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Section A — Country snapshot based on the Women in Digital Index

A.1. Basic information

e Country: Bulgaria
e Year of data (as listed in the Index): 2024
e Overall Women in Digital Index score: 52.8 (EU average: 51.7)

A.2. Key phase indicators

Country EU average (if

Dimension / Indicator value available) Short comment (1 line)

Very strong performance;

ICT education phase (overall score or % 211 446 comparatively high share of

women in ICT graduates) women ICT graduates and
master’s degree holders
Slightly above the EU

Digital employment phase (overall 591 546 average; indicating relatively

score or % women in ICT jobs) strong transition into ICT

employment.

Structural constraints related

to digital skills, employment
43.2 545 stability, and overall gender

equality limit long-term

Enabling environment (one relevant
indicator)

progression and inclusion

Source: Women in Digital Index dashboard, accessed on 28.11.2025.
A.3 Data caveats and gaps

There is no consistent breakdown by education pathway - general secondary, STEM
gymnasiums, vocational ICT programmes, and higher education, which makes it difficult to
trace where participation declines and which transitions are most vulnerable. Regional and
socioeconomic disaggregation is also limited. Labour-market data do not distinguish between
specific ICT roles, contract types, or career progression, hindering analysis of retention and
mobility of women in digital occupations. Leadership indicators remain broad, with no
longitudinal tracking of barriers affecting women’s advancement in ICT, particularly in SMEs.

Section B — Short interpretation

Bulgaria performs strongly in the ICT Education Phase, with women representing a
comparatively high share of ICT graduates across bachelor’s, master’s, and even doctoral
levels. This advantage, however, does not translate into equally strong performance in the



STEM Education Phase, where girls’ PISA results remain considerably below the EU average,
and early STEM preparedness is uneven. Despite this weak starting point, women transition
into ICT higher education at notably higher rates than in many EU countries, suggesting that
post-secondary orientation mechanisms and tertiary attractiveness may be compensating for
earlier gaps.

In the labour market, Bulgaria is slightly above the EU average in digital employment,
indicating relatively successful entry into ICT jobs. The critical bottlenecks appear later:
progression into leadership roles is slow, and structural constraints within the enabling
environment, particularly lower levels of digital skills among women overall, limit long-term
career mobility.

For TWG1], this pattern underscores the need to focus interventions on strengthening STEM
readiness in adolescence and improving the conditions that support long-term retention and
advancement of women in ICT, rather than solely expanding higher education intake.

Section C — Best practice fiches

C.1. Best practice 1

o Title of the practice: Women4Cyber Bulgaria — Building a National Community for
Women in Cybersecurity

e Organisation / Institution: Women4Cyber Bulgaria (NGO chapter of Women4Cyber
Foundation, Bulgaria

e Level and target group: Adult learners; early-career women in ICT; university
students; young professionals; aspiring leaders in cybersecurity

e Thematic category (tick one or more):

X Outreach / awareness

X Mentoring / role models

X Career guidance / counselling

O VET recruitment / retention
I Curriculum / textbook / pedagogy reform
1 Teacher training / CPD

1 Data / monitoring / evaluation

X Other: Leadership development

e Short description:



Women4Cyber Bulgaria operates as the national chapter of the European Women4Cyber
network and addresses several persistent gaps visible in Bulgaria’s Women in Digital Index
profile: weak early STEM foundations, a limited pool of female role models in technical
domains, and a slow progression of women into ICT leadership roles. The chapter positions
itself as a structured and reliable entry point for women and young professionals who seek
orientation, learning opportunities, and community support in cybersecurity.

Activities cover mentoring cycles, leadership development formats, public talks, community
meet-ups, and targeted outreach to young women preparing for digital careers. The Youth
Ambassador Programme functions as an early-career accelerator, identifying motivated
women aged 18-26 and engaging them in six-month cycles of mentoring, content creation,
and participation in concrete cybersecurity initiatives. The rotational leadership model
secures continuity while giving space for new leaders to emerge from within the community.

The initiative strengthens women’s motivation, skills and confidence to enter and remain in
cybersecurity, addressing the transition points where attrition typically occurs: secondary
school to tertiary ICT pathways, and early career to leadership. The combination of
community, role models and structured mentoring reduces barriers that otherwise remain
invisible or unsupported in formal education and employment settings.

e Evidence of results: Partnerships with universities, NGOs, and the tech sector
continue to expand and provide access to events, training opportunities, and real
project environments. Participants consistently report three benefits: stronger
confidence, clearer career orientation, and meaningful professional networks.

e Key success factors / lessons learned:

o A community structure that creates a sense of belonging and normalises the
presence of women in cybersecurity.

o Visible role models across both technical and non-technical cybersecurity
domains.

o Well-structured mentoring and leadership pathways with clear expectations
and deliverables.

o Arotational leadership model that supports continuity and enables
leadership growth within the community.

o Cross-sector partnerships that open access to expertise, internships, and
practical learning opportunities.

e Transferability & local adaptation:

The model transfers well to countries with a growing cybersecurity sector and a clear digital
skills agenda. A credible coordinating body within the national ICT ecosystem is essential,
along with basic funding for outreach, mentoring formats, and community activities.
Adaptation may require alignment with the national cybersecurity strategy, localisation of
communication materials, and an understanding of cultural attitudes toward women in ICT.



Successful implementation depends on visible role models, transparent governance, and a

stable volunteer structure capable of sustaining long-term engagement.

e Partners involved and potential partners:

Current partners:

(@]

o

(@]

Universities and technical faculties
NGOs focused on digital skills and youth development
Cybersecurity teams and technology companies

Potential partners for scaling:

o O O

o

National cybersecurity agencies

VET schools and ICT-focused programmes
Digital Innovation Hubs

International cybersecurity networks

e Evaluation & indicators:

(@]

o

Participation rates in mentoring sessions, events, and community activities.
Progression indicators: transitions to internships, employment, or leadership
roles in cybersecurity.

e Link(s) or contact point: https://women4cyber.bg ; office@women4cyber.bg

C.2. Best practice 2 (optional)

e Title of the practice: Peer-Led Confidence Building and Technical Exposure for
Women in Software Quality Assurance

e Organisation / Institution: Merkle Bulgaria — Software development / QA team

e Practitioner: Gergana Valova, QA Lead

e Level and target group: Adult learners; early-career women in ICT; junior and mid-

level QA specialists; women entering technical teams

e Thematic category (tick one or more):

O Outreach / awareness

X Mentoring / role models

X Career guidance / counselling

O VET recruitment / retention

I Curriculum / textbook / pedagogy reform

[d Teacher training / CPD

1 Data / monitoring / evaluation


https://women4cyber.bg/

X Other: Leadership Development

e Short description (max. 150-200 words):

This practice demonstrates how targeted peer-led support inside a technical team can
strengthen women’s confidence, visibility, and progression in ICT roles. The approach
emerged organically from the work of a female QA Lead who noticed that junior women in
her team often hesitated to take visible roles, express expertise publicly, or compare
themselves negatively to male colleagues. The practice addresses two persistent gaps
highlighted in Bulgaria’s Women in Digital Index profile: weaker self-efficacy among young
women entering ICT and slower progression into leadership positions.

Core activities include personalised mentoring, joint preparation of technical presentations,
structured feedback sessions, and guided participation in international professional events. A
notable example is the co-creation of a technical conference talk with a junior female
colleague — topic development, rehearsals, and live presentation at an international
conference. The experience resulted in significant professional recognition for the colleague,
improved confidence, and a clear shift in her engagement with more complex tasks.

The practice shows how individual leadership inside companies can create tangible
opportunities for women to step into more demanding roles. It supports ICT career retention
and prepares women for future leadership by making technical expertise visible and valued.

e Evidence of results (if available):

o Increased confidence and visibility of junior women within the QA team.

o Demonstrated progression: junior colleague recognised internationally after
the joint conference presentation.

o Positive feedback from team members regarding clarity of expectations,
support, and opportunities for skill expansion.

o Stronger engagement of women in complex tasks and cross-team technical
discussions.

e Key success factors / lessons learned:

o Individual leadership committed to recognising strengths and encouraging
professional stretch.

o Consistent feedback and structured preparation cycles that reduce anxiety
around visibility.

o A psychologically safe team environment where mistakes are treated as part
of the learning process.

o Real project-based collaboration that reveals technical competence and
builds trust.



o Transparent expectations that remove ambiguity and help women articulate
their capabilities.
e Transferability & local adaptation:

This practice can be replicated in any ICT company with mixed teams and female early-career
professionals. The essential conditions include supportive team leadership, openness to
mentoring, and organisational tolerance for learning-oriented risk-taking (e.g., allowing junior
staff to present externally). Adaptation may require alignment with internal HR and talent
development policies, as well as communication formats suitable for local team cultures.
Companies need at least minimal resources for conference participation, time allocation for
mentoring, and willingness to highlight women’s technical contributions publicly.

e Partners involved and potential partners:
o Internal QA and development teams
o Company HR / Learning & Development
o Professional conference organisers
e Potential partners:
o Universities preparing female ICT graduates
o Tech community groups
o International conference networks and meet-up organisers

Evaluation & indicators:

e Number of women engaged in mentoring and technical presentation cycles.
e Participation in conferences, meet-ups, and internal technical showcases.

e Progression into more complex roles or leadership tracks within the team.

Data sources: internal team feedback; informal tracking of participation and progression
(2021-2025).

e Link(s) or contact point: https://www.linkedin.com/in/qgergana-valova-13450994;
gergana.valova@gmail.com )
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