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CASE STUDIES FROM BULGARIA1 
 

The name of the 
organization/social 
enterprise 

Zone 21, The Steps, Bulgarian Nature, The Social Teahouse 
 

Country Bulgaria 
 

A brief description of the 
organization (history, 
characteristics of activity, 
purpose of functioning, 
social mission)  

 

Zone 21 is the result of the efforts of a team of two young women - Alexandra Mircheva and Ilina Mitafchiyska, based on their 
previous experience as youth trainers. It was established as a social enterprise and is the answer to the lack of space in Sofia as 
a training hall that could be easily transferred (physically and as a set of additional services) according to the needs of people who 
conduct trainings, especially trainings with young people but also to be able to host various types of events - from a standard 
conference to a concert. “And this was made possible by our willingness to be flexible and to give space to our customers and 
partners to transform the space itself. When we started, we further developed this concept in the direction of the hall to be a youth 
space that can be used for youth initiatives and activities and allows us to adapt to the vision and needs of the specific group of 
young people who want to take their initiatives in Zone 21. As very often these youth groups do not have the budget to afford the 
use of the space, in line with the mission of Zone 21, we have set a quota and very clear criteria for hosting such events free of 
charge.” – quotation from Alexandra Mircheva. 
Zone 21 combines several things into one: 
● Physical space in the center of Sofia, which is a training hub and place for events, and when it was created the idea was to 

reinvest part of the proceeds in programs for training young people to develop competencies of the 21st century. 
● A social enterprise in which the social mission is clearly defined by the values of Zone 21 - freedom, happiness, creativity, 

learning, responsibility, society, curiosity and which are in fact the limiting line for not betraying this mission by offering the 
services to clients who do not fit into it. In addition, Zone 21 operates on the basis of a clear business model, which must allow 
self-sufficiency in any social enterprise.  

“It was as the idea itself found us and we simply invested our current resource of knowledge and skills in it. We started the project 
together as a social enterprise. It is the result of our desire to have a space in Sofia, to call it a training hall, which adequately 
understands, addresses and accommodates the needs of people who conduct trainings, especially trainings with young people, 
such as our background. Because, for example, very often the trainers have to reformulate their goals and the program in order to 
adapt to the places for the trainings, but in the Zone it is rather the opposite. It gives them complete freedom to realize their ideas 
so as to achieve the desired result to the greatest extent. We wanted the place to be recognized as such for holding various types 
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of events and events - from a standard conference to a concert. And this was made possible by our willingness to be flexible and 
to give space to our customers and partners to transform the space itself. When we started, we further developed this concept in 
the direction of the hall to be a youth space that can be used for youth initiatives and activities and allows us to adapt to the vision 
and needs of the specific group of young people who want to take their initiatives in Zone 21. As very often these youth groups do 
not have a budget to afford the use of the space, in line with the mission of Zone 21, we have set a quota and very clear criteria 
for hosting such events free of charge.”, Alexandra Mircheva, co-founder.  
 
The Steps is the social enterprise of the Single Steps Foundation that is the key to two basic aspects of importance to its founders 
- sustainability and dialogue. “Dialogue in a society in which there is no critical mass of support and understanding for the LGBT 
cause. Turning our supporters into clients, we knew from day one that we wanted to have space and the idea evolved with the 
growth of the foundation. Currently the structure of Single Step Ltd. the company is 100% owned by the foundation” – quotation 
by the co-founder and manager of the Steps. 
“It is a pleasure to start from a white board, an idea and to go through this journey with the right people and see it ready. To find 
like-minded people along the way, because the challenges are constantly changing in front of a social enterprise. In the beginning, 
the most difficult thing is the idea itself and deciding to do it. In our case, we had to find the space, then we had to finance it, buy 
it, repair it and equip it. And now the real challenge is to manage this thing and be successful as a business. 
In my particular case, this journey has brought me a million encounters over all these years and the satisfaction of seeing something 
from idea to existence.” Ivan Dimov, founder and manager of The Steps.  
 
Bulgarian Nature is a social-entrepreneurial initiative and activity of the Bulgarian Biodiversity Foundation. The main product is 
gift boxes with products from small farmers who operate in areas with endangered nature or in areas with difficult economic growth. 
The SE helps the products of these small producers to reach more people, to find more customers in the market and this should 
be a motive for these producers to continue to develop their farming in this way in these places, because it is in line with sustainable 
use. of natural resources. “In this way, we show that nature conservation and economic development in one region can happen at 
the same time, not one at the expense of the other.” – quotation by Rumyana Ivanova, co-founder of Bulgarian Nature.  
“We have a problem at Christmas. One lesson we have learned is to prepare things during the dead months, but we do not have 
the necessary storage space. When space is a limiting factor, we cannot keep products in stock. At a time when we have smaller 
orders, we can at least complete the boxes and then just fill them. 
There is also a single summer peak with orders, during which we sell a lot. People have to travel and bring gifts. We now begin 
with a focused effort. In the farmers' markets we go to, we mainly sell salt because people go there to buy food. Now we want to 
try 2 months earlier to announce that we will be in place with the boxes and see if this will change the changes in demand and 
sales”, Rumyana Ivanova, co-founder of Bulgarian Nature. 
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The Social Teahouse is a bistro where youngsters that are leaving state homes for children without parental care can have their 
first job, can build labor skills and CV and thus be more competitive for the labor market. The bistro is situated in a municipal 
building provided under rent in the top center of Varna. On the first floor is situated the bistro, on the second there is an event hall 
that is provided under rent and on the third – a co-working space that is also provided under rent. At the heart of the Teahouse is 
the mentorship program where young people who grew up without parental care receive support, training and a first job.         

Reasons for choosing 
this organization/  
 

The CASE STUDY includes examples from securing training facilities and expert knowledge on communication of SEs’ 
impact and community importance. 



4 
 

THE ESSENCE OF THE 
CASE STUDY 
 
The aim of case study is to 
give a guidance on how to 
solve emerging problems 
related to the social 
entrepreneurship, and in 
particular:  staff 
recruitment, retention and 
internal training of SEs’ 
personnel promoting 
inclusive educational 
approaches and 
mainstream practices, 
securing of training facilities 
and expert knowledge on 
communication of SEs’ 
impact and community 
importance, distribution of 
SEs’ goods in a sustainable 
and visible for the 
community ways  
 

The needs analysis, so far, shows that there are specific areas of expertise where Bulgarian SEs lack training facilities, 
methodologies and comprehensive programs. These findings are also confirmed by the in-depth interviews carried. The specific 
training needs of the sector are for the following topics:  
● Financing, fundraising and project administration, financial planning, and management, 
● access to markets, marketing, and sales,  
● strategic planning and governance, social impact measurement and partnerships, 
● leadership and team management, 
● communication online campaigns planning and management.      
 
Regarding the training infrastructure and resource management there are some capacity building programs combined with a small 
funding for start-up SEs on national level. These programs however provide comprehensive knowledge and training on social 
entrepreneurship only for a specific group of participants per annual edition. There are some academic programs on social 
entrepreneurship also, they however are too general and do not have any specific focus on that kind of initiatives within the NGO 
sector.  In addition, there are two main issues that should be kept in mind when discussing training infrastructure and resources 
on social entrepreneurship in Bulgaria: 
1) The lack of unified understanding about social enterprise among stakeholders that have some role in the development of the 

social entrepreneurship ecosystem in Bulgaria (academia, experts, trainers and lecturers, practitioners, decision makers and 
policy makers, financing institutions). Although there is a legal definition, it is not very well understood and accepted by the 
SEs and people who establish such initiatives, especially those who are not hiring people from vulnerable groups. Those SEs 
that are not working with vulnerable groups (for example SEs who are acting in the area of human rights, ecology, etc.) 
somehow fall out of the common framework on social entrepreneurship no matter that they fulfill the principal concept of a 
social enterprise. This leads on one hand to the fact that each stakeholder group applies its own definition of SE. From another 
side, most of the resources and benefits are going to the “well-known” vulnerable employers SEs and makes it even harder to 
plan and implement capacity building programs and resources that are universal to all types of SE and at the same time are 
flexible to provide specific guidance when needed.  

2) There are no umbrella organizations or networks on a national level in the area of social entrepreneurship. There are some 
examples of small communities (like DarPazar community, the ongoing initiative for establishment of an Association of social 
enterprises, The Reach for Change Bulgaria network of beneficiaries) but these communities do not interact between each 
other and are not sharing their resources. That also reflects the advocacy level of activism within the sector – it is very incidental 
and the SEs still do not recognize themselves as leaders of such processes.  

   
Specifics on the case study topic 
The interviewees shared various ideas and recommendations on how the training facility management and expert knowledge 
management could be upgraded so that self-sustainability and recognition within the SE sector is achieved: 
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● There should be shared values and collaboration between different stakeholder groups that play a role for the development of 
the training infrastructure and resources for SEs.  

The role of the manager of such shared training resources is to build and manage the processes of documentation, access and 
sharing between the various stakeholders (learners, trainers and clients). In this way, this shared knowledge can be brought to 
other organizations, regardless of their role - as a client in the use of resources, as a trainer who needs these resources, as a user 
- the target group (which may be different according to the mission). The main purpose of the manager, seen as a social enterprise 
on its own, is to establish these values and basis of collaboration in the sector. 
● A well-built process of interaction, clear roles and expectations of who gets what in this process are the basis for building long-

term mutually satisfying and respectively sustainable partnerships, which are extremely important for these shared learning 
resources to be constantly enriched and developed, dynamic and in step with the current needs and requirements of the 
ecosystem and the market. 

● Continuous process of analyzing the needs of the target group (SEs and other stakeholders) should be established in 
combination with a validation process of those needs through a relevant product (training methodology, program, infrastructure, 
tools etc.). 

Only in this way continuous innovation, development of shared training resources as a product could be possible. In order to be 
able to do that, the manager of the training resources and infrastructure should have enough human resources within its team or 
should come up with a mechanism on how to borrow those resources from the ecosystem itself. A way to achieve that is to 
establish a management mechanism that involves SEs acting as partners and leaders within their own community. It also should 
provide a way to rotate the roles within such management among different SEs and other stakeholders.  
● The business model and financial model of such shared training resources is very important in order to achieve self-

sustainability of the infrastructure and the resources. 
 
As the training resources and infrastructure are seen as a necessity among SEs in Bulgaria and if their management is established 
as a shared responsibility of the ecosystem there should be an instrument that could bring outside expertise to the very start-up 
phase of the entire initiative of SE Co-creation model. There are different examples and ideas shared within the interviews that 
could address that:  
1) advisory boards, pool of experts or trainers where outside support and expertise is attracted. These boards need to be 

managed effectively so that they fulfill their role with the expected outcomes.  
2) Elaboration of a joint guidebook that transfers the knowledge gathered on various aspects from another ecosystem such as 

the one of the tech start-ups. 
3) Implementation of joint capacity building programs between businesses and SEs where such transfer will be integrated in the 

very training programs.   
● Documentation processes are necessary, but only to the extent that they actually occur and do not complicate the process of 

management of the overall activity of shared knowledge management. 
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All four interviewees share the view that documentation is the basis of organizational memory and shared knowledge and thus – 
it is very important and necessary. However, such a process should be transparent (it must be clear why and how it works) and 
should be developed only to the extent actually needed. It should not be burdensome to the administrative management of the 
initiative and should be clear that they are recognized as important by the people, teams and organizations that must follow them 
and should not exist only on paper. 
 
Recommendations for the SE HUB model: 
1) The training infrastructure should be based on flexible business model that has a set of services and products of importance 

to the SEs; 
2) To set up processes easy but proper for knowledge documentation and transfer; 
3) To set up a management mechanism that involves representatives of the SE sector to take the lead but also attracts supporters 

from the business sector; 
4) To have a component that specifically focus on networking as it is recognized as a soft management approach for knowledge 

and skills within a certain ecosystem; 
5) To establish an infrastructure where SEs can access free general information in various formats that they can use in advocacy 

initiatives or in marketing of their own products.  
Expertise that could be shared by Bulgarian SEs within the SEHUBS partnership: 
● The establishment of the Bulgarian Innovation Hub as a capacity building program for start-up businesses and to analyze what 

could be transferred to the SEHUBs format of trainings and programs (Single Step Foundation co-founder, Ivan Dimov); 
● Participation in accelerating programs for starting a SE in Bulgaria in terms of benefits and added value to the founders’ efforts 

and points of view (Bulgarian Nature co-founder Rumyana Ivanova); 
● Training methodologies for youth and training quality standards (Zona 21 co-founder Alexandra Mircheva); 
● Social enterprises start-up phase and leadership (The Social Teahouse co-founder Maya Doneva).  
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Photographic 
documentation 
illustrating the 
assumptions, the most 
important undertakings 
and results  

 



8 
 

 



9 
 

 



10 
 

 
 

Sources on the basis of 
which the case study was 

● Desk research on social enterprises (SE) needs and challenges, Bulgaria, 30.03.2021, 
● Summary on in-depth interviews with Alexandra Mircheva, Ivan Dimov, Rumyana Ivanova and Maya Doneva, 
● Good practice on Zone 21, 
● Role model drafted on Ivan Dimov, co-founder and manager of the Single Step Foundation and The Steps SE, 
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developed (www, existing 
publications, reports etc.) 

● Role model on Rumyana Ivanova, co-founder of the Bulgarian Nature SE and Executive director of Bulgarian Biodiversity 
foundation,  

● Role model on Maya Doneva, co-creator of the Social Teahouse. 

SEHUBS 
partner/Author/authors 

Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law/Pavleta Alexieva 

 
The name of the 
organization / social 
enterprise 

Ole Male online shop of Dear Mother Foundation, DarPazar Platform and The Social Market online shop 

Country Bulgaria 

A brief description of the 
organization (history, 
characteristics of activity, 
purpose of functioning, 
social mission)  

Ole Male online shop 
Ole Male is an online store (/www.olemale-shop.bg/bg) that offers handmade products made by mothers of children with 
disabilities. The mothers create the products, after which Ole Male buys them and sells them through the store. The goal is for 
mothers to receive a fair reward for their work. Ole Male's team helps in inventing the products, their design, training the mothers 
for the quality production of the products based on what would be sought, priced, would be original, etc. The main products that 
are offered are handmade items - souvenirs, jewelry and home decoration. “Ole Male is a family, a society, a job - all combined in 
one. They are so closely connected and are so personal regarding the relationships that are established.” – Veronika Nenova 
about Ole Male.  
„My biggest fun is: 
1) 5-6 mothers who already make their own products - from inventing to making and selling, while the rest are waiting for me - I 
do everything - from inventing to the materials to use, to making samples, etc. 
2) to see how, thanks to my idea, a customer chooses a product that I have invented and 
3) the results in the reporting of the campaigns. When you see that what you are doing is not just words, but real. It's a success 
that there are mothers who separate from us. " 
From the very beginning, we made efforts to build stable partnerships that believed in us, and this helped us to start well (for 
example, Serdika Mall and others). 
Challenges with core products and services: we can never fully expand. After the Christmas campaign, we only managed to do a 
March campaign, and so far, I have not been able to do a full cycle with all the other product offerings. 
An important topic of shared knowledge for us is working with clients and developing partnerships - sharing clients. I give an 
example - an order comes that I either decide I won't do, or I can't fulfill and instead of rejecting the order - I direct it to someone 
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with whom he can meet his expectations and this client knows that I have directed him. Thus, the exchange of clients is 
extremely important and to recognize each other as partners. And the best is if we manage to combine the execution of an order 
on our part as a joint venture with another partner. 
I would say that we do not encounter problems in the number of sales - we have many customers, rather the challenge is to fulfill 
orders and plan individual campaigns. We still haven't managed to run more than 2 campaigns a year. And the main reason is 
enough teams to comfortably cover this work that a team of two is doing. 
A big challenge was to provide physical space for the activities of Ole Male - through the municipality we took this space, which 
is half a house, which was in dramatic condition. We shared it with the community center and we helped them as well, so that we 
could bring the house in a normal habitable condition. From the repair of the roof to the interior“.  
 
DarPazar Platform 
DarPazar is an online platform (www.darpazar.bg) where a person can find goods, products and services that are sold by social 
enterprises with the aim to generate income that will help them achieve their missions. The mission of DarPazar is to help SEs to 
reach out to the wider community; to be brave, to share what they are doing, to seek and find people who are ready to support 
important causes. The platform is a result from the partnership between BCNL and Accenture Bulgaria and has been managed so 
far by BCNL. It brings together 32 SEs from all around Bulgaria working on various causes and providing different products and 
services.  
"Аt the moment Darpazar is a community of 32 organizations. What we do together is to mobilize common efforts to sell more 
effectively through a common platform. The online store allows us to reach a much larger audience than any of us would reach on 
our own. The platform has products from various organizations with different causes - protection of the rights of refugees, people 
with disabilities who work in such enterprises, support for orphans, nature protection, etc. So we share and unite our supporters 
and the diversity in one place increases the opportunities for more users/clients", Elena Kalinova, general manager of DarPazar. 

The Social Market 
The Social Market (www.thesocialmarket.eu/en/) is an online marketplace - a place where social enterprises and people from the 
social economy come together, sell, buy, communicate and do so with a social cause. They do not have a warehouse, not a 
logistics space. The Social Market makes things easier by helping people directly connect shopping and social purpose. The 
platform provides easy instruments to order online and to pay online so it is very user-friendly both for customers and for the SEs 
themselves.  

Reasons for choosing 
this organization 

The CASE STUDY includes examples from distribution of SEs’ goods in a sustainable and visible for the community 
ways. 
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THE ESSENCE OF THE 
CASE STUDY 
 
The aim of case study is to 
give a guidance on how to 
solve emerging problems 
related to the social 
entrepreneurship, and in 
particular: staff recruitment, 
retention and internal 
training of SEs’ personnel 
promoting inclusive 
educational approaches 
and mainstream practices, 
securing of training facilities 
and expert knowledge on 
communication of SEs’ 
impact and community 
importance, distribution of 
SEs’ goods in a sustainable 
and visible for the 
community ways  
 

General notes to the case study topic 
The topic on distribution of SE services and goods has not been a subject to an extensive and specially dedicated research. It has 
been touched generally by some academics and their basic findings are confirmed by the interviews carried. The main challenges 
applicable to all SEs in Bulgaria in that area are:  

● Difficulties in finding the right communication strategies that present the products and services of SEs from the point of 
their unique customer advantage.  

All of the interviewees share that they are very careful when addressing the cause behind their products and services as the unique 
specific that would make the customers choose them. Some of the SEs, especially those who are working with vulnerable groups, 
are not very open to sharing personal stories behind the products and services they provide because they do not want to make 
customers buy their goods because they feel pity for them. Others who are working on very sensitive topics are also careful in 
communicating the cause behind because this might influence the number of sales in a negative way. Most of the SEs share that 
they try to communicate first the quality of their products and that requires communication and marketing strategies that are used 
by all other micro and small businesses. It is a real challenge for SE teams to choose the right communication and marketing 
strategies for a specific target audience and moment and to be able to change and quickly adapt their communication messages. 
The SEs working with vulnerable groups share that the public want to see and hear personal stories, they are searching for them, 
so this should be one of communication tools but not the only one.   

● There are no substantial and sufficient incentives related to the supply of products of social enterprises in the market such 
as use of places in municipal markets or for negotiating partnerships with companies.  

Although there are some initiatives across the country such as bazaars and trade expositions especially dedicated to SEs they are 
not enough and happen for a short period of time. The certified trademark that is provided for free for all registered SEs according 
to the Law on enterprises of social and solidarity economy is not related to any actual benefits for them.   
 
Specifics on the case study topic 
The applied strategy for the distribution of products and services of SEs that is used by SEs include several main points where 
challenges are also seen: 

● Use of online communication channels for advertisement and approach to new customers. The challenge here is the need 
for a special type of knowledge and skills in the area of online communication and social media. 

● Individual approach to each customer segment or even a client. The challenge here is that individual approach is time 
consuming and when the SE is a micro enterprise it also lacks enough human resources to do that in the fastest possible 
way. At the same time such an individual approach is making the SE products more competitive in comparison with similar 
ones on the market and more preferred by customers.  

● Investing efforts in building strategic partnerships with well-known businesses in order to access the market more easily 
and to gather positive feedback. The challenge here comes with the process of sustaining these partnerships for the 
longest period possible. This requires specific skills and time constantly to upgrade the partnership. At the same time the 
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possibilities that such partnerships provide to micro SEs especially in their start-up phase are very important for its future 
development.     

● Use of clients’ recommendations as an instrument to approach new clients. This also requires a specific strategy and 
constant efforts. Some of the interviewees recognize it as a very successful channel and invest special efforts in gathering 
such recommendations and communicating them  

● Implementation of bigger clients’ orders. Most SEs are small producers; very often their products are handmade and the 
production process is slow; most SEs do not produce products in huge quantities. All of these factors make it difficult for 
these micro enterprises to answer the expectations of bigger business clients who are not familiar with the specifics of 
SEs. One solution for that are partnerships among the SEs themselves where they can combine efforts and jointly fulfil 
the orders. However, SEs in Bulgaria still see each other as competitors rather than as partners. Such challenges are 
seen even in communities of SEs that are built by a third party (as it is the case of DarPazar). 

● The micro scale of production and the small teams that SEs have usually create challenges in sustaining constant 
marketing and sales strategies through the whole year. Most of them produce thematic products (related to a specific 
holiday or time of the year) and they still cannot find a way to organize their production so that they can offer products all 
the time on various occasions.  

● To secure the physical space for the SE activities is also a challenge (such space is required even in the case where 
SEs sell their products online – for example in these case SE needs a small warehouse or a small office). This requires 
preliminary investment and resources that are usually available rarely in Bulgaria and under the form of grant support. 
This however creates difficulties because the SE does not have the flexibility to use such support (if granted) in a way 
that is the most suitable for the specific time or period. Usually, such support even under the form of pro bono space is 
not enough for the SE to start using it within its activity. It usually requires additional resources to be attracted (for 
reconstruction works, for machinery, etc.). There are no suitable financial instruments other than grants that can provide 
flexible business-type funding for SEs to find and use a suitable physical space for their activities.          

 
When it comes to working with subcontractors interviewees share that they see the greatest challenge in communicating with 
them. Especially when these sub-contractors are from a vulnerable group or are very small producers. They do not approach the 
orders in a very professional way and need support from the SE team to produce the products to such a stage that they are ready 
to be directly marketed. The support these small producers need are related to packaging the products and in designing them in 
a way to be competitive to similar products that are available on the market. 
With regard to working with local institutions and being part of networks interviewees share that they meet a lot of challenges. 
Some are related to the lack of information on various processes for establishment of such collaborations on a local level. There 
is a need for support in that area. As for the networks the interviewees share that they are not part of such although they value 
very much the possibilities of such instruments to share experience, knowledge, to build collaborations.  
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The advocacy among SEs is seen by interviewees as highly important for the future development of the sector. There however is 
a lack of leadership and activism within the community. Most of the SEs rely on the fact that there is somebody else who will 
monitor the policy environment and will react, motivating others and consolidating their opinion and joint efforts. Still there is no 
official advocacy network in Bulgaria and most active SEs still do not see themselves as the potential leaders in that sphere.         
 
Needs in the field of training that were shared include: 

● Various administrative procedures that are relevant to the SEs activities or to SEs funding programs   
● How to establish a contact with a client and how to sustain that relationship over time 
● Building up a community and community-based leadership 
● Motivational events and training where participants are encouraged to actually start to implement the knowledge they had 

received (more space for safe testing of various tools, instruments, ideas, etc. By SEs)    
Recommendations for the SE HUB model: 

6) To include a model of sharing communication and marketing tools and visual products within SE communities (e.g visuals, 
basic graphic designs, communication plans of campaigns, etc.) that will stimulate exchange of experience and will 
motivate SEs across borders to provide peer-to-peer support. 

7) To introduce a way of exchange of contacts between SEs themselves and to collaborate for building up cross-border 
partnerships for promotion and selling of SE products. 

8) To provide a business model for co-management and use of shared warehouse space by SEs  
Expertise that could be shared by Bulgarian SEs within the SE Hubs project: 

● The whole organizational and logistic process from product design, through material supply, production and coordination, 
up to the moment when the client has been found and the deal has been settled (Ole Male online shop of Dear Mother 
Foundation); 

● Planning marketing campaigns and various instruments to attract new clients, promotion of various products and causes 
and building a community of SEs (BCNL, co-founder of DarPazar Platform) 

● Building up an online marketplace for SEs goods (technical perspective, design, marketing, public communication, 
community incentives, etc.) (The Social Market online shop and the DarPazar Platform)   
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Photographic 
documentation 
illustrating the 
assumptions, the most 
important undertakings 
and results  

 



17 
 

 



18 
 

 

 



19 
 

Sources on the basis of 
which the case study was 
developed (www, existing 
publications, reports etc.) 

• Desk research on social enterprises (SE) needs and challenges, Bulgaria, 30.03.2021 
• Summary on in-depth interviews with Ole Male online shop and The Bulgarian Nature of Biodiversity foundation  
• Good practices drafted for DarPazar and for The Social Market online platforms  

SEHUBS 
partner/Author/authors 

Bulgarian Center for Not-for-Profit Law/Pavleta Alexieva 

 

The name of the 
organization / social 
enterprise 

Maria’s World Foundation (Bon Appetit and “Worlds” Daycare Center), Single Step Foundation (The Steps), The Social 
Teahouse 

Country Bulgaria 
A brief description of the 
organization (history, 
characteristics of activity, 
purpose of functioning, 
social mission)   

 

Maria’s World Foundation is a CSO that aims to improve the quality of life of people with intellectual disabilities and their families 
and help them achieve their full potential as individuals by providing access to high-quality services, developmental training and 
possibilities for gainful employment that are suited to their needs. The organisation was established in February 2012 in Sofia, 
Bulgaria as a public interest foundation by the family of Maria, a young woman with intellectual disabilities. The Foundation 
manages the “Worlds” Daycare Center. Since July 2013 it has enabled 30 young people with intellectual difficulties to acquire work 
and life skills in order to improve their personal independence and quality of life by providing an inclusive, accepting and stimulating 
environment. The methods used are based on the service of a psychologist, a social worker and a family therapist who, along with 
group supervisors which are all helping each of their clients to develop their full potential. The Foundation manages two social 
enterprises – Bon Appetit Ltd. (providing catering services) and Worlds Workshop (producing hand-made souvenirs, candles and 
accessories). Both are used as instruments to secure sheltered work environments where people with intellectual disabilities could 
develop their social and labor skills.  
“The aim of social enterprises working with vulnerable groups should primarily be to improve skills and motivation to the extent 
that the people involved have the willingness and willingness to work for an external employer. This takes different times for 
different people - for some - several years, but for others it can take much longer and the person never wants to change jobs. The 
social enterprise should have a clear vision of how it balances its interaction with these two groups of people so that it both fulfills 
its mission and achieves through it a socially measurable effect (that certain people from an otherwise marginalized group in the 
labor market with its ultimate support account and arrive in this labor market, work like everyone else and receive pay and job 
satisfaction), both to be economically successful and not go bankrupt. 
The main tool we use to assess which job is suitable for whom in relation to people with intellectual disabilities is the individual 
plan, which is prepared for each person who visits the social service of the Foundation. In this plan - the social enterprise and the 
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activities in which the person wants and has certain qualities / skills to be involved in, is a tool for achieving the goals of social 
work. In this sense, the synergy and complementarity between social service and social enterprise is extremely valuable and 
important for achieving the best result for the person. 
 
The main challenges that our employees share to cope with the work tasks are: 
1. The presence of busy periods - they are basically two a year - Christmas and March 1 and the need for the team to handle large 
and larger orders. The main method we use to address this challenge is better and timely human resource planning + engaging 
additional people when needed during these periods. 
2. Teamwork - the commitments of social workers to work on a person's case are clearly defined and defined, but when there is a 
need to take on more tasks, it is difficult to recognize that it should be a compromise for everyone in the team and everyone should 
turn on. We are mainly trying to achieve this and it largely depends (and this is our decision) on the approach and example of the 
direct manager. If he finds a way to achieve in his work with individuals such behavior and acceptance that teamwork is part of 
organizational culture - people are more likely to recognize such periods as a common task and contribute to coping. It is also 
good to have a similar personal example from more than one person in the team who has some managerial functions and then we 
are just beginning to see a change in the behavior of more employees. 
When introducing and adapting a new employee, we mainly emphasize training on specific topics and aspects necessary in the 
work of social workers. We do not have a special internal document or staff development strategy, but we try to impose it as part 
of the organizational culture. 
We do introductory trainings for new colleagues. They are mainly internal and are part of the implementation process. As topics 
they are mainly aimed at building basic skills for working with people with intellectual disabilities. 
Whenever possible we invest in the development of the qualifications, skills, and expertise of our employees. The trainings 
themselves as topics are not part of a specific document in this area or organizational strategy, but rather occur when there is a 
specific need, i.e. ad hoc and when there is an opportunity (in terms of affordability of the tuition fee, time and engagement of 
employees for whom it is appropriate according to their job functions and tasks, etc.). We invest as a priority in trainings that are 
related to specialized topics related to social work and services provided by the World of Mary Foundation. We first invest in our 
employees having supervision and a clinical approach to their work, which is investment and training. And then, whenever there 
is training on topics that are part of specialized knowledge related to the development of social enterprises (e.g. marketing, sales, 
etc.) we try to give our employees the opportunity to participate.”, Miryana Malamin-Siriyski, manager of the social enterprises 
within Maria’s World Foundation.  
 
The Steps is the social enterprise of the Single Steps Foundation that is the key to two basic aspects of importance to its founders 
- sustainability and dialogue. “Dialogue in a society in which there is no critical mass of support and understanding for the LGBT 
cause. Turning our supporters into clients, we knew from day one that we wanted to have space and the idea evolved with the 
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growth of the foundation. Currently the structure of Single Step Ltd. the company is 100% owned by the foundation” – quotation 
by Ivan Dimov, the co-founder and manager of the Steps.  
“In terms of challenges in finding, training, retaining staff, I will give a concrete example. There is a boy from the team with serious 
experience in creating, managing, growing spaces. He owned clubs and restaurants. The cause is extremely important to him and 
all this would not have happened without him. Last year, when we were building, during the pandemic and in the darkest days, he 
was here every day. So the creation of the team happened organically with us. We have also placed an advertisement for recruiting 
staff such as waiters, bartenders, but the problem with the difficulty of finding is not at the level of us or at the level of social 
enterprises. The problem is at the level of staff in the industry because the uncertainty in this year and a half has forced many 
people in this industry to retrain or just find another job. This has nothing to do with an individual company or sector, but is a 
problem related to global circumstances. 
At the beginning, we identified what we need as staff in key positions, such as event manager, in order to be able to develop. We 
placed an ad, interviewed a lot of people and chose. We went the standard way. 
Sharing the mission and the cause is the main motive, as well as a good place to work. For every employee, anywhere, of course, 
the financial reward is important, but the atmosphere in the team and how they are treated are also very important. In a social 
enterprise, the cause is most important and recognition with it is often more important for an employee than the pay itself. 
But if a person does not feel comfortable in the workplace because of a bad atmosphere or a leadership problem, he will look for 
alternatives, even if he feels a strong sense of belonging to the cause. 
What needs to be done to keep a person in the team depends on the stage of growth of the company, because with a team of up 
to 15 people more or less everyone can know what the other is doing and there can be an open dialogue between everyone, which 
is key in communication. In larger companies it is more structured as a hierarchy, but when we talk about a small team like ours, 
we have team meetings every week where the atmosphere is absolutely open. The best ideas are not born from the top down, but 
in brainstorming. Each idea is taken into account and has equal weight. Especially at the moment we are in a transition period. 
For example, our person who deals with communication is currently behind the bar, each lending a shoulder to the other. We just 
had to open this morning and he did.”, Ivan Dimov.  
 
The Social Teahouse is a bistro where youngsters that are leaving state homes for children without parental care can have their 
first job, can build labor skills and CV and thus be more competitive for the labor market. The bistro is situated in a municipal 
building provided under rent in the top center of Varna. On the first floor is situated the bistro, on the second there is an event hall 
that is provided under rent and on the third – a co-working space that is also provided under rent. At the heart of the Teahouse is 
the mentorship program where young people who grew up without parental care receive support, training and first job.         

Reasons for choosing 
this organization 

The CASE STUDY includes examples from staff recruitment, retention and internal training of SEs’ personnel promoting 
inclusive educational approaches and mainstream practices. 



22 
 

THE ESSENCE OF THE 
CASE STUDY 
 
The aim of case study is to 
give a guidance on how to 
solve emerging problems 
related to the social 
entrepreneurship, and in 
particular:  staff 
recruitment, retention and 
internal training of SEs’ 
personnel promoting 
inclusive educational 
approaches and 
mainstream practices, 
securing of training facilities 
and expert knowledge on 
communication of SEs’ 
impact and community 
importance, distribution of 
SEs’ goods in a sustainable 
and visible for the 
community ways  
 

Social entrepreneurship among NGO sector is a relatively new concept that develops in Bulgaria within the last 10 years. There is 
an increased interest among NGOs and teams of people who search for an effective instrument that could use to tackle a specific 
societal problem in a sustainable way and most see social entrepreneurship that is rooted in the non-profit sector as a way forward. 
NGOs who are supporting vulnerable groups are using the SE activities as essential and effective tool for social inclusion of the 
target groups they are working with. However still the sector lacks academic analyses and knowledge on HR management because 
SEs are neither pure businesses nor pure philanthropic organizations.  
 
Main problems before SEs identified within the available research in the area are:  
1) finding and training suitable staff –who should develop the SEs and support the grow process - it is very hard to find motivated 

and well-prepared and experienced staff, that has the needed qualification; very often, those are people who are combining 
different job positions; 

All of the in-depth interviews that were carried out show explicitly that SEs value their personnel and staff very much. However, 
they generally lack enough resources to secure people with tight expertise for each single job position that is required for the 
smooth and successful development and growth of the enterprise. Therefore, very often the SEs teams are very small (one to two 
persons) and their main tasks are related to managing day-to-day economic activities (production and sales). In most SEs these 
people are additionally supported by other experts who work for the NGO that creates the SE (accountant, PR expert, social 
workers or other specialists depending on the mission of the NGO). Most of the people working at SEs are motivated by the fact 
that they share the mission and the cause of the SE.  The lack of a dedicated internal resource to secure a single team of experts 
needed in any aspect of SE activity (economic and mission-related) forces the employees of social enterprises, has an impact on 
the strategic development of the activities of the social enterprises themselves and the planning of their activities. The management 
of the social enterprises usually includes people who are not narrow specialists in various business fields but learn on the go to 
develop the economic activity of the enterprise very often on a trial-and-error basis. This creates conditions for excessive workload 
of the team, mixing of commitments and makes it difficult in general to manage the small stuff, which in addition to the work in 
which they have specific knowledge must also develop activities for which they are not specially trained.     
 
2) the so-called “welfare trap” that as a problem applies to those SEs who hire people from vulnerable groups. Those groups 

usually receive social benefits for being in a vulnerable position on the job market and are not very motivated to develop 
themselves in certain job positions and very often they just give up that job. 

In terms of staff retention and training the desk research showed that many of the SEs serve as a springboard for long-term 
unemployed people to the free labor market. So, these SEs do not have a strategy to retain actually their personnel that is 
composed of such people rather than to train them and make them prepare for the available jobs on the general labor market. This 
is a key highlight with all SEs that work with vulnerable groups. And such a mission causes specific challenges before SEs in terms 
of their sustainable economic development because at the moment they succeed to train a person to do his/her job well they have 
to “fire him/her” and push him/her for the general market.   



23 
 

 
Specifics on the case study topic 
The recruitment process within the SEs usually follows the basic steps and instruments that are used by any micro business. The 
main methods and techniques include: 
● publishment of job notices on various Internet websites (SE website; NGO’s website, SE social media channels, specialized 

job websites and platforms), 
● publishment of info in specialized FB groups depending on the specifics of the job position, 
● research among personal and professional lists of contacts which turns out to be a very important source of info for employment 

purposes - social enterprises find it difficult to trust strangers on the one hand, and on the other hand - job seekers have 
unrealistic expectations from such a job, which are provoked by general misunderstanding of this specific sector.  

 
When it comes to recruitment of people for performing managing and business-related tasks and activities within the SE, selection 
methods and techniques do not differ from the traditional ones. Mainly they include: 
● review of job-related documents (CVs, resumes, motivation letters, etc.), 
● job interview under the form of a non-formal conversation -SEs share that they do not use specific template for the interview, 

however there are some specific questions that they discuss with the potential employee, and they are mostly related to the 
attitude towards the cause and the mission of the SE.  

On one hand the main challenges that SEs meet in recruitment and retention of personnel are related to the specific difficulties 
that other businesses in the same economic area encounter. A specific example was shared by social enterprises working in the 
hospitality sphere where 2020 was devastating for them in terms of economic development but also in terms of expertise.  
The search, training, and retention of staff in social enterprises have some specifics that predetermine additional challenges they 
meet. These specifics are related mainly to two aspects: 
1) the people from vulnerable groups that are employed by the SE.  
The standard process for finding employees is not enough in the case of social enterprises that work with vulnerable groups. This 
is determined on the one hand by the requirement for the potential employee to have a basic knowledge of the specifics of the 
vulnerable group and also - a desire to develop these skills and knowledge in the process of implementing their specific 
commitments by job description. Specific process of recruitment, capacity building and training applies for people with intellectual 
disabilities or people from vulnerable groups. The process of training and capacity building for this employee group is much clearer 
and linked to a specific individual social plan and steps. Usually, SEs employment or training vulnerable groups are established 
by NGOs who are social service providers to these groups. They see social entrepreneurship as another instrument or tool to 
achieve the goal of the social work provided, namely – the social integration of these people in any of the domains of societal life. 
These NGOs use the instruments of professional social work (individual plan for the person’s social skills development) as a tool 
to access and recruit them in the SEs activities and job positions. The training, motivation and retainment of this staff group is 
solely based on social work approaches and is integrated in the process of social work and mentorship.     
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2) The cause of the SE and the need for the personnel to share that cause, to accept it and to know the specifics of it.  
 
SEs meet challenges in implementing strategic internal policies for capacity building of staff and training. Their organizational 
position on that matter is very diverse. There are examples where SEs do not make specific efforts to develop a strategy on various 
aspects of personnel management. There is no internally documented framework to outline the development of employees in the 
managerial positions employed in the social enterprise, the interaction between them, and the expectations of the employer. Most 
of the SEs rely on the "organizational culture" of certain values among employees to be adopted and applied, without, however, 
this "organizational culture" being set as a framework in the strategic documents of the social enterprise.  
Another challenge identified is that there is no clearly structured internal process of how long a person is trained, what stages he 
goes through, whether there is an upgrade of knowledge and skills and how this happens so as to increase the results of the 
enterprise The challenges in terms of internal resources to be invested specifically in staff development very often forces the social 
enterprise to invest when if has time and money. Another specificity is that in the training passed by the employees they are not 
bound by changes in their responsibilities and position, due to the small number of positions in the management team of the social 
enterprise. 
 
SEs share that retention of employees is not an issue. Staff flow is not very common however motivation of people is commonly 
identified as a problem. The main instruments that are used by SE to stimulate their employees to invest efforts and to stay are: 
● Dedicated conversations at least one time per year where the employee can share feedback and reflection; 
● Instruments for team management that provide space for any employee to generate and test his/her ideas (brainstorming 

sessions, leadership-based tools); 
● Value-based team analyses that are used as a basis for determining development priorities for the SE.   
Needs in the field of training that were shared include: 
● Business management, sales, marketing, PR,  
● Financial planning and management, 
● Team management. 
Recommendations for the SE HUB model: 
9) To identify very clearly the staff needs and to include a methodology to access and formulate these staff needs according to 

the activities the SE HUB will perform; 
10) To include an instrument for drafting staff management policies and personnel motivation related documents (i.e. job 

descriptions, staff structure and interaction among positions, etc.); 
11) To include a model for drafting strategies for development of the personnel – an algorithm to set personal development goals 

and plans, an internal training program for sharing knowledge and expertise. 
Expertise that could be shared by Bulgarian SEs within the: 
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● The process of drafting and updating of Individual plan for people with intellectual disabilities as an instrument to identify and 
develop personal development goals as employees in a SE; 

● Building up a team in a startup SE; 
● Managing of brainstorming team sessions as a tool for management of common goals and tasks; 
● Value based analyses and building priorities for SE development and activities. 
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Sources on the basis of 
which the case study was 
developed (www, existing 
publications, reports etc.) 

● Desk research on social enterprises (SE) needs and challenges, Bulgaria, 30.03.2021, 
● Summary on in-depth interviews with Maria’s World Foundation and The Single Step Foundation, 
● Role model drafted on Ivan Dimov, co-founder and manager of the Single Step Foundation and The Steps SE, 
● Role model drafted on May Doneva, co-founder of the Social Teahouse and Director of the Karin dom Foundation.    
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