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Abstract: Bulgaria’s educational and economic landscapes are marked by substantial regional dis-
parities that are interlaced with ethnic inequalities in school-to-work transitions. Young adults from
Roma and Turkish origins particularly suffer from disadvantages with respect to education and
labour market participation. We ask how ethnicity affects labour market entry in Bulgaria once
educational resources of different ethnic groups are accounted for, and how regional contexts impact
ethnic disparities in employment insecurities. Building on comparative school-to-work transition
(STWT) concepts and on the labour queueing approach, we assume that ethnic disparities in the
STWTs of youths in Bulgaria depend on the degree of urbanisation and the strength and structure of
the regional economy. The study draws on data from the Bulgarian School Leaver Survey 2014 of
2103 young adults who had left education in the five years preceding the survey. Descriptive analysis
and multilevel logistic regression models were applied to analyse STWT patterns with a special
focus on education, regional contexts, and ethnicity. The results highlight that STWT risks differ
considerably across the Bulgarian regions. The strength of the local economy thereby moderates
ethnic disparities. Young people from Roma and Turkish origins are much less disadvantaged to
transition towards employment compared to ethnic Bulgarians the stronger the local economy gets.
Our study has several policy implications. In addition to the development of public and private
employment opportunities for disadvantaged young people, special attention should also be paid to
the development of quality vocational education at the national and regional level.

Keywords: regional disparities; school-to-work transition; ethnicity; Bulgaria

1. Introduction

During the last two decades, manifold studies have focused on job insecurity and
labour market integration of young people in European countries [1–6]. Emphasis is
placed on the factors that influence unemployment, finding a significant or temporary
job, the length of time until entry into the first significant job, or the quality of the first
significant job. International comparative research has shown that different characteristics
of the educational system influence the labour market integration of young people along
various axes, such as different levels of educational attainment, the general education
versus vocational education and training (VET) split, the distinction between school-based
versus company-based training, or the flexibility of pathways [2,3,5].

Whereas comparative research on how education impacts labour market access at
national levels is vast regional intra-country disparities of school-to-work transitions have
received only little attention. To fill this gap, we focus our attention on regional and ethnic
disparities in school-to-work transitions of young people in Bulgaria which provides an
interesting case for various reasons.

Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 233. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci12040233 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci12040233
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci12040233
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8015-977X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2889-0047
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0561-6942
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2485-8610
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci12040233
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci12040233?type=check_update&version=3


Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 233 2 of 21

First, Bulgaria is a country marked by substantial regional differences in terms of
educational levels and early school leavers [7]. Its educational and economic landscapes
are equally marked by regional disparities. Students from 4th, 7th, and 12th grades scored
differently in the 2018 nationwide examinations across the 28 Bulgarian districts, with
test results being linked to average income, types of schools, and ethnic composition in
the regions [8]. Higher education is a significant advantage for accessing stable jobs in
Bulgaria and the educational level of the rural population continues to lag substantially in
comparison to urban residents despite an increase in the number of persons with secondary
education in all the regions [7]. One of the main constraints is the limited access to a choice
in education beyond primary school and higher education, due to the distance of schools
and missing higher education institutions, which are mostly found in bigger towns and
cities [9,10].

Second, despite the fact that vocational education and training (VET) is an important
feature of upper secondary education in Bulgaria, it concentrates on school-based rather
than workplace-based learning [11–13]. The linkage between the educational system and
the labour market is relatively loose, giving room for ascriptive school-to-work transition
(STWT) mechanisms, and Bulgaria’s youth unemployment rate has been relatively high in
the past [14,15].

Third, there are concerns around the high prevalence of employment insecurity among
young adults in the Bulgarian liberal market economy, in general, and for ethnic Roma and
Turks, in particular [16,17]. The lower educational status of the rural population along with
the limited opportunities for economic activity account for higher unemployment rates in
the countryside. Young ethnic Turks and Roma, who tend to live in rural areas where the
provision and quality of education is generally lower, especially suffer from educational
disadvantage at labour market entry [18–20].

Hence, the educational disparities are mirrored by different regional degrees of urban-
isation, economic prosperity, and structural labour market differences. The first aim of our
paper is to analyse STWT in such differing regional contexts of Bulgaria. These regional
differences may be interlaced with ethnic inequalities in STWT. Youth and young adults,
especially from the Roma community, are well known to suffer significant disadvantages
with respect to their educational attainment and participation in the labour market. How-
ever, whereas educational and economic disparities in Bulgaria between rural and urban
areas, as well as between the Bulgarian regions, are well documented, little is known about
how regional contexts impact ethnic disparities in STWT. The second aim of our paper,
therefore, is to analyse, in greater depth, how regional labour market opportunities matter
for STWT of young people of different—Bulgarian, Roma, and Turkish—ethnic origin, who
have left formal education.

In brief, this study analyses STWT of young people in Bulgaria with a special focus on
regional and ethnic disparities. More specifically, we ask how ethnicity matters for STWT
in Bulgaria, taking into account their educational resources, and how regional contexts
impact ethnic disparities in employment insecurities at labour market entry. Conceptionally,
we locate the case of Bulgaria in the ‘organisational space’ of the education–employment
relation [21] which is characterized by a lack of clear vocational qualification signals to
employers. We go beyond previous insights of international comparative STWT literature
by exploring transitions from education towards (un)employment in varying regional
contexts with regard to the degree of urbanisation, labour market competition, and the
importance of economic sectors. We assume that regional patterns of STWT are intertwined
with ethnic disparities. The study draws on data from the Bulgarian School Leaver Survey
2014 of 2103 residents who have left education in the five years preceding the survey.
We take horizontal differentiation at the upper secondary level into account and apply
multilevel logistic regression modelling. Finally, STWT patterns are analysed with regard
to self-reported ethnic belonging.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes regional and ethnic disparities in
education and work in Bulgaria. In Section 3, STWT in Bulgaria and the respective ethnic
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disparities are conceptualised both at the national level and from a regional perspective.
Section 4 describes the methodology of the empirical analysis, including the data source,
variables, methods used, and analysis strategy. Section 5 presents the descriptive and
multivariate findings. Section 6 discusses the results and concludes.

2. Regional and Ethnic Disparities in Education and Work in Bulgaria

To contextualise the impact of education on labour market entry in different Bulgarian
regions, this chapter presents a short account of the Bulgarian education system and labour
market for school leavers; regional patterns of education and work; and ethnic disparities
in education and early employment with a focus on ethnic Bulgarians, Turks, and Roma.

2.1. Education and Labour Market Entry

Bulgaria’s education system combines features from its communist past with some
new developments, as is the case with other Central and Eastern European countries [22].
The enrolment rate for the highly stratified upper secondary education for the 2013/2014
school year was about 83% [23]. Students are tracked into general and vocational schools
at the age of 14 years. The share of students with a general upper secondary education
was 46% in 2014 [24], whereas the vocational education system accommodated 54% of
the students [11,12,25]. The relatively wide range of vocational education—a heritage of
Bulgaria’s communist past when vocational education was part of the planned economy—
is mainly offered in vocational schools after the relation with enterprises were eliminated
in the aftermath of state socialism. There are different types of vocational secondary
schools according to their program orientation and access procedures, and the majority
of vocational education graduates receive an upper secondary education diploma which
allows for higher education entry [11]. General education includes selective tracks such as
so-called language schools, as well as specialised schools, i.e., profiled gymnasiums (e.g.,
in mathematics, humanities, or sciences) and non-profiled gymnasiums [23].

Higher education consists of public and private universities, specialised universities,
higher education institutions, as well as vocational colleges [26]. Access to higher education
institutions is regulated based on results from national exams after secondary education
and is regulated by university entrance examinations for a few specialties [27]. Enrol-
ment in higher education has considerably increased (from 183,453 to 287,086) within two
decades, from 1990 to 2010. [26], and the rate of adults aged 30–34 with higher education
has increased from 24.9% in 2005 to 30.9% in 2014 [28]. Today, Bulgaria has a relatively
high rate of tertiary education attainment, with more than 70% of secondary school gradu-
ates continuing their education at a higher level. The respective percentage is especially
pronounced (above 95%) for the graduates from profiled selective schools [23].

A particular institutional feature of the Bulgarian educational system is its weak link-
age with the labour market. The development of VET standards in Bulgaria is only recent
(since 2015, see [13]), and vocational schools respond slowly to labour market changes.
Despite the extensive list of VET professions in Bulgaria comprising some 230 vocational
programs, training content and many higher education programs are rather loosely linked
to modern job requirements, and they do not always satisfy market demands [25,29]. The
mismatch between labour demands and qualification offered by the education system has
been identified as a key reason for the relatively high youth unemployment rates in Bul-
garia [14,15] which amounted to 20.3% in 2015 [28]. This figure is reflected by a relatively
high rate of 18.2% of 15- to 24-year-olds who have neither studied nor worked (NEET) in
2016. The relatively high NEET rate does, however, not solely result from outdated VET
programs. A survey on NEETs in Bulgaria has shown that 48% of them are graduates of
secondary schools, especially from general upper secondary programs [23].

A few more features of the Bulgarian (youth) labour market need to be taken into con-
sideration when analysing the quality of STWT. The informal economy in Bulgaria remains
one of the highest in the world, with 3 out of 10 wage earners working in unregulated
employment relationships in 2016 [18]. Employment protection legislation is generally
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weak [16], and fixed-term employment among the young workers is widespread (55.3% in
2014, see [30]).

2.2. Regional Patterns

Educational provision and labour market chances are unevenly distributed across
the country, whose regions, with the exception of the southwest region and the capi-
tal of Sofia, belong to the group of underdeveloped European regions. A report of the
Bulgarian Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works, The National Regional
Development Strategy (NRDS) for the period 2012–2022 [31], has highlighted an uneven
distribution of major cities and transport facilities in the regions, considerable disparities in
the socioeconomic development of municipalities within the same region, high structural
unemployment rate in certain parts of the regions, and a mismatch between higher edu-
cational output and the needs of the private sector. Table 1 shows regionalised indicators
at the second level of EUROSTAT’s nomenclature of territorial units for statistics NUTS
(French acronym for Nomenclature des Unités Territoriales Statistiques) for Bulgaria.

The share of the population living in cities of more than 20,000 inhabitants, a measure
of urbanisation, varies from 72% in the southwest region to 40% in the northwest region.
The latter region, together with certain districts in northeast and southern Bulgaria, has
the lowest degree of urbanisation, the highest share of elderly people in the population,
and the largest population decline due to emigration [32]. These areas cover 10 out of
the 28 Bulgarian districts that have lost at least 20% of their population over the last two
decades [33]. By contrast, the southwest region, which covers Sofia (the capital) as well as
the districts of Blagoevgrad, one of Bulgaria’s most significant, economic, educational, and
cultural centres beside the capital [28], shows strong urbanisation and agglomeration effects
with an increasing population [33]. In addition, the southwest region clearly outperforms
the rest of the country as regards the provision of higher education. Whereas the share of
30- to 34-year-olds with higher education in 2010 already amounted to 41%, doubling the
respective shares in four regions, the southwest region also has the highest provision of
higher education institutions, with 20 out of 24 being based in the capital. In stark contrast,
the northwest region only has one school of higher learning that provides education at the
Bachelor and Master level.

The regions can be further contrasted with respect to the strength of their local economies.
Whereas the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of the southwest region reached 75%
of the EU27 mean GDP in 2009, the northwest, south central, and north central regions
performed two to almost three times lower with just 27%, 31%, and 29% of the European
mean, respectively. In 2015, at the NUTS 3 level, the richest district of Sofia (the capital)
had a GDP which was 4.2 times larger than that of the poorest Bulgarian district [32]. The
Europe-wide most unfavourable socioeconomic conditions of the northwest go hand in
hand with poor infrastructures, such as a low density of roads and low levels of internet
access [31]. The regions further differ in the sectorial mix of their economy. Whereas
Blagoevgrad in the southwest has a diversified economic branch structure [28] and the
capital of Sofia scores especially high in the service industry, a remarkable 12% of the GDP
in the northwest results from the agriculture sector. The shares of the service sector are at
57% or lower in four out of Bulgaria’s six NUTS 2 regions.

These educational and economic characteristics of the regions cumulate in different
unemployment rates. The lower educational status of the rural population along with the
limited opportunities for economic activity account for higher unemployment rates in the
countryside. In 2004, the jobless rate in the rural areas reached 19% as compared to 10% in
the urban areas [15]. Even though the national unemployment rate has decreased to 9% in
2015, the unemployment rate remained almost twice as high in certain northern districts
(at the NUTS 3 level) compared to the Bulgarian average [28].

To summarise, the educational and economic indicators in Table 1 document the
socioeconomic disparities between rural and urban areas, in general, and between certain
Bulgarian regions, in particular. Furthermore, Table 1 shows that the ethnic composition
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of residents also differs across regions, with Turks and Roma being the largest ethnic
groups beyond the ethnic Bulgarians. The highest share of the latter live in the prosperous
southwest region, whereas the north central region has the highest level of Turkish residents,
and Roma show high shares in the southeast and northwest regions. Next, we summarise
ethnic disparities in education and early Employment beyond regional disparities.

Table 1. Regional socioeconomic disparities in Bulgaria.

Region (NUTS 2)
Total

NWR SWR SCR NCR NER SER

Population in cities > 20,000 inhabitants (2011) 40% 72% 44% 50% 56% 55% 56%
30- to 34-year-olds with higher education (2010) 22% 41% 19% 21% 27% 20% 28%
Universities and equivalent higher schools (2010) * 1 24 5 5 6 3 44
GDP per capita (EU27 = 100%, 2009) 27% 75% 31% 29% 36% 36% 44%
Unemployment rate (2011) 13% 7% 12% 13% 16% 12% 11%
Share of economic sectors (2009):

Agriculture 12% 2% 8% 9% 7% 6% 5%
Industry 31% 25% 38% 34% 28% 43% 31%
Services 57% 73% 54% 57% 65% 51% 64%

Ethnic belonging **
Ethnic Bulgarian 91% 94% 80% 77% 76% 82% 85%
Turkish 2% 1% 13% 19% 16% 9% 9%
Roma 7% 3% 5% 3% 6% 8% 5%

Abbreviations: NWR = northwest region; SWR = southwest region; SCR = south central region; NCR = north
central region; NER = northeast region; SER = southeast region; Source: [31], ** [34], * [35].

2.3. Ethnic Disparities in Education and Early Employment

Social stratification in Bulgarian schools and in the access to higher education is of
the highest among European Union countries [23,36]. This is reflected, among other areas,
in the huge disparities between ethnic Bulgarian, ethnic Turks, and Roma in educational
attainment as census 2011 data highlight (see Table 2). Whereas 70% of Bulgarian residents
had accomplished upper secondary education or higher education, the respective shares are
much lower among the Turkish residents (30%) and especially the Roma residents (7.2%).
Higher education participation has been very low among ethnic Turks and almost inexistent
among the Roma. The rates of Roma who did maximally achieve primary education a
decade ago was alarmingly high at 58% (Turks: 27%; ethnic Bulgarians: 9.5%).

Table 2. Ethnic disparities in educational attainment of residents (in %).

Higher
Education

Upper
Secondary

Lower
Secondary Primary Below

Primary Total

Bulgarian 22.8 47.5 20.2 5.6 3.9 100

Turkish 4.1 25.9 43.0 15.6 11.4 100

Roma 0.3 6.9 35.2 29.2 28.4 100

Total 20.1 43.7 22.9 7.5 5.8 100
Source: 2011 census data, own calculations [34].

Scientific studies on different ethnic student groups concentrate on the Roma, whereas
research on students from Turkish origin and their STWT remains remarkably scarce, de-
spite their higher population share (9%, see Table 1) compared to the Roma (5%). Schooling
is of relatively poorer quality for both groups because of the higher poverty and geographic
isolation in the regions populated by Turks and Roma, many of whom live in villages where
the quality of education is generally lower than that in the urban areas [19]. Still, more
than half of the Roma population lives in urban areas, but their children are concentrated
in segregated neighbourhoods with complex social problems [37]. Thereby, poor access
to quality education is particularly serious for the Roma and, to a lesser degree, for the
students from Turkish origin [19]. According to Milenkova and Hristova [20], 70% of the
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Roma children at the school age attend segregated schools in poor Roma neighbourhoods,
with 27% of those aged 6–15 attending schools in which all schoolmates are Roma. School
attendance rates are considerably lower for both ethnic groups compared to those for
ethnic Bulgarians. Whereas the initial access of Roma children to primary education is
comparatively high, dropping out of the general education system is prevalent, especially
after 15 years of age. According to Milenkova and Kovacheva [28], this is related to poverty
in the family, low teacher expectations, and negative stereotypes for pupils from the Roma
ethnic group.

Roma youth are also known for having very high rates of not participating in employ-
ment or education. Katsarska and Monova [18] estimate the share of Roma aged 16–24
years who are out of work, do not study, and do not attend any form of training to be 63%,
which is more than three-fold the national mean (see Section 2.1). Unemployment rates
among Roma are even four times higher compared to ethnic Bulgarians, and youth unem-
ployment is widespread [15]. The low official employment rates of Roma—only 22.5% of
Roma residents were employed in 2016—do, however, not take employment in the informal
sector into account, and many economically active Roma are therefore officially counted
as unemployed [18]. Limited economic activity is closely related to material deprivation
among Roma, lack of proper housing, poor health conditions, and social exclusion [33].
Less is known about labour market integration of young ethnic Turks. Their employment
rates are about three quarters of the majority population and they are more likely to be
self-employed compared to the Roma [17]. Katsarska and Monova [18] mention that, beside
the tobacco production, the construction sector has been a traditional economic niche for
ethnic Turks, but also that many Turkish families have left the country to find jobs in Turkey
and Western Europe. The intention to work abroad by young adults is generally high in
the rural areas (19% in villages), but especially among young Roma (26%) and young Turks
(21%), whereas only 16% of ethnic Bulgarians intend to do so [38].

Finally, women from ethnic minorities may be subjected to multiple exclusion risks.
Young women of Roma origin combine lower social class affiliation, belonging to an ethnic
group which identifies with patriarchal norms regarding the distribution of domestic labour,
as well as power relations subordinating them to elderly women in the extended family [39].
All these factors contribute to the low education and labour market participation of young
Roma women. As they often have their first child at a young age, they face multiple barriers
regarding labour market participation [28].

However, little is known regarding the extent to which the STWT risks of young adults
from different ethnic groups vary regionally in Bulgaria. The fact that both the Turks and
Roma concentrate in separate and often less urbanised neighbourhoods and that they are
overrepresented in less urbanised regions which provide less educational and labour market
opportunities may impact on ethnic disparities in STWT. Taking the outlined regional and
ethnic disparities in education and work into account, this contribution therefore asks the
following questions: How does ethnicity matter for STWT in Bulgaria once educational
resources of different ethnic groups are taken into account? And how do regional contexts
impact ethnic disparities in employment insecurities at labour market entry?

3. Theorising School-to-Work Transitions in Bulgaria

International research has shown that different characteristics of a national educational
system influence the labour market integration of young people along various axes, such as
different levels of educational attainment, the general education versus vocational training
split, the distinction between school-based versus company-based training, or the flexibility
of pathways [2,3,5]. In Europe, graduates from upper secondary vocational programmes
tend to enter the labour market faster and obtain better quality jobs due to the stronger
labour market orientation of their education [40]. However, the international body of STWT
literature does not offer sufficient concepts to understand labour market entry processes
in Central and Eastern Europe [40–42]. Even though Kogan et al. [3] found evidence that
graduates from vocational schools have a faster labour market entry compared to general
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secondary education graduates in Central and Eastern European countries too, VET does
not necessarily foster smooth labour market entry in some of those countries, such as
Estonia [43] or Poland [44]. Bulgaria, in turn, has hardly been covered in comparative
analyses of STWT.

Still, some of the core concepts of the established STWT literature can be helpful in
conceptualising STWT in the context of Bulgaria. It is often claimed that the linkage between
a nation state’s educational system and its labour market follows either a qualification or
organisational logic for recruitment and the matching of graduates with jobs. The notions
of ‘qualification space’ and ‘organisational space’, introduced by Maurice et al. [21], refer
to the two respective logics. In a qualification space, firms take account of the existing
qualification of the workforce and design jobs around the norms of the training system and
the capabilities of skilled workers. Careers build upon initial vocational education and
firm-internal labour markets play a smaller role. Vocational diplomas signal trustworthy
occupational skills and professional habitus. By contrast, in an organisational space,
vocational qualifications are less valued and trusted. Firms define jobs according to their
own criteria and expect workers to adapt to them [21]. In terms of education, the level of
(general) education and grades, as well as the prestige of educational institutions, matter
because they signal the potential for individual development. As far as hiring practices in
the organisational space are concerned, recruiters value the level of education more than
its vocational orientation, with higher education being considered more trustworthy than
vocational education. At the same time, educational signals remain weakened and need to
be complemented by other information in order to assess the fit between a job candidate
and the work organisation. This, in turn, enhances the power of ascriptive categories in the
hiring process [45].

Imdorf et al. [45] and Heiniger and Imdorf [12] have argued that the Bulgarian STWT
system represents several of the outlined organisational space’s characteristics. The Bulgar-
ian system is only occupationally oriented to a limited degree, as shown by the mismatch
between labour demands and educational qualification outlined in Section 2.1. Compar-
ing Switzerland and Bulgaria, Heiniger and Imdorf [12] found evidence for the reduced
vocational specificity of education in Bulgaria given the relatively weak strength of the
empirical linkage between vocational education and employment. The fact that university
degrees exhibit stronger linkage than those of vocational education suggests that the for-
mer serve as strong signals for Bulgarian employers. The relatively high share of tertiary
education in Bulgaria, together with the pronounced stratification of upper secondary
education, further supports the classification of the Bulgarian case as organisational space.
Indeed, Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova [23] highlight that the division of general versus
vocational education is not sufficient to explain the transition patterns of upper secondary
education graduates. Besides the vocational orientation of education, the selectivity of
secondary education needs to be taken into account when studying STWT in Bulgaria.
Hence, according to signalling theory [46], educational selectivity at the upper-secondary
level and higher education differentiate high-ability from lower-ability individuals from
an employer’s perspective in Bulgaria. In contrast, vocational signals to employers are
considered relatively weak in the Bulgarian context, which may increase bumpy STWT of
youth with vocational education.

Even though the national alignment of Maurice et al. [21] typology has significantly
enriched international comparative analysis of STWT in Europe, its national reference
of analysis represents a shortcoming because it does not account for regional differences
in STWT patterns. Recent research on regional training and labour markets, however,
shows that demand and supply for training positions and jobs can vary significantly at
the regional level [47,48] and that the market value of educational degrees can depend on
regional economic conditions [49]. Local economic conditions may also moderate social
inequalities in training and labour markets. Matching processes in regional labour markets
are a complex interplay of job applicants’ self-selection and companies’ decision-making
processes, which result in applicant hierarchies [48]. According to the job competition
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model [50,51], employers rank applicants and decide which workers go to the front of
the ‘labour queue’ and which stay at the back, based on their views as to who is the
best available employee. Skills and credentials, as well as ascriptive categories such
as ethnicity, gender, or age, can be decisive for employers to define a “good enough”
employee. Especially in Bulgaria’s organisational space, selective and higher education
categories, as well as ethnic categories, may serve as positional goods in the ‘labour
queue’. In light of comparing educational levels, ethnic discrimination in hiring may be
taken into consideration by employers, especially against the Roma job seekers [17,52] in
order to ensure harmonious social relations between co-workers or with customers and
business partners, i.e., to prevent (suspected) social conflicts or workplace bullying between
employees and to avoid new staff whose ‘mentality’ or ‘face’ is considered incompatible
with the company’s own culture [53]. On their sides, job candidates try to get the job
with the best set of characteristics they can, considering pay, reachability, harassment-free
workplace, or amiable fellow workers [54]. Hence, smooth versus bumpy transitions to
stable or insecure jobs or unemployment are outcomes of complex queuing processes.

So far, the labour market disadvantages of the Roma (and Turks) have mainly been
explained by their low educational qualifications, the deterioration of opportunities to
be trained in the formal economy, the lack of social ties with ethnic Bulgarian employers,
and structural changes in the contemporary economy [28]. The lack of formal education
can, therefore, not provide a full explanation of the relatively high unemployment rates
faced by Roma and the fact that at least part of the problem may arise from discrimination
in employment [52]. With regard to labour market entry, we can, therefore, assume that
young Roma and Turks who leave formal education are less likely to make a transition towards stable
employment compared to ethnic Bulgarians with similar formal education (H1).

These explanations do not, however, take into account that ethnic disparities in STWT
could potentially vary across regions. Research on the impact of urbanisation on smooth
STWT is inconsistent. Urbanisation may positively impact on job seekers’ job queues
and smooth transitions because urbanised areas offer more jobs and better commuting
infrastructures as well as shorter distances to reach acceptable jobs, which facilitates the
outcomes of matching jobseekers and employers [47]. In contrast, urban anonymity may
make STWT more difficult because, in small towns, the network of friends makes it easier
for young people to find a job [55]; hence, limited information and network connections in
urban areas may outweigh the advantage of (public) transport infrastructures. Urbanisation
may be associated with less disadvantages of ethnic minorities in Bulgaria. The majority of
Roma and Turks live in the countryside where they have much less access to infrastructure,
work opportunities, and health-care facilities than those living in urban areas [17]. Whereas
the overall impact of urbanisation on STWT remains ambivalent, once the economic context
(see below) is being accounted for, we expect less ethnic disparities in STWT in more urbanised
regions compared to less urbanised areas (H2).

It seems obvious that STWT become less smooth and the risk of unemployment
increases the weaker regional economies due to a lack of jobs and reduced job turnover.
Hence, regions with high unemployment hinder young people to smoothly integrate
into the labour market [2]. From the better equipped job seekers’ view, high rates of
unemployment may make previously spurned jobs more desirable, removing the less
skilled (or desired) candidates for the same jobs to the bottom of the labour queue and
crowding them out into unemployment [54]. In order to better understand if and how
regional economic conditions in Bulgaria relate to ethnic disparities at labour market entry,
one needs to consider the implications of ethnic categories on hiring processes. As described
above, in an organisational space, ascriptive categories may be strengthened at the cost
of educational signals in the hiring processes, especially if job candidates are young and
bring along little work experience. The question then arises of how an employer’s scope of
using ethnic ascription in the recruitment process depends on economic contexts. Previous
research findings on this matter are inconsistent. For Sweden, Carlsson et al. [56] show that
ethnic discrimination in hiring increases when more jobs are available and fewer people
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are unemployed. By contrast, Baert et al. [57] find the opposite for the Belgium labour
market, namely, that candidates with a foreign-sounding name have to send out twice as
many applications compared to natives when job openings become scarce and the number
of unemployed is high. This pattern is in line with older evidence from the US where the
unemployment gap between African Americans and Whites has narrowed in good times
and increased in bad times [54]. We therefore assume that ethnic disparities in STWT decrease
with improving regional economies (H3), i.e., where labour market demands are higher and
aggregate unemployment rates are lower.

Finally, the sectoral composition of the regional labour market may matter for ethnic
disparities in STWT. With the shift from an agricultural and manufacturing-based economy
to a service economy, employers increasingly prefer cognitive and soft skills to physical
ones [54]. This should not necessarily impact on employment opportunities as such, but it
may impact employer’s labour queue, with desirable factors, such as looks, the ability to fit
in as a team player, or manners gaining in importance, especially in work organisations
in which employees regularly interact with customers. Through her or his appearance,
language, and manners, a young person may appeal more or less to customers and hence
influence a company’s customer retention [53]. We therefore assume that ethnic disparities in
STWT increase in regional labour markets where the share of the service sector is more pronounced
(H4). The relatively high importance of the service sector in Bulgaria [45] may cause the
employment prospects of those from ethnic minorities to deteriorate because firms in the
service sector rather prefer ethnic Bulgarians.

In sum, we assume that STWT for youths in Bulgaria depend on regional socio-
economic contexts, and that the degree of urbanisation, as well as the strength and structure
of the regional economy, can impact on ethnic disparities at the labour market entry, beyond
the high importance of education.

4. Data and Method
4.1. Data Source

Data on STWT in Bulgaria were collected through standardised face-to-face interviews
as part of the first Bulgarian School Leaver Survey (BSLS) [58], conducted between January
and October 2014 on a sample of 2103 young adults. The survey’s target group consisted of
recent school leavers who were residents of Bulgaria, 15 to 34 years old, and had completed
or stopped their formal education for the first time and for at least one year in the last
5 years preceding the survey (2009–2013). Two-stage cluster sampling structured by the
NUTS 2 region and the size of the settlement was applied (survey response rate: 81%). In
total, three samples were drawn: one main sample which is representative at national level
(n = 1503); one booster sample, representative for the northwest region, n = 300; and one
booster sample, representative for the southwest region (excl. the capital of Sofia) n = 300.
The booster of the northwest region has resulted in an overrepresentation of participants
from the Roma minority in the analytical sample. The survey’s Scientific Use File provides
weight which can help to control the survey design as well as the survey non-response at a
regional and household level.

4.2. Variables

The dependent variable of labour market entry has two outcomes to measure labour
market insecurity: towards unemployment and towards employment (ref. category). For each
individual case, STWT was constructed using the individual calendar data, which covered
16 potential activities (see Appendix A) on a monthly base for the period between leaving
formal education and participating in the survey. Though the calendar data do not take into
account quality of the employment in terms of remuneration, job authority, or part-time
employment, they measured contracted vs. non-contracted (grey economy) work.

Most of the cases in the calendar data consisted of simple and easy-to-classify patterns
such as:

• unemployment for the whole observed period;
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• contracted employment for the whole period;
• relatively short unemployment period followed by a longer contracted employment

period, etc.

The remaining more complex transition cases were carefully examined one by one.
Three transition types were finally classified as ‘towards employment’. The first two pat-
terns reflect a (relatively) smooth transition from school to stable contracted employment
(direct stable contracted employment, and unemployment to stable contracted employ-
ment). The third transition pattern includes many different strategies, including job hop-
ping (changing multiple jobs for a relatively short period), seasonal employment, and
even employment in the grey economy (without a contract); however, they all lead to the
respondent being employed. Another two transition patterns were classified as ‘towards
unemployment’. These include cases who had some employment history but their current
status when surveyed was unemployment and, in some cases, their transition paths ended
with quite a long spell of not having a job. Finally, the second transition type includes
respondents who have been unemployed since they left school. The resulting measure for
labour market entry does not simply distinguish between positive (e.g., employed or in
education) and negative (e.g., unemployed) states (see the criticism by Ritschard et al. [59]
of this widespread measure with regard to previous studies of labour market entry). Rather,
it grasps trajectories towards more or less stable or secure employment. It accounts for
the fact that in an organisational space, such as in Bulgaria, there can be relatively easy
access to available jobs, though many of them offer little mid- to long-term employment
security. Respondents who combined spells of maternity/paternity and unemployment
or who reported being on maternity/paternity leave at the time of the interview (n = 125,
whereof 95% women) as well as those who returned to education (n = 149, whereof 92%
ethnic Bulgarians) are excluded from the analysis. Both transition patterns are quite specific
and would deserve a more in-depth analysis which is complicated by the limited number
of cases of the respective patterns. For example, mothers on maternity leave, which usually
is 410 days (45 of which come before birth), could also use a second year of leave if they
wish so, though at a lower allowance. Furthermore, with the mother’s consent, when the
child reaches six months, the leave can be transferred to the father for the rest of the period.
People on maternity/paternity leave may return to their previous job afterwards if the latter
was a contracted job. The remaining n = 1812 cases consist of 1129 (62%) individuals coded
as ‘towards employment’ and 683 (38%) cases coded ‘towards unemployment’. Because
respondents have left formal education one to five years preceding the survey, the observed
interval covered by the dependent variable is of different length. This problem resulting
from the sampling procedure is partly addressed by including control variables for each
year of leaving education in the multivariate models.

Independent variables: The level-two category of the multilevel models, Region, is
a categorical variable for Bulgaria’s 28 districts (NUTS 3 level). Three macro-variables
are accounted for at this regional aggregate level with regard to the survey respondents’
place of residence: (a) Urbanisation measures the percentage of a region’s inhabitants who
live in cities of at least 20,000 residents based on the 2011 Census (% living in cities); (b)
Regional Unemployment measures the average overall unemployment (%) for the years
2012–2014; and (c) Service Sector Share reflects the share (%) of a region’s GDP produced in
the service sector in the years 2010–2014. At the individual level, Ethnicity was measured
as self-reported ethnicity status and has four categories: Ethnic Bulgarian (ref. category),
Roma, Turk, and ‘other’. Education takes horizontal differentiation at the upper secondary
level [23] into account and distinguishes six categories of educational attainment: basic
or lower education, general upper secondary (ref. category), vocational upper secondary,
profiled upper secondary, post-secondary/lower tertiary (3 or 4 years of study), and long
tertiary education (at least 5 years of study).

Control variables include four dummy variables of year of leaving education (for the
four years 2010–2013; ref. category: 2009). Gender differentiates between female and male
(ref. category) and children is a dummy variable for having at least one child at the time of
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the survey. Finally, we control for parental educational status (at least one parent with higher
education/none of the parents with higher education).

4.3. Method and Strategy of Analysis

As a first step, we applied bivariate descriptive statistics to explore how STWTs in
Bulgaria are structured by education, ethnicity, and region. The descriptive findings are
presented using graphical illustrations (bar plots) in Figures 1 and 2.

In a second step, we applied stepwise multilevel logistic regression modelling in order
to assess how the three macro-variables, i.e., urbanisation (model 1), regional unemploy-
ment (model 2), and service sector share (model 3), impact individual STWT towards
unemployment (ref. category: towards employment). All three models, as well as the
four remaining models, control for individual education and a series of control variables
outlined in Section 4.2. Model 4 accounts for the three macro-variables simultaneously and
it includes the main effect of ethnicity on STWT in order to test hypothesis H1. To assess
the hypotheses H2, H3, and H4, the remaining three models include cross-level interactions
between ethnicity and urbanisation (model 5), regional unemployment (model 6), and the
size of the service sector (model 7), respectively. We applied random-effects logit models
as they help to estimate cross-level interaction terms [60]. In order to run all models on
identical cases, missing values were omitted from the analysis using listwise deletion. This
resulted in a database of 1719 cases. Table 3 reports the average marginal effects of all
variables in Models 1 to 4. Figure 3a,b plot the cross-level interaction effects from model 6,
which shows the best fit with the data, in terms of predicted probabilities of transitioning
towards unemployment. The coefficients and model statistics for all models (including
the null model) are given in Appendix B. All descriptive and multivariate analysis include
sampling weights provided in the BSLS 2014 scientific use file.

5. Results
5.1. Bivariate Analysis

Figure 1 shows how education matters for labour market entry at the national level
and for each of the three ethnic groups. Overall, the higher the educational level and the
more selective the upper secondary education, the less the risk to transition towards unem-
ployment. School leavers with only basic or lower education face a very high percentage
of 68% to transition towards unemployment. Vocational and general education show a
similar transition risk, whereas those with profiled upper secondary general education
have lower shares of those who face unemployment (26% vs. 38%). The overall pattern
more or less reflects the transition pattern of ethnic Bulgarians, while the importance of
formal education for ethnic minorities differs significantly for successful STWTs.

Due to limited case numbers for certain educational categories, weighted percentages
for Roma can only be calculated for either general, basic or lower, and vocational education.
For ethnic Turks, sufficient cases for post-secondary/lower tertiary education are also
available. The latter helps Turks to transition towards employment, whereas vocational
education only slightly reduces the transition risk compared to young people with basic or
lower education (48% vs. 52%). Strikingly, Turks with upper secondary general education
face a strikingly high risk to face unemployment. This effect is mainly caused by female
Turks with general education who did not report being in maternity leave. If Turks
with comparable formal education lag behind the ethnic Bulgarians, the low transition
rate towards employment for Roma with vocational education (14%, n = 45) is even more
concerning. Roma seem to be somewhat protected from transitions towards unemployment
if they achieve upper secondary general education, but their return on formal education
remains considerably lower compared to ethnic Bulgarians. All in all, 76% of the Roma
(n = 299) and 57% of Turks (n = 95) in our sample transition towards unemployment,
compared to only 27% of ethnic Bulgarians (n = 1356). The classification by educational
categories in Figure 1 suggests that formal education can only partly explain these huge
ethnic disparities in STWT.
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Figure 1. School-to-work transitions in Bulgaria by ethnicity and education. Figure 1. School-to-work transitions in Bulgaria by ethnicity and education.

Because our main interest is to learn more about regional disparities in STWT and its
impact on ethnic disparities, Figure 2 highlights the different risks of transitioning towards
employment vs. unemployment across the 28 Bulgarian districts.
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Figure 2. School-to-work transition by region.

Consistent with the reviewed literature, residents in some northwestern districts are
among those facing the highest risk to transition towards unemployment (Vidin with
84% and Lovech with 76%), the respective risk is considerably reduced in the Bulgarian
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capital (17% in Sofia-Grad) and in districts with a strong tourist industry bordering the
Black Sea (18%, 26%, and 28% in Dobrich, Varna, and Burgas, respectively). According to
Figure 2, there is considerable variance within the six basic regions at the NUTS 2 level.
For instance, the north central region, which has average and below economic indicators
according to Table 1, also covers the district of Gabrovo which shows a very low transition
risk towards unemployment (8%). Overall, the STWT risks vary considerably at the district
level. How macro-factors relate to such regional disparities in STWT and how they affect
ethnic disparities is analysed in the following section.

5.2. Multivariate Analysis

In order to analyse how regional contexts and ethnicity matter for STWT in Bulgaria,
Table 3 presents the predicted probabilities and average marginal effects of the first four
models. The underlying coefficients of the multilevel logistic regressions, as well as those
of the remaining models, are presented in full in the Appendix B table. The latter also
includes model statistics, including those of the empty model (null model). According to
the intraclass correlation of the null model (see Appendix B), 19% of the chances of transi-
tioning towards unemployment (ref. transition towards employment) can be explained
by between-district differences (and conversely 81% by within-district differences). In
models 1 to 3, the regional urbanisation variables, regional unemployment, and service
sector share are analysed one by one, together with the education variable and a series of
additional control variables. Table 3 shows that with each additional percentage point of
residents living in cities of above 20,000 residents, the respondents’ risk of transitioning
towards unemployment is reduced by one percentage point (AME = −0.01). Whereas
urbanisation significantly reduces the STWT risk, the regional level of unemployment
increases the respective probabilities. With each additional percentage point of overall
regional unemployment, young people’s risk of transitioning towards unemployment
rises by two percentage points (AME = 0.02). In contrast, the regional share of the service
sector shows no effect on STWT. The model statistics in Appendix B point out that regional
unemployment is a slightly stronger predictor for STWT than urbanisation. Models 1 to
3 show comparable effects of formal education on STWT and the respective predicted
probabilities remain almost the same across models. The predictions of model 2 show,
under the condition of average regional unemployment, young people with only basic
or lower education have a 0.65 risk of transitioning towards unemployment. This risk is
24 percentage points lower for those with upper secondary general education (predicted
probability: 0.41). Those with vocational education do not differ significantly from the latter,
but those with profiled (more selective) secondary education have a reduced risk (0.29)
to face unemployment. By far, the best protection is long tertiary education with a 0.13
probability to transition towards unemployment. Once formal education is controlled for,
neither gender nor parental education affects STWT. Having children, however, increases
the unemployment risk by nine percentage points. Additional analyses that include an
interaction term of gender and having children (not shown) highlight that this effect is
solely driven by women with children who have a 14 percentage points and an increased
transition risk to unemployment (predicted probability: 0.50). Finally, with each year
since leaving formal education, the risk of transitioning towards unemployment decreases
remarkably from 0.62 in the first year to 0.27 in the fifth year since leaving formal education,
and all other variables were averaged.
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Table 3. School-to-work transition towards unemployment: predicted probabilities and average
marginal effects of Models 1 to 4.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Pr. Prob. AME Pr. Prob. AME Pr. Prob. AME Pr. Prob. AME

Regional variables
Urbanisation −0.01 * −0.00
Unemployment 0.02 ** 0.01 *
Service Sector 0.00 0.00

Education
Basic or lower 0.66 0.24 ** 0.65 0.24 ** 0.68 0.24 ** 0.54 0.11 +

General (ref.) 0.40 0.41 0.43 0.43
Vocational 0.36 −0.05 0.36 −0.05 0.38 −0.05 0.38 −0.05
Profiled 0.29 −0.11 * 0.29 −0.11 * 0.32 −0.12 * 0.33 −0.10 +

Post-sec. & lower tertiary 0.21 −0.19 ** 0.21 −0.19 ** 0.23 −0.20 ** 0.24 −0.19 **
Long tertiary 0.13 −0.27 ** 0.13 −0.28 ** 0.14 −0.29 ** 0.16 −0.26 **

Gender
Male (ref.) 0.36 0.37 0.39 0.36
Female 0.39 0.03 0.39 0.02 0.41 0.03 0.39 0.03

Children
No (ref.) 0.36 0.36 0.39 0.37
Yes 0.45 0.09 * 0.45 0.09 * 0.47 0.09 * 0.42 0.06

Parental education
No higher education (ref.) 0.36 0.38 0.41 0.38
Higher education 0.32 −0.03 0.35 −0.03 0.37 −0.03 0.37 −0.01

Year of graduation
2009 (ref.) 0.27 0.27 0.29 0.28
2010 0.34 0.07 * 0.34 0.07 * 0.36 0.08 * 0.34 0.06 *
2011 0.38 0.10 * 0.38 0.11 * 0.40 0.12 * 0.37 0.10 *
2012 0.46 0.19 ** 0.47 0.20 ** 0.49 0.20 ** 0.46 0.18 **
2013 0.61 0.34 ** 0.62 0.34 ** 0.64 0.34 ** 0.62 0.34 **

Ethnicity
Ethnic Bulgarians (ref.) 0.32
Roma 0.58 0.25 **
Turks 0.44 0.12
Other 0.35 0.03

Observations 1719 1719 1719 1719
Regions 28 28 28 28

Pr. Prob.: Predicted probabilities (all predictions significant at p < 0.001; categorical variables shown only); AME:
average marginal effects, + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; Source: BSLS 2014.

In model 4, self-reported ethnicity is added to the series of multilevel logistic regres-
sions, controlling simultaneously for all three context variables. Holding all other variables
constant, with a predicted probability of 0.58, ethnic Roma have a 25 percentage points
higher risk of transitioning towards unemployment compared to ethnic Bulgarians, whose
average unemployment risk stands at 0.32. Even though the respective risk is increased
for Turks (0.43), the average marginal effect remains insignificant (and though does the
respective coefficient in the Appendix B table). Hence, hypothesis H1, i.e., the assumption
that young Roma and Turks who leave formal education are less likely to make a transition
towards stable employment compared to ethnic Bulgarians with similar education, can
only partly be confirmed. The assumption holds true for the young Roma but not for young
Turks. The Appendix B table shows that the variance at the regional level is being reduced
(to 0.50) compared to the previous models once ethnicity is accounted for. The drop of
the ICC to 0.13 shows that adding ethnicity at the individual level explains some of the
variance at the regional level. In the remaining steps, we therefore investigate how the
effect of ethnicity on STWT is intertwined with regional characteristics.

Among the three context variables in model 4, the effect of regional unemployment
remains significant when controlling for urbanisation and the service sector share which
both become insignificant. To test the remaining three hypotheses, cross-level interaction
terms between ethnicity and the regional variables are added to model 4. The interaction
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estimates are reported in the Appendix B, whereby no significant interactions can be found
between ethnicity and urbanisation (model 5) as well as between ethnicity and the service
sector share (model 7). Hence, our hypotheses that ethnic disparities in STWT decrease
in more urbanised regions (H2) and in regional labour markets with a more pronounced
service sector (H4) are rejected. In contrast, we find strong evidence for hypothesis H3 that
ethnic disparities in STWTs decrease with improving regional economies. Furthermore,
the regional unemployment interacts significantly with ethnic origin, according to model
6. For young people of both Roma and Turkish origin, the risk of transitioning towards
unemployment does increase significantly with the increase in regional unemployment.

Based on the estimates of model 6 (which also holds the best model statistics accord-
ing to Appendix B), the predicted probabilities for ethnic Bulgarians, Roma, and Turks,
including their confidence intervals, are plotted in Figure 3a,b. These predictions hold
true for average levels of urbanisation, service sector share, individual education, and the
remaining individual control variables. Both figures present the result for young ethnic
Bulgarians, which hardly change across contexts with different levels of unemployment.
Their risk of transitioning towards unemployment remains stable around the value of 0.32
already reported in Table 3 (model 4). In contrast, the unemployment risks of both Roma
and Turks increase considerably with a deteriorating regional economy and exceed 0.70 for
young Roma and 0.60 for young Turks in districts, respectively, with an unemployment
rate around 20% in the years 2012 to 2014, such as Vidin, Silistra, Razgrad, and Smolian (the
predictions reach almost 0.80 for the district of Shumen which had a 25% unemployment
rate at the time). In contrast, in districts with relatively low unemployment rates, such as
Sofia Capital (7%), Kyrdjali (8%), and Gabrovo (9%), the STWT risks did not significantly
differ between young Roma, Turks, and ethnic Bulgarians, as similar average levels of
education and other variables presumed.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions

The Bulgarian study highlights the interplay of ethnicity and regional economies in
determining individual school-to-work transitions (STWT) in an Eastern European country
with pronounced regional disparities. It comes as little surprise that education matters
for labour market entry at the national level, at least for the majority of groups. Post-
secondary and tertiary education also protect ethnic Bulgarians, as well as, young Turks
from transitioning towards unemployment after leaving formal education, although to a
lower degree. This finding is in line with studies in other Central and Eastern European
countries showing that the level of education and the educational performance increases
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the chances for successful entry into the labour market [3]. Roma, however, have almost
no access to tertiary education. Neither does vocational education protect them from
transitioning towards unemployment according to our descriptive analysis.

All in all, education can only partly explain the considerable ethnic disparities in
STWTs. Overall, 76% of Roma and 57% of Turks compared to 27% of ethnic Bulgarians
transitioned towards unemployment in the first half of the 2010s. Once education and other
variables are controlled for, Roma still have a 25 percentage increase in the probability of
transitioning towards unemployment compared to ethnic Bulgarians. Our results are in
line with Katsarska and Monova [18] who pointed to the paradox that the positive trend of
the generally increasing inclusion of Roma children in secondary education over the period
2004–2011 did not have any impact on the employment level of the young Roma [28]. The
fact that significant ethnic disparities remain when controlling for educational attainment
confines the validity of the common belief that the underrepresentation of Roma in the
workforce is mainly explained by their low level of education.

A regional perspective allows for a more in-depth analysis of ethnic disparities in
STWTs. Transition risks at labour market entry differ considerably across regions. Our
analysis shows that regional conditions, such as the level of urbanisation and the strength of
the local economy, facilitate smooth STWT, while the latter also moderates ethnic disparities.
Both young Roma as well as ethnic Turks are less disadvantaged to transition towards em-
ployment compared to ethnic Bulgarians once the local economy gets stronger. Our findings
are in line with previous research which has shown that there are less disadvantages faced
by job candidates with a foreign-sounding name in Belgium and Blacks in the US when the
number of unemployed was lower [54,57]. In Bulgarian regions with more job openings
and fewer unemployed people, such as in the southwest or in the Black Sea regions, more
opportunities open up for young workers from Roma and Turkish origins in their quest to
find more stable jobs. By contrast, they face poorer labour market outcomes when labour
market competition is high. Their lower education level compared to ethnic Bulgarian
certainly adds to their labour market exclusion, but it cannot convincingly explain it.

As regards our theoretical framework which builds on comparative STWT concepts to
approach the Bulgarian case and on the labour and job queueing approach to allow for a
more fine-graded modelling of regional job search and recruitment, our findings support
some of our assumptions about the implications of ethnic categories in the hiring process. In
an organisational space of STWT, where the occupational specificity of the education system
and the linkage of vocational education to jobs are relatively weak, educational degrees do
not sufficiently signal trustworthiness to employers. Bulgarian employers thereby pay more
attention to the level and selectivity of education rather than to vocational degrees when
they assess a job applicant’s potential to bring along and further develop productive skills.
Because the signal of education remains weakened, employers take additional categories
into account. If job candidates are young and bring along little work experience, ascriptive
categories move to the foreground [53]. Young Roma, who suffer from ethnic boundary
making by ethnic Bulgarians and with whom they lack social ties [18], are positioned at the
bottom of the labour queue by employers. The latter are keen to ensure harmonious social
relations between co-workers or with customers and business partners and to prevent
(suspected) social conflicts at the workplace in order to increase productivity [53]. On their
sides, job candidates try to get reachable jobs which offer returns on educational investment
as well as harassment-free conditions. As young Roma experience a relatively low return,
especially on vocational education, this may result in low incentives to invest in it [17]. As
regards ethnic Bulgarian job seekers, high rates of unemployment make them seek less
attractive jobs, removing the less skilled or less desired candidates for the same jobs to the
bottom of the employer’s labour queue and crowding them out into unemployment [54].

However, as far as our theoretical considerations are concerned, it is advisable to keep
Furlong et al. [61] in mind when assessing the supply-sided mechanisms underlying the
relationship between economic opportunity structures and smooth STWT. The Scottish
researchers found that neighbourhoods, rather than (regional) labour markets, matter for
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shaping young people’s aspirations. Similarly, neighbourhood deprivation experienced by
many Roma and Turkish children may affect their school attainment which, in turn, can
mediate their occupational and educational aspirations. Young people develop a subjective
awareness of objective opportunity structures which is more a product of neighbourhoods
than of regional economic conditions [61]. Regions with broader educational and economic
opportunity structures may provide a wider range of social and economic alternatives [62],
but young people need a respective neighbourhood which allows them to align their
educational aspirations and job searching patterns with the available opportunities. As
Wicht [63] (p. 299) puts it, ‘regional contexts are both the setting for and the result of social
action’. For the Bulgarian case, further research is needed about how regional disparities
play out at the subjective level of young job seekers and employers in order to strengthen
STWT theory at the regional level.

Our study has several limitations. First, the size of the sample, while quite ambitious
for a relatively small country such as Bulgaria, is restricted in terms of more detailed re-
gional analysis. Whereas Roma have been oversampled in order to assure robust empirical
insights, young people of Turkish origin remain underrepresented in our sample. A bigger
sample would also be necessary to take the important intersectionality between ethnicity
and gender into account. As is the case with previous research [13,28], our analysis does
not pay sufficient attention to the large differences in employment between young women
and men of Roma and Turkish origin, taking into account early marriages and related
transitions from school to maternity. Second, our educational measure is limited to formal
education and does not cover the (locally and regionally varying) quality of education. It
is well known that most of Roma and Turkish children lack access to quality basic and
secondary education. A large majority of Roma children study in segregated schools in
the Roma neighbourhoods where the quality of education is considerably lower than that
offered in the schools of their Bulgarian peers. Schools in poorer and isolated regions or
in segregated urban areas are still characterised by inadequate coverage of the children
in the preschool age, poor material resources and infrastructures, insufficiently qualified
and motivated teachers, and a shortage of Roma teachers [19,37,64]. Hence, part of the
remaining ethnic disparities in STWTs when controlling for formal education may still
relate to differences in the quality of education that young adults have received. Third,
STWTs in Bulgaria are often intertwined with complex internal and international migration
patterns, which were not explored further in the current study. Roma and Turks may
temporarily emigrate abroad for seasonal work in agriculture or construction rather than to
register for unemployment or to increase their qualifications [38,47]. Finally, we could only
analyse short- to mid-term labour market integration processes, with respondents having
left formal education one to five years before they were surveyed. Further research will be
necessary to assess the extent to which the two analysed transition patterns impact future
employment trajectories.

Our analysis finally provides some insights for regional policy. The consequences of a
poorly developed regional educational infrastructure are not new, as children from rural
areas have poorer educational opportunities than those from urban areas due to poorer
educational infrastructure that need to be expanded and improved, especially in rural
areas [65]. Moreover, as vocational secondary education does not sufficiently lead to stable
employment in Bulgaria, special attention should be paid to the development of vocational
education at both national and regional levels, especially for youth from Roma and Turkish
origin who cannot benefit from profiled upper secondary, post-secondary, and tertiary
education. Policies should aim to improve VET quality, and its relevance to the labour
market should be more effectively implemented. Still, one needs to be cautious with regard
to how an improved educational offer can serve the most deprived youth, namely the high
share of Roma children who do not finish secondary education. As Furlong et al. [61] (p.
562) wrote, ‘the future labour force cannot be upgraded simply by extending the existing
provision of education and training as the educational and occupational horizons of many
young people are likely to be restricted by neighbourhood deprivation’. Roma parents need
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incentives and their children need adequate role models to engage in education [64]. Last
but not least, because the labour market access of young Roma and Turks is embedded in
regional socioeconomic contexts, any improvement in the labour market situation not only
depends on their education, but also on public and private employment opportunities.
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Appendix A

Possible status options in the individual calendar questions.
1 Paid work as an employee (with contract)

2 Paid work as an employee (without contract)

3 Paid work as self-employed (with contract)

4 Paid work as self-employed (without contract)

5 Paid work as a family helper

6 Unpaid work (excluding housework)

7 Unemployed (including looking for a first job since leaving education)

8 Return to education (pupil/student/postgraduate student)

9 Apprenticeship or probation after graduating (traineeship)

10 On-the-job training

11 Housework

12 Maternity/paternity leave

13 Unable to work due to permanent disability or illness

14 Working abroad

15 Education/training abroad

16 Other

https://doi.org/10.23662/FORS-DS-864-3
https://doi.org/10.23662/FORS-DS-864-3
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Appendix B

Null Model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Regional variables
Urbanization −0.03 * −0.02 −0.02 −0.03+ −0.02
Unemployment 0.11 ** 0.07 * 0.07 * 0.00 0.07 *
Service Sector 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.02

Education (ref. general)
Basic or lower 1.22 ** 1.22 ** 1.22 ** 0.56 + 0.55 * 0.57 * 0.55 +

Vocational −0.25 −0.25 −0.25 −0.27 −0.27 −0.23 −0.27
Profiled −0.60 * −0.60 * −0.61 * −0.51 + −0.50 + −0.51+ −0.52 +

Post-sec & lower tertiary −1.12 ** −1.11 ** −1.13 ** −1.06 ** −1.06 ** −1.07 ** −1.06 **
Long tertiary −1.78 ** −1.79 ** −1.79 ** −1.66 ** −1.64 ** −1.59 ** −1.66 **

Control variables
Female (ref. male) 0.15 0.14 0.14 0.18 0.18 0.16 0.18
Children (ref. no children) 0.50 * 0.50 * 0.50 * 0.33 0.33 0.34 0.34
Parental education −0.17 −0.18 −0.18 −0.06 −0.08 −0.09 −0.08
Graduation 2010 (ref. 2009) 0.42 * 0.41 * 0.42 * 0.36 * 0.36 * 0.37 * 0.35 *
Graduation 2011 (ref. 2009) 0.64 * 0.63 * 0.64 * 0.57 * 0.55 * 0.57 * 0.56 *
Graduation 2012 (ref. 2009) 1.13 ** 1.14 ** 1.13 ** 1.08 ** 1.07 ** 1.09 ** 1.07 **
Graduation 2013 (ref. 2009) 1.96 ** 1.97 ** 1.97 ** 1.97 ** 1.94 ** 1.96 ** 1.95 **

Ethnicity (ref. ethnic Bulgar.)
Roma 1.34 ** 2.62 ** −0.24 2.23 **
Turks 0.64 1.35 −2.46 * 0.14
Other 0.17 0.17 −0.03 0.11

Cross-level interactions
Roma # Urbanization −0.02
Turks # Urbanization −0.01
Other # Urbanization 0.00
Roma #Unemployment 0.12 **
Turks # Unemployment 0.20 **
Other # Unemployment 0.01
Roma # Service Sector −0.02
Turks # Service Sector 0.01
Other # Service Sector 0.00

Variance [Region] 0.75 ** 0.65 ** 0.60 ** 0.82 ** 0.50 ** 0.51 ** 0.49 * 0.51 **

Model statistics
N 1719 1719 1719 1719 1719 1719 1719 1719
N_clust 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28
LL −1053.40 −918.65 −917.66 −921.05 −894.01 −893.22 −885.23 −893.31
AIC 2110.80 1867.30 1865.32 1872.10 1828.03 1832.45 1816.45 1832.63
BIC 2121.70 1949.04 1947.06 1953.84 1937.02 1957.79 1941.79 1957.97
ICC 0.19 0.16 0.15 0.20 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13

Model statistics: Number of observations (N); number of clusters (N_clust); log pseudolikelihood (LL);
Akaike’s Information Criteria (AIC); Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC); intraclass correlation (ICC); + p
< 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; Source: BSLS 2014.
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