe; du Bois-Reymond, M., Chisholm, L., Eds.; Wiley Periodicals: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2006; Volume 113, pp. 49–62. [Google Scholar]

	



National Statistical Institute. Women and Men in the Republic of Bulgaria 2018. Available online: https://www.nsi.bg/sites/default/files/files/publications/WM2018.pdf (accessed on 29 May 2022).

	



Stoilova, R.; Ilieva-Trichkova, P. The Capability to Make Choices as a Dimension of Gender Inequalities. Sociol. Probl. 2018, 2, 515–536. [Google Scholar]

	



Kovacheva, S.; Spasova, S. Bulgarie. La conciliation à l’épreuve de la transition politique, économique et sociale et de la crise de 2008. Chron. Int. L’ires 2015, 2015, 86–102. [Google Scholar]

	



Parreira do Amaral, M.; Kovacheva, S.; Rambla, X. (Eds.) Lifelong Learning Policies for Young Adults in Europe: Navigating between Knowledge and Economy; Policy Press: Bristol, UK, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



Atkinson, R. The life story interview. In Handbook of Interview Research: Context and Method; Gubrium, J.B., Holstein, J.A., Eds.; SAGE: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2002; pp. 121–140. [Google Scholar]

	



Corbin, J.M.; Strauss, A. Grounded theory research: Procedures, canons, and evaluative criteria. Qual. Sociol. 1990, 13, 3–21. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Boyadjieva, P.; Ilieva-Trichkova, P.; Milenkova, V.; Stoilova, R. The local embeddedness of graduates’ education-job mismatch and of lifelong learning policies for its overcoming. Int. J. Lifelong Educ. 2020, 39, 104–118. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tarabini, A.; Jacovkis, J.; Montes, A. Factors in educational exclusion: Including the voice of the youth. J. Youth Stud. 2018, 21, 836–851. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Mäkelä, K.; Ikävalko, E.; Brunila, K. Shaping the Selves of “At Risk” Youth in Debt and Poverty in the Context of Economic Vulnerability. JAYS 2021, 4, 363–380. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Settersten, R.; Bernardi, L.; Harkonen, J.; Antonucci, T.C.; Dykstra, P.A.; Thomson, E. Understanding the effects of COVID-19 through a life course lens. Early Access Adv. Life Course Res. 2020, 45, 100360. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cook, J.; Threadgold, S.; Farrugia, D.; Coffey, J. Youth, Precarious Work and the Pandemic. Young 2021, 29, 331–348. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tomova, I.; Stoytchev, L.; Ivanov, M. Demographic Imbalances and Social Inequalities between the Large Ethnic Groups in Bulgaria; Professor Marin Drinov Publishing House of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences: Sofia, Bulgaria, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



Cuconato, M.; Demozzi, S.; Becquet, V. The interplay between life trajectories and participation careers. In Young People and The Struggle for Participation: Contested Practices, Power and Pedagogies in Public Spaces; Walther, A., Batsleer, J., Loncle, P., Pohl, A., Eds.; Routledge: Abingdon, UK, 2020; pp. 146–160. [Google Scholar]

	



Kovacheva, S.; Jacovkis, J.; Startari, S.; Siri, A. Are lifelong learning policies working for youth? Young people’s voices. In Lifelong Learning Policies for Young Adults in Europe: Navigating between Knowledge and Economy; Parreira do Amaral, M., Kovacheva, S., Rambla, X., Eds.; Policy Press: Bristol, UK, 2020; pp. 149–170. ISBN 978-1-4473-5036-1. [Google Scholar]

	



Ragin, C.; Becker, H. What Is a Case? Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 1992. [Google Scholar]

	



Heinz, W.; Krüger, H. Life Course: Innovations and Challenges for Social Research. Curr. Sociol. 2001, 49, 29–45. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brannen, J. Fathers and Sons: Generations, Families and Migration; Palgrave: London, UK, 2015. [Google Scholar]

	



Benasso, S.; Bouillet, D.; Neves, T.; Parreira do Amaral, M. Landscapes of Lifelong Learning Policies across Europe: Comparative Case Studies; Palgrave Macmillan: Cham, Switzerland, 2022. [Google Scholar]












	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2022 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  societies-12-00097


  
    		
      societies-12-00097
    


  




  





media/file0.png





