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1. INTRODUCTION

This assessment aims to identify the main challenges Ukrainian women face in their socio-
economic integration in Bulgaria, particularly regarding their inclusion in the labor market. The
baseline assessment aims to promote a multidisciplinary and client-centered approaches to
developing the Holistic Support Center model. The model combines mental health and
psychosocial support (MHPSS) with employability and social services tailored to Ukrainian
refugee women.

The study draws on three sources of information:
1) a review and analysis of relevant documents,
2) focus groups with Ukrainian women, and

3) interviews with key experts and representatives from organizations and institutions involved
in supporting and integrating Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria.

Data on the current state of the labor market in Bulgaria were examined from studies and reports
provided by reliable, highly specialized sources such as National Employment Agency, Bulgarian
Confederation of Employment, Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce, Ministry of Labour and Social
Policy, Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (PICUM), Institute for
Market Economics, UNHCR.

A focus group was conducted with 9 Ukrainian women, who provided first-hand information
about the difficulties they face in finding employment in Bulgaria. All of them were educated
women with the following professions: vocal coach, graphic designer, photographer, two
teachers, psychologist and a financier. Two of them were already retired, but they had to work
since their Ukrainian pensions were very low by Bulgarian standards. Several women were
caregivers or single providers for children and disabled relatives. Only a few are currently
employed, most on low-paid or informal jobs. Many struggleed with language, job matching, or
legal paperwork.

Experts from 20 government institutions, international organizations and non-governmental
organizations were interviewed. They shared their professional experience in supporting and
integrating refugee women from Ukraine. The organizations represented included:

State institutions: Employment Agency
Executive Agency "General Labor Inspectorate"
Trade unions: Confederation of Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria

International organizations: International Organization of Migration
UNHCR Bulgaria
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Non-governmental organizations:

Social services:

Ukrainian NGOs:

HR Organizations:

The assessment presents the capacity of the Bulgarian labor market to create targeted conditions
for the integration of Ukrainian women, tailored to their specific needs. It identifies the key
challenges and barriers to integration, reflecting both the perspectives of the women and those
of experts, support centers, and service providers involved in the process. It also highlights the
readiness of institutions, organizations, and beneficiaries to adopt modern digital tools, including

Al.

Foundation for access to rights
Bulgarian Foundation for Business and Human Rights
Dignita Foundation

Caritas Bulgaria

Sofia development Association
Council of Refugee Women in Bulgaria
Humans in the Loop Foundation

Crisis Center Sveta Petka

Unit Mother and Baby

Legal Cinic for Victims of Violence
Situational center Open doors
Ukrainian hive (Ukrainski Vulik)

Alpha school

Medastra

CATRO



2. GENERAL LABOUR MARKET CONTEXT IN BULGARIA

Demand & Opportunities

o Which industries are experiencing the most significant demand for labour in your

region?

An effective labor market is essential for the development of any country. When it functions well,
employers can find workers with the right skills for their activities, and workers receive pay that
matches their qualifications. Beyond economic efficiency, access to legal and decent jobs also
strengthens social cohesion.

A survey carried out by the Employment Agency in May—June 2025 asked employers about their
workforce needs for the next 12 months. The results show that demand will be highest in the
services sector—trade, transport, hotels, and restaurants—where employers expect to need
55,760 workers and specialists. This is followed by the industry sector with 51,672 workers, and
the construction sector with 43,140 workers.!

Data from the Employment Agency show that 98.3% of declared job vacancies in the real
economy are concentrated in two sectors: Services (74.5%) and Industry (23.7%).

Looking at vacancies by specific economic activities, the largest shares are in:

e Education—-32.3%

e Manufacturing — 18.7%

e Public administration — 11.0%

e Trade and vehicle repair —10.1%

e Administrative and support services —5.5%

e Hospitality and restaurants —3.7%

e Construction —3.3%

e Transport, storage, and postal services — 2.8%
e Healthcare and social work —2.7%

According to the National Employment Survey for the period April-September 2025, conducted
by the Bulgarian Confederation of Employment, labour demand is highest in the western part of
the country, where the capital of Sofia, is located. The sharpest increase has been observed in
the IT sector (+15%), followed by manufacturing (+13%), wholesale and retail trade (+12%), and

! https://www.az.government.bg/pages/pages-prouchvane-potrebnosti-rabotna-sila/
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financial and insurance activities, including real estate (+12%). Growth is also notable in
construction (+11%), hospitality (+10%), and transport, storage, and communications (+8%).2

This information is confirmed by the Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce, which provides further
data on labour market demand and its specific characteristics. There is an acute shortage of
doctors, nurses, paramedics, and teachers, as well as a deepening shortage across roughly 190
mid-skilled occupations, including machine and equipment operators, technicians, technologists,
mechanics, welders, lathe operators, drivers, crane operators, chefs, and others; there is also a
serious shortage of highly educated specialists in information and communication technologies,
mechanical engineering and automation, chemistry and metallurgy, electronics, energy, the food
industry, tourism, high-tech fields, functional management, business analysis, finance, and
marketing. There is structural unemployment with specific age, generational, and regional
elements; labour market activity is low—around 870,000 people are neither studying nor
working, including 300,000 young people. Approximately 55% of employers report significant
difficulties in finding suitable candidates for key positions. Bulgaria ranks second in the EU in
terms of the growth rate of youth unemployment. Skilled labour is concentrated in 10 bigger
towns.3

According to economists, in 2024 the labour market in Bulgaria continues to be characterized by
pronounced regional imbalances—ranging from very low unemployment in the capital and
industrial outskirts to persistently high levels in remote, sparsely populated, and border regions.*

A study by the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy forecasts that Bulgaria’s economy will grow by
about 3% till the end of 2025. Employment levels are expected to remain steady compared to
last year, while the services sector is set to lead job creation Unemployment is expected to
decline slightly, reaching 4.1%.°

* %k %

With the recent amendments to the Bulgarian Employment Promotion Act, people under
temporary protection now have the right to register with the Employment Office. They can
register at the local office corresponding to their place of residence as job seekers. Once
registered, they are granted the same rights as Bulgarian citizens.

According to the report “Strengthening the Labour Rights of Migrant Workers in Bulgaria: A Legal
and Economic Analysis”®, the 2021 population census in Bulgaria registered a sharp decline in the
working-age population, with the 15-65 age group shrinking by 900,000 people over a ten-year

2 https://bec-bg.com/april_2025_september2025/

3 https://www.bia-bg.com/focus/view/21299/

4 https://www.pariteni.bg/novini/rabota/seriozni-razliki-na-pazara-na-truda-252939
5 https://www.mlsp.government.bg/uploads/19/zaetost/kr-analiz-2024.pdf

6 The study is conducted by PICUM, Voice in Bulgaria and Robert Bosh Stiftung in 2024
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period. This trend suggests that migrants represent a significant untapped resource for the
labour market. The report further notes that the Bulgarian labour market suffers from a chronic
shortage of workers and an urgent need to boost labour productivity. In addition, since the COVID
crisis was overcome, labour market dynamics have remained relatively stable. Higher
unemployment is observed during the winter months, while in the summer it decreases,
supported by the employment opportunities provided by tourism.’

According to the study, an indicative measure of the state of the labour market is the share of
employers experiencing difficulties in hiring workers, which stood at 64% of respondents in 2023.
According to 38% of employers, the main reason for these difficulties is the lack of qualifications
and education among candidates. In 2023, the most in-demand occupations included machine
operators, seamstresses, chefs, construction workers, waiters/bartenders, and clothing
production operators. Among specialists with higher education, demand was highest for nurses,
doctors, teachers, drivers, electrical engineers, and pedagogical specialists.®

Another important observation is that, the industrial sector will continue to generate the largest
share of jobs (31%). Growth is also expected in trade, transport, and hospitality (25%). Shortages
are projected to persist in the education and healthcare sectors (17%), as well as in construction
(14%). According to the Employment Agency, as mentioned in the report, the greatest shortage
of specialists is registered in healthcare and education.’

UNHCR reports that in 2024 the financial vulnerability of Ukrainian refugees living in neighboring
countries, including Bulgaria, has decreased. However, one in five still live on an income below
the poverty line. On average, refugees also earn only two-thirds of the hourly wage of the local
population. There is a significant gap between having a job and being able to afford essential
living costs, such as housing and healthcare.*°

A 2023 UNHCR survey among Ukrainian refugees found that, when it comes to employment,
refugees need more information about job opportunities, training programs, and options for
starting their own businesses. They also hope that Bulgaria will recognize the education and
professional qualifications they acquired in Ukraine or elsewhere. Additionally, they emphasize
the need for more free Bulgarian language courses and opportunities for skill development and
upskilling.** There is no reason to believe that the situation has changed in 2025.

With regard to the specific participation of women in the labour market in Bulgaria, it is
important to refer to the 2023 study “Women and the Labour Market in Bulgaria”, conducted by
the Institute for Market Economics, which notes that although a smaller share of women are

" https://ime.bg/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/picum_doklad_final_17_06.pdf

8ibid

°ibid

10 file:///C:/Users/PC/Downloads/2025%2003%20SEIS%20ukraine _socio-economic researchpaper.pdf
1 file:///C:/Users/PC/Downloads/PA-Adult-Report-2023-Published.pdf
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economically active, the employment rate among them is higher, and the unemployment rate
lower. The largest numbers of employed women work in manufacturing, trade, education, and
healthcare. The highest concentration of employed women is found in sectors involving work
with people—education, healthcare, and social work. The greatest gender pay gaps are observed
in the financial sector, healthcare, manufacturing, and in culture, sports, and entertainment,
where women’s wages are more than 30% lower than those of men.1?

Last but not least, it is important to highlight that labor rights violations are most common in the
construction, agriculture, and hospitality sectors. The hospitality sector, in particular, employs a
large number of Ukrainians, especially in the Black Sea resort areas.

o Are there any emerging job sectors (e.g., green economy, digital industries,
healthcare, and care sector)?

With the rapid spread of artificial intelligence and new digital technologies, the classification of
economic activities was updated in 2025. Sector J: “Information, creative industries, and
telecommunications” has now been split into two separate sectors:

1. Sector J —Publishing, radio and television activities, content creation, and distribution
2. Sector K — Telecommunications, computer programming, IT consulting, IT infrastructure,
and other information services

According to interviewed experts, the demand for IT specialists, Al specialists, Digital
Transformation Officers, and Chief Digital Officers is increasing. Bulgaria hosts numerous call
centers, a relatively new sector offering employment opportunities for individuals with foreign
language skills. The growth of online commerce has driven the expansion of logistics and courier
services, as well as influencer-based sales.

New professions are also emerging, such as sustainability specialists and specialists in the green
economy. However, this sector remains highly uncertain, and job opportunities in this field are
still very limited.

Another growing sector is that of domestic workers, including nannies and caregivers. This sector
remains largely under-regulated, and reports of abuses are frequent.

o Which sectors and occupations offer potentially good and sustainable
employment opportunities for Ukrainian refugee women, considering their

12 https://ime.bg/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/women_labormarket_03_2023.pdf
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common skill sets, educational backgrounds, potential language barriers, and
need for flexible/trauma-informed work environments?

Ukrainian citizens and their family members who have been granted temporary protection can
work in Bulgaria without a labor market permit, but only under an employment contract that
lasts no longer than their period of temporary protection. Temporary protection provides
Ukrainians easy access to the labor market on the same terms as Bulgarian except that employers
must inform the relevant regional office of the General Labour Inspectorate within 7 days of a
foreign worker’s start date.

Ukrainian citizens are also free to change their job at any time, without notifying any authorities.

A good example was the “Solidarity” program in support to Ukrainian citizens with temporary
protection, launched by the Employment Agency for the period June 2022 — July 2023. The
program was designed to provide timely support for the rapid labor market integration of 2,500
displaced persons from Ukraine and their families who arrived in Bulgaria after February 24,
2022, with temporary protection status. A total of 934 employment contracts were signed, all of
which are now either completed or terminated. Thanks to the program, short-term employment
was provided for 3,846 individuals. The greatest demand for jobs was in the sectors of hospitality
and restaurants, transport, storage and postal services, and retail trade (excluding motor vehicles
and motorcycles). The largest number of Ukrainians were employed along the Black Sea coast. In
practice, the hospitality and restaurant sector and the trade sector are the main employers of
labor provided by Ukrainian refugees.

According to survey participants, specific sectors and occupations have been identified as
particularly suitable for Ukrainian female refugees, as they correspond to the practical
circumstances and constraints of their current situation. These are the sectors offering
employment opportunities for Ukrainian refugees:

o Flexible working hours — hotels and restaurants. Ukrainian women are mainly employed
as cooks, kitchen assistants, or housekeeping staff.

o Additional employee support and housing — large food retail chains.

e Remote work —some call centers and certain businesses allow work from home.

¢ Ukrainian-language work — schools and after-school programs for Ukrainian children.

¢ NGOs - hiring Ukrainians as cultural mediators, psychologists, or consultants.

¢ Night shifts — opportunities exist in certain sectors.

e Logistics and courier services — including shipping companies and delivery services.

e Beauty and personal care industry — employment opportunities in cosmetology.

e Ukrainian businesses with branches in Bulgaria — offering work in various roles.



o Isthere documented evidence or reports on local skills gaps, particularly for roles
that might be suitable for Ukrainian refugee women?

As noted above, the Bulgarian labor market is experiencing a significant shortage of personnel
across multiple sectors. Bulgaria is heavily affected by labor emigration, with Bulgarian specialists
easily finding employment abroad, leaving entire sectors without qualified professionals.

There is a noticeable labor shortage in the education and health and social care sectors. In
healthcare, the demand for professionals exceeds the supply, particularly for caregivers, social
and personal assistants, and lab technicians. In education, there is a high need for math and
English teachers, preschool and kindergarten teachers, and teacher assistants.Ukrainian female
refugees could potentially fill some of these positions.

In the hospitality and restaurant sector, employers increasingly hire workers from third countries
to fill their staffing needs. Seasonal positions often include housekeepers, chefs and assistant
cooks, kitchen staff, and hotel administrators. Overall, in personal services, Ukrainian refugees—
particularly women—can find employment quickly and easily.

The beauty and personal care industry also has capacity to absorb additional specialists, and
Ukrainian women are considered particularly skilled in this field.

Some organizations providing social services are seeking Ukrainian women as cultural mediators,
psychologists, or consultants, provided they have the necessary qualifications. The aim is to
ensure that social services become accessible to Ukrainian refugees.

o What types of educational and vocational training opportunities (e.g., language
courses, vocational training, upskilling/reskilling programs, higher education
access, and short-term certifications) are available and accessible to Ukrainian
refugee women?

All key informants shared that there is a shortage of free language courses, as well as vocational
training, qualification, upskilling programs and programs for professional development.

There is no government institution officially responsible for providing Bulgarian language courses
for adults.

The Employment Agency offers adult training programs tailored to labor market needs, helping
people gain job skills, professional qualifications, and key competencies.

Registered unemployed individuals including individuals with temporary status have the right to
participate in the Employment and Training Program for Refugees offered by the Employment
Agency. They have free and equal access to training and can choose their profession and type of
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course. Bulgarian language courses are also offered. Each program is designed according to the
person’s individual action plan and personal preferences. Applications are submitted at the
Labour Offices. Unfortunately, so far, only a small number of Ukrainian citizens use Employment
Agency services.

Between March 1, 2022, and September 30, 2025, a total of 7,799 Ukrainian citizens were
registered with the Employment Offices, including 6,412 with temporary protection status. As of
September 30, 2025, 216 individuals (Ukrainian citizens with temporary protection) had active
registrations with the Employment Offices. Through the mediation of the Employment Offices,
5,985 Ukrainian citizens have started working in Bulgaria.

UNHCR, Caritas, the Bulgarian Red Cross, IOM and some NGOs offer free Bulgarian language
courses (levels A1, A2, B). Most of these courses are available in Sofia. Some Ukrainian civic
organizations offer Bulgarian and English language courses for children and adults at below-
market prices.

Paid Bulgarian language courses are offered by universities and private language schools.

The Department of Language Education at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” offers paid
Bulgarian language courses for foreigners at all levels and issues diplomas recognized by the
authorities when applying for Bulgarian citizenship.

There is a wide range of paid upskilling/reskilling educational courses available, including training
for the development of soft skills. Many vocational training centers also offer paid courses.

Qualification and upskilling/reskilling courses are often paid and structured in a way that makes
them difficult to access for women who are heads of households, as they must balance income
generation and caregiving responsibilities for children and elderly family members. These courses
are typically full-day, require a minimum of 80% attendance, and are most often conducted in
Bulgarian. Many women are unable to participate because they cannot afford to forgo income
during the course.

Labour Market Systems & Taxonomies

o What occupational or skills taxonomy (e.g., ESCO, national system) is used by the
Public Employment Service (PES) and other relevant bodies?

Bulgaria has a National Classification of Occupations. However, the job titles and professions
listed—even common ones like doctor or teacher—do not always match their Ukrainian
equivalents, which can lead to confusion.
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The Employment Agency uses the National Classification of Occupations and Positions (NCOP),
which is aligned with the international ISCO-08 standard. Elements of the European skills
taxonomy (ESCO) are also used to help compare and transfer skills and professions across
Europe.

The Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, together with the National Statistical Institute, is
responsible for creating, maintaining, and updating the NCOP.

NCOP is regularly reviewed to stay aligned with ESCO, supporting labor mobility within the EU.

There is currently no official Ukrainian version of NCOP. Therefore, translations and adapted
glossaries are used, and mediators and employment consultants often help explain terms.

Some professions and skills common among Ukrainian women—especially in the informal
sector (e.g., handicrafts, caregiving, beauty services)—may not be fully represented in NCOP or
ESCO. Regular analyses are conducted, and flexible skill descriptions are encouraged during
registration.

At a recent working group meeting, the idea of creating guidelines for countries without a
national skills taxonomy was discussed. Proposed support includes:

e Developing user-friendly taxonomies that meet the needs of employers, job seekers,
and career counselors;

e Ensuring compatibility with ESCO;
e Creating machine-readable formats for easy integration into digital platforms and
systems.

12



3. UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS, ASPIRATIONS, AND EXPERIENCES OF UKRAINIAN REFUGEE
WOMEN

Background & Skills

o What are the most common educational backgrounds of Ukrainian refugee
women in your region (e.g., average educational attainment, fields of study)?

According to our key informant experts, between 60% and 75% of Ukrainian women have higher
education, with the largest share in business administration and economics, followed by
medicine, engineering, law, education, IT, HR, academia, and entrepreneurship. Many women
have completed vocational secondary education (technical schools). It is rare to encounter
women with education below the secondary level.

o What skills (technical and soft) and professional experiences do they bring from
Ukraine? How do they perceive the transferability of these skills to the labour
market?

In Bulgaria, Ukrainian refugees are generally viewed more positively in terms of work skills
compared to refugees from other countries. According to key informants, they have good work
habits and discipline, are motivated to work and grow, and are described as hardworking and
diligent. They follow workplace rules, work well in teams, and respect hierarchies. Most have
good digital and computer skills, and some also have specific technical expertise.

The main challenge is their limited knowledge of foreign languages, especially English, which is
often required for many jobs. In rare cases, their knowledge of Ukrainian and Russian helps them
find work, mostly as teachers in Ukrainian schools or as cultural mediators, but not within the
Bulgarian education system. Some, however, manage to use their transferable business skills to
start successful ventures in Bulgaria, such as Ukrainian restaurants and pastry shops.

Unfortunately, according to one key informant, around 70% of Ukrainian women in Bulgaria are
unable to use their education and valuable professional skills because of the language barrier.
They are forced to work as cleaners or in other low-skilled jobs.
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Aspirations

o What are the primary aspirations of Ukrainian refugee women regarding labour
integration (e.g., preferred sectors, desire for quick employment vs. career-

aligned roles)?

The desires, aspirations, and behavior of Ukrainian refugee women regarding their labor market
integration in Bulgaria have changed over time. At first, right after the war began, most believed
their stay in Bulgaria would be temporary. They were willing to take any kind of job, expecting it
would only be short-term. The state humanitarian program they benefited from provided free
housing, but only to those without formal work income. As a result, many women worked
secretly or in the grey economy so they would not lose their housing support. In the new
humanitarian program (extended till March 2026), this rule is not clearly stated, but there is still
no official clarification.

With the continuation of the war and their prolonged stay in Bulgaria, more and more women
strive to return to the professions they practiced in Ukraine. Since 2023, many have been aiming
for career development, further education, and work in their field of expertise. Some are also
willing to retrain. With long-term integration in mind, they now look for jobs that match their
education and allow them to use their skills. They search across all sectors, though this is not
always easy. For example, Ukraine’s accounting system differs from Bulgaria’s, and because
Ukraine is not an EU member, Ukrainian medical qualifications are not automatically recognized.

A distinctive feature of Ukrainian refugee women is their proactive approach to job searching.
They are flexible and creative. Many choose the beauty services sector as a new activity because
it does not require knowledge of Bulgarian or another foreign language. They tend to prefer
flexible employment, since they are often the sole caregivers for their children. At the same time,
they increasingly insist on transparency in labor relations and good working conditions.

It is also important to note that not all Ukrainian refugees are in the same situation. At one end,
there are women with high incomes from Ukraine who do not need to work in Bulgaria. At the
other, there are women—especially widows and pensioners—who have very low or no income
at all. They are forced to accept any job, even those with very poor pay and conditions, just to
survive.

Several key informants noted that very few families wish to remain in Bulgaria. Most naturally
hope to return to Ukraine, while for many others Bulgaria serves mainly as a transit country on
their way to Western Europe, where they intend to settle long term. Overall, Bulgaria is not seen
as a particularly attractive destination for refugees, and many try to leave as quickly as possible.
Those who come from the occupied territories and have lost everything, as well as those who
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have already started a business in Bulgaria, tend to be more motivated to stay, develop, and
integrate.

o What information do they have about available educational opportunities? How
do they typically find this information?

Only just one or two organizations offer information sessions specifically for Ukrainians, focusing
on access to education and the labor market.

There are several specialized websites and portals for Ukrainian refugees. The refugeelife
platform, created by FAR, serves as a job portal where employers can post vacancies as well as
training opportunities. In addition to its broader human rights work, FAR is officially registered as
a labor mediator and also provides information about available training programs. Some NGOs,
such as Caritas and the Bulgarian Red Cross, offer job placement services funded through
projects. They also provide career counseling and referrals to training opportunities.

Labor bureaus, which are regional branches of the Employment Agency, offer similar services,
but Ukrainian women rarely turn to them. Instead, the most effective way they find information
about educational courses is informally, through their own communities—via personal contacts
and Ukrainian groups on social media. Many online mutual-help groups play an important role in
sharing such information.

To ensure direct contact between job seekers and employers, the Employment Agency organizes
and conducts:

e General and specialized job fairs targeting specific economic sectors or groups;

e Employer days, held both on the initiative of the Employment Offices and at the request
of employers;

e Information campaigns that promote employment opportunities and facilitate the
integration of job seekers, including those with temporary protection status.

It’s also important to highlight the work of several organizations that focus on preventing human
trafficking. They run sessions, seminars, and workshops for Ukrainian women, raising awareness
about the risks of labor exploitation.

Challenges & Barriers

o What are the primary obstacles Ukrainian refugee women face regarding labour
market integration and accessing education (e.g., language barriers, childcare and
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care responsibilities, recognition of skills/qualifications, discrimination,
transportation)?

This section contains more information because both the key informants and the women in the
focus group shared more details about the barriers and difficulties than about the opportunities
for labor market integration. It should be noted that some key informants think that unemployed
Ukrainian women are among the most vulnerable on the labor market.

We will divide the factors that hinder the integration of Ukrainian women into three groups:

1. those that stem from the refugees themselves or personal factors;

2. those that stem from employers; and

3. those that stem from the country context, the labour environment, existing procedures,
and legislation.

Personal factors

The Bulgarian language barrier is a major factor, but not the only one, making it difficult for
Ukrainian women to find work. Many do not qualify for positions also due to age, or because the
jobs require advanced foreign language skills.

Ukrainian women are also selective about the type of work they are willing to take, especially if
conditions are poor or pay is low.

A major challenge is that they often have to accept positions below the professional level they
held in Ukraine. While they need to develop new skills, many are not ready or able to do so.
Reasons vary: some do not have time because they care for children, others are older and
unwilling to engage in training, some lack motivation to change careers, and others are uncertain
whether new skills will be useful. The lack of clarity about their future prevents many women
from being proactive and planning ahead.

Personal traumatic experiences also hinder proactive job searching.

Additionally, age discrimination and the difficulties faced by women over 50-60 in finding work
are important factors to consider. A particular challenge for older women is the fear and
resistance they feel toward keeping up with new technologies. They often lack confidence and
optimism, and feel less competitive in the job market, as meeting its demands has become
increasingly difficult for them.

Key informants noted that women often fear being isolated by their colleagues or losing their
jobs. As a result, they tend to endure difficult situations, believing it will be hard to find another
job with better conditions. It is crucial to encourage and support them to speak up about their
negative experiences at work, so they can recognize that such treatment is not acceptable.
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Employers

In the labor market for foreigners, most available positions offer low pay and poor working
conditions. Cases of fraud are also common, where promised working conditions are not met.
Some employers are reluctant to hire Ukrainians, viewing them as “demanding and difficult” and
negotiating for higher pay. At the same time, employers expect Ukrainians to have the same skills
as Bulgarian workers. Flexible work arrangements are not always offered, and tolerance or
sensitivity from employers is rare.

Most employers do not have policies to retain workers; the focus is often only on hiring, not
keeping employees. Businesses need more resources and support to employ foreign workers.
Employers are hesitant to invest in training and upskilling Ukrainian workers because they are
unsure whether they will stay long-term, which creates discrimination. In addition, businesses do
not collaborate enough with NGOs to ensure employment opportunities for vulnerable groups.

It is not uncommon for Ukrainian women to face discrimination in the workplace from employers.
For example, they are often given more work but not more pay. In the tourism sector, Ukrainian
women are often assigned longer shifts for lower pay. In many cases, they are paid in cash
without a contract, or their extra work goes unpaid.

Employers take advantage of their lack of familiarity with Bulgarian labor laws and workers’
rights, as well as their limited knowledge of how to report problems. Being dependent on their
jobs for survival, many feel they have no choice but to tolerate difficult conditions. There have
also been cases of verbal abuse and sexual harassment, which women have felt forced to endure
to keep their employment

Context, labour environment, existing procedures, and legislation

Key informants agree that the Bulgarian labor market is not yet prepared to offer enough
opportunities for Ukrainian women to integrate. Labor rights violations are widely tolerated —
such as low-paid contracts that allow employers to avoid taxes and social security contributions,
cash-in-hand payments, and unpaid overtime. As a result, many Ukrainian refugees, especially
women, are forced to juggle several part-time jobs.

They also face everyday challenges, such as finding places in kindergartens for their children and
accessing banking or financial services—both of which are crucial for securing stable
employment. Many women end up working in poorly regulated sectors like domestic work,
childcare, and caregiving. Until recently, taking up legal employment even carried the risk of
losing access to state-subsidized humanitarian housing.
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Administrative barriers are often difficult for Ukrainian women to navigate, especially if their
Bulgarian language skills are limited. They may struggle with bureaucracy, completing forms, and
submitting documents, which makes it rare for them to report violations of their labor rights.

The most common violations involve unpaid wages, but it is not the only one. Many women are
not familiar with Bulgarian labor laws and do not know their rights. For exsample, they often fail
to give proper notice when leaving a job. This can result in fines equal to one or two months’
gross salary.

Housing is another major obstacle. Landlords often demand higher deposits from Ukrainian
refugees, and rents are usually more expensive for them. On top of this, many struggle to provide
the required documents to prove their education and qualifications. Procedures are
burdensome, slow, and costly. We should also add that for people from the occupied territories,
it is difficult to obtain their educational documents.

The differences between the educational systems of Bulgaria and Ukraine also prove to be an
important factor. Many young Ukrainians finish their education at 17 and are not yet adults
according to the Bulgarian legislation. In Bulgaria, they are only allowed to start full-time work at
18 and sometime their diploma is not sufficient.

As mentioned above, qualification and retraining courses are often inaccessible because they are
full-time, lengthy, require regular attendance in order to be recognized, most are paid, and they
are conducted in Bulgarian.

Many women work in the gray economy through “job brokers.” The work is often without a
contract, with 50% of the pay going to the broker (middleman) and 50% to the worker.

Experience with Services & Technology

o Which parts of the public employment services, educational guidance services, or
other support services do Ukrainian refugee women currently interact with? What
are their experiences?

Ukrainian refugees mainly rely on NGOs that offer free career counseling and employment
services. The most popular are those provided by Caritas, the Bulgarian Red Cross, and FAR. The
platform migrantlife.bg provides information on education and career counseling service
providers. They rarely turn to the services offered by the State Agency for Refugees or the
Employment Offices
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https://migrantlife.bg/

o Do Ukrainian refugee women use digital platforms or tools to find jobs, education,
or information? Which ones? What are the barriers (e.g., language, digital literacy,
cost, trust, accessibility) to using these tools?

Ukrainian women are digitally literate and willing to use various platforms for employment
services.

Up-to-date information on labor market access and working conditions in Bulgaria is available on
the Employment Agency’s official website in the section “Employment Opportunities for

Ukrainian Citizens”

Popular platforms include those created specifically for refugees by FAR (migrantlife.bg) and
UNHCR (Refugee Employment Platform (REP) and help.unhcr.org. There is also a government
portal (ukraine.gov.bg), but it mainly provides legal information. The Bulgarian council of

refugees and migrants has developed a website (ukraine.refugee.bg) which rovides up-to-date

and concise information on the rights and obligations of persons granted temporary protection
in Bulgaria, as well as information on housing, employment, education, healthcare, social
assistance, and other topics.

Other popular websites are:

- refugee-integration.bg - this platform contains detailed information regarding the rights
and obligations of persons granted international protection in Bulgaria, developed based
on legislation and practice. It was created by the Bulgarian Council for Refugees and

Migrants
- EU refugee employment platform

- Ukraine-response, developed by IOM

They also use LinkedIn, as well as popular Bulgarian job search platforms such as:

- Jobs.bg

- JobTiger

- Zaplata.bg

- JobsAgents
- Karieri.bg

- Freelance.bg
- Freelance.bg
- Rabota.bg

- Worknow.bg
- Eures.bg
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https://www.az.government.bg/pages/vazmozhnosti-za-rabota-na-ukrainski-grazhdani/
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https://help.unhcr.org/bulgaria/bg/
https://ukraine.gov.bg/bg/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ukraine.refugee.bg/
https://refugee-integration.bg/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/bulgaria-new-online-platform-refugee-employment-2024-03-27_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://bulgaria.iom.int/ukraine-response?utm_source=chatgpt.com

- ITjobs.bg

- Work.bg

- Humansontheloop.org
- happymonday.ua

A challenge for them is that these platforms are in Bulgarian and usually provide no response
or feedback to applications. Most women also rely on social platforms—groups and channels
they join. The most popular within their community is Telegram, but they also use Signal and
Viber.

Another challenge is the abundance of unreliable and fraudulent job websites that post
unverified listings, posing risks of abuse and exploitation.

o How familiar are they with Al-based solutions for skills assessment or career and
educational guidance? What are their perceptions, expectations, or concerns
about using such tools?

Key informants report that there is no established practice of using Al in career counseling or
employment services in Bulgaria. Only one HR organization (Manpower) is mentioned as using
an Al-based tool. Most key informants believe that Ukrainian women would benefit from Al, as
they are digitally literate and have a modern outlook on new technologies.
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4. PERSPECTIVES FROM SERVICE PROVIDERS

Current Service Provision & Gaps

o What does the current workflow for supporting Ukrainian refugee women look
like (from initial contact to job/education placement and MHPSS support)?

Different organizations provide a wide range of services for Ukrainian refugees, each according
to their area of expertise. These services include psychosocial support for adults and children,
accommodation for the most vulnerable women, as well as career counseling and assistance with
labor market integration.

Most organizations follow established procedures for intake, program enrollment, and needs
assessment. Even when no strict protocol exists, they usually carry out a case assessment to
better understand the individual needs of the woman and her children.

As the public intermediary of the Bulgarian labor market, the Employment Agency provides a
wide range of services to help people find work and develop their careers in Bulgaria. Its work
includes promoting employment, protecting the labor market, offering career guidance,
providing adult training, mediating job placements, supporting economically inactive individuals,
and analyzing the country’s labor resources.

All job seekers, including Ukrainian citizens with temporary protection, can access a variety of
services. These include information about job vacancies, guidance on employment programs and
measures, assistance with finding and securing work, psychological support, career counseling,
participation in adult training, and encouragement to actively engage in the labor market.
Additional support may include scholarships for training, as well as help with transportation and
accommodation during the training period.

Ukrainian women can register as job seekers at the Employment Office in their place of residence.
After registration, an individual action plan is created with the help of an employment mediator.
The plan is tailored to the person’s needs and abilities and includes specific steps and
commitments, along with supportive measures to help achieve them.

Ensuring women’s safety and emotional well-being is a shared priority across many
organizations. In Sofia, organizations are well-connected and operate as a network, referring
women to the most appropriate services based on their specific situations. Bellow are presented
some of the key organizations
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e Animus Association Foundation provides services for victims of violence, including
children. It offers accommodation in a Crisis Center, as well as housing for pregnant
women and women with young children.

e Caritas offers Bulgarian language courses, career counseling, support with job search,
upport with preparing CVs and other documents, and connections with employers.

e FARalso functions as a labor mediator, offering job matching between employers and job
seekers. To this end, a detailed assessment and analysis of refugees’ employment
preferences and opportunities is carried out.

e The Council of Refugee Women provides comprehensive support, including humanitarian
aid, assistance with integration, and referrals, as well as social counseling and support
with accessing the healthcare system.

e |OM has a methodology for assessing vulnerability based on formal and informal criteria.
They provide accompaniment for refugees, cover part of their expenses, and offer
practical support throughout the integration process.

o Which organisations and institutions currently provide employment support or
related services (e.g. orientation, counselling, provision of labour market
information)

The following organizations provide employment support services for Ukrainian refugees:

o Employment agency

o Dignita Foundation — organizes “women’s circles” where participants discuss potential
risks in the job search and employment process.

e CITUB (Confederation of Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria) — offers informational
sessions on labor rights.

e Some employers organize job fairs.

e Caritas — provides Bulgarian language courses, assists with job applications, and
connects job seekers with employers.

e 1OM - supports refugees throughout the job search process.

e Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce and Industry — periodically hosts employer
presentations.

e HR companies — provide career guidance; services are usually paid, though sometimes
offered free as part of project initiatives.

¢ Manpower — offers free career guidance for disadvantaged groups through project
activities.

e Humans in the Loop — provides training programs focused on transferable skills.

22



e Open Doors Situational Center — supports refugees in various employment-related
situations.

o FAR - offers labor mediation and online support via the refugeelife platform.

e Red Cross - offers humanitarian aid, and facilitates education and job searching.

o Which technology is currently used (e.g. platforms) by these organisations or
your own organisation?

The key informants did not provide reliable information on this issue. According to them, only
some big HR organizations use advanced technologies and electronic platforms.

o What are the main challenges faced by your organization and other service
providers when supporting Ukrainian refugee women with their labour
integration, educational pathways, and wellbeing?

Working with Ukrainian refugees is not always easy. Many organizations report difficulties in
meeting their needs, particularly when it comes to helping them find jobs that match their skills
and qualifications. One key informant explained that it is often hard to convince refugees that
organizations cannot provide them with jobs directly — they can only guide and support them
through the process. Refugees themselves need to take an active role in developing their careers,
but many are reluctant to take on this responsibility.

Organizations also struggle to keep Ukrainian beneficiaries engaged until the end of the
programs. Because of difficult personal circumstances, many participants drop out early. Another
challenge is the rapidly changing labor market, which makes it hard for organizations to adapt
quickly.

A further obstacle is the lack of sustainable funding. Most initiatives are project-based, so
activities continue only as long as the project lasts. This often leads to high staff turnover, as
trained and experienced professionals leave once funding ends.

Finally, negative public attitudes toward refugees create additional difficulties, with
organizations themselves sometimes becoming targets of hostility and negative campaigns.

Key informants from government institutions mention that they lack staff who speak Russian or
Ukrainian, which makes communication with Ukrainian migrants difficult.
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o What are the current practices for assessing the skills and prior learning of
Ukrainian refugee women? How effective are these?

Those with temporary protection status can register as job seekers at the Employment Office in
their place of residence. After registration, an individual action plan is created with the help of
an employment mediator. The plan is tailored to the person’s needs and abilities and includes
specific steps and commitments, along with supportive measures to help achieve them.

Not all organizations use detailed or specialized methods to assess skills and training needs. Most
rely on open conversations or interviews, which are usually thorough and cover various areas
such as family situation, caregiving responsibilities, career opportunities, transferable and
professional skills, educational background, hobbies, and more.

By contrast, professional HR organizations use specially designed assessment tools, some of
which are completed online. These tools evaluate potential, strengths, educational development,
and alignment with the labor market. The results are then used as a basis for follow-up
interviews.

o From a service provider perspective, what are the key indicators of successful
socio-economic integration and improved wellbeing for Ukrainian refugee
women?

The main criteria for evaluating successful integration are women’s stable employment and
financial independence, including fair and equitable payment. Another key criterion is
professional achievement based on women’s actual qualifications and skills. Successful
application of their abilities, where employers can see how an employee contributes to the
success and goals of the workplace, is also highlighted. Other important factors include job
satisfaction, transparent employment relationships, a positive work environment, and a cohesive
team.’® Lastly, clear agreements and the protection of labor rights are critical indicators of
successful socio-economic integration.

13 Toxic work environments are often a key reason for leaving a job.
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