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Abstract 
Demography is usually analysed as a derivative of economic and political developments. Further, public 
health as a sector is influenced by population statics and dynamics. Where is the key to sustainable 
healthcare policies in a post-communist country with an ancient history, restrictive population pyramid 
and rich cultural traditions? The universal key to future progress is education. The overall aim of this 
article is to make a short but sharp overview of demographic developments in Bulgaria and to relate 
them to the possible educational strategies for future public health reinforcement. 

Bulgaria is a native country for 7 050 034 people. Since 2007 the country is a European Union (EU) 
Member State. In 2017, the Crude Birth rate (CBR) in Bulgaria was 9.0 ‰; Total Fertility rate (TFR) 
remains below the replacement level – 1.6. The processes of population change due to emigration have 
a significant negative impact on the population growth. The emigrants for 2017 are 31 586 (mainly ages 
25 to 44). By 2020, people aged over 60 will increase by one third and will exceed 28% of the Bulgarians; 
and more than 50% of the population will live in the cities. Bulgaria is among the five “oldest” countries 
in EU. However, these are global trends. Therefore, low CBR, ageing and urbanization are natural 
processes, which need public health awareness and adequate strategies.  

Herewith, some misleading interpretations of the demographic facts are refuted:  

1 The main reasons for the demographic crisis in Bulgaria are the low CBR and TFR – Not true! In 
2017, CBR and TFR in Bulgaria are the same as in many EU countries. The real problem is that 
Bulgaria has been with a negative natural growth for 29 years because of sustainably high brain 
drain process. The Demographic replacement rate is around 60% for 2017. The young people go 
to study abroad and don't come back. 

2 Ageing is a demographic tsunami and a fast-on-going social crisis - Not true! Demographic aging 
is not a sudden event, and many countries are already able to cope with it successfully. How can 
these processes be managed in Bulgaria? 
The key strategies are education developments at all levels. The social need for attractive forms 
of continuous training aimed at transferring skills for active aging is growing.  

3 People stop learning when they become 60. Old people do not understand new technologies- Not 
true! Worldwide, people over 60 are one of the fastest growing Internet communities. In Bulgaria 
these processes are slower due to language and economic barriers. However, more and more 
adults are using computer technologies.  

The sustainable strategy is the lifelong education. The lifelong learning framework emphasizes that 
learning occurs during the whole course of a person’s life and it has the social potential to support 
and to empower older adults. Thereafter, the seniors can be a valuable intellectual and economic 
support for their community if an adequate education is provided. 

Conclusion: Demography is also a derivative of education. The presented demographic challenges 
could be managed and the key strategy is education. Public health training should also adapt. 
Moreover, jobs that provide care and cure will exist forever. A researcher could be substituted by a 
computer, but a healthcare worker partially. Public health professions, which provide social and 
psychological support, will be among the future professions. Lifelong educational programs have to 
be adapted to these trends.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Demography is usually analysed as a derivative of economic and political developments. Public health 
as a sector is influenced tremendously by population statics and dynamics. Where is the key to 
sustainable healthcare policies in a post-communist country with an ancient history, restrictive 
population pyramid and rich cultural traditions? The universal key to the future progress is education 
[1]. The overall aim of this article is to make a short but sharp overview of demographic developments 
in Bulgaria and to relate them to the possible educational strategies for future public health 
reinforcement. 

1.1 Demography development in Bulgaria: history, present situation and 
future trends 

Bulgaria is a native country for 7 050 034 people in 2017. Since 2007 the country has been a 
European Union (EU) Member State. The population in Bulgaria after World War II was 7 029 349 
(1946) and increased to 8 948 649 in 1985. Since then, there has been a steady trend of decreasing 
of the population size [Fig. 1; 2].   

 
Fig. 1 – Population size in Bulgaria (Period: 1990-2020)- total population numbers per year (in millions)  

Source: NSI, www.nsi.en  

The population age and sex pyramid of Bulgaria is of a typical restrictive type, which means with fewer 
people in the younger age categories (Fig. 2). Demographic projections (population perspective 
projections) done under settled in advance conditions for the future development of the fertility, mortality 
and migration show continuation of the current trends of composition changes (Fig 3). 
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Fig. 2 – Population structure by age and sex in 2017 and projection for 2040 (Source: NSI-www.nsi.en)  

 
Fig. 3 – Population structure by age and sex - a projection for 2040 (Source: NSI-www.nsi.en) 

At the beginning of the 20th century Bulgaria was with the highest birth rate in Europe - in 1905 it was 
43.5 and in 1914 - 45.1 per 1000 people [3]. In 2017, the crude birth rate in Bulgaria was 9.0 ‰, 63 955 
were born. Fertility rate remains to be below the replacement level – 1.6 for 2017. 
Life expectancy at birth is growing and in Bulgaria for the 2015-2017 period it is 74.76 years (male-
71.26; female - 78.40). For comparison, European Union Life expectancy at birth for 2017 is 80.2 years 
(male: 77.4 years; female: 83.2 years). 
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Urbanization is an actively growing demographic process in Bulgaria (Fig. 4). Younger people are living 
in the four big towns – Sofia, Plovdiv, Varna and Burgas. In the capital Sofia are living more than 1 
266 295 people (2017), who are among the most active population. There are some regions in the 
country which are nearly depopulated. For instance, the North-West region (Fig. 5) is the most 
depopulated (for 2017 only 755 956 people are registered to live there and around 30% are women 
above 60 years of age), the least developed and the most ageing region in Europe.  

The processes of population change due to emigration from 1990 until now, have a significant negative 
impact on the population growth (Fig.6). The emigrants for 2017 are 31 586 mainly between the ages 
of 25 and 44 [4]. These processes also contribute to changes specifically in the age structure of the 
Bulgarian population. According the International Labor Organization (ILO) by 2020, people aged over 
60 will increase by one third and will exceed 28% of Bulgarians [5]. 

 
Fig. 4 Comparison between the population pyramids of the urban and rural population in Bulgaria for 2017  

(Source: NSI-www.nsi.en). 

 
Fig. 5 Population structure by age and sex in 2017 for the most depopulated and ageing region in Bulgaria 

– the North-West region (Source: NSI-www.nsi.en) 
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Fig. 6. Natural increase by numbers since 1986 (Negative natural change since 1990).  

Source: NSI-www.nsi.en 

European Union is greying [6]. Bulgaria’s population is also aging. The country is among the five “oldest” 
countries in Europe together with Spain, Germany, Greece and Italy [7]. However, this is a global trend 
and by 2050, 21.1% of the world population will be 60 years or older [8]. Therefore, low birth rates, 
ageing and urbanization are natural processes, which need public health awareness and adequate 
strategies to manage them. Which are the obstacles and public health fakes (misleading interpretations 
of the demographic facts) and what is the real picture? 

1.2 Public health fakes related to demography in Bulgaria 

1.2.1 The main reasons for the demographic crisis in Bulgaria are the low birth and fertility 
rates – Not true!  

In 2017, the crude birth rate in Bulgaria was 9.0 ‰, the same as in many other European countries like 
Germany, Italy, Spain, Croatia etc. Total fertility rates of Bulgaria and the EU are similar: for EU is 1.60 
for 2016, and for Bulgaria is 1.54 for the same year. In fact, the problem is that Bulgaria has been with 
a negative natural growth for 29 years (Fig. 6). The difference comes from the sustainably high brain 
drain process since 1990 onward mainly by young and active people due to economic reasons [9]. As 
a result the Demographic replacement rate [ratio between the number of population aged 15 to 19 years 
(persons entering working age) and the number of population aged 60 to 64 years (persons leaving 
working age) calculated in percentage] is around 60% for 2017, which means that there are not enough 
younger people to replace the pensioners in Bulgaria.  

How can these processes be managed? The key strategy is education at all the levels. Some of the 
essential values in education, which should be followed and applied are: universal coverage, equal 
access at primary school level, quality in secondary education. Development of higher education, which 
reflects the dynamic technological changes and applies educational methods [10, 11; 12; 13], 
guaranteeing active and creative learning, approachable and experienced tutors and gained 
competences and skills that last a lifetime. 

1.2.2 Ageing is a demographic tsunami, which is a fast-on-going social crisis - Not true!  
Prognostic analysis for the changes in the population age structure have been made for years. 
Therefore, demographic aging is not a sudden event, and society should adapt to these inevitable 
processes. Yes, people live longer and will live longer, with physical and mental state often not changing 
significantly. Many countries are already able to cope with demographic aging successfully, supporting 
old people to stay longer healthy and independent. In the beginning of the 21st century, the OECD 
created the idea of so-called Silver Economy Initiative [14], which relies on independent, wise, 
sustainable, socially active, educated elderly people. 
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How can these processes be managed? The development of attractive forms of continuous training for 
the elderly aimed at transferring knowledge and skills for healthy, active aging, again in line with the 
needs of the individual groups. Universities for Adults is a very appropriate form, as it guarantees the 
choice of interests and according the needs. Elderly are not a homogenous group. The challenge of 
aging is in adapting and learning new ways to cope with the difficulties arising from the physiological 
aging of the body. Here, the elderly differ, some refuse to learn and develop, others are open to the 
novelties and want to educate and change. 

1.2.3 People stop learning when they become 60 years of age. Old people do not 
understand new technologies- Not true! 

Worldwide, people over 60 are one of the fastest growing Internet communities. In Bulgaria the process 
of entry of older generations into new technologies is much slower. The main barriers are the language 
barrier and the economic situation. But computers are becoming more accessible, and the internet 
connection is a great way to get in touch with friends and family, so more and more adults overcome 
the difficulties of getting to know technology. Moreover, the European Commission has accepted in 2007 
the Silver Initiative of “Ageing decently in Information Technologies Society” [15].  

Lifelong education as a strategy has the social potential to support the ageing process and to empower 
older adults. The concept of lifelong learning, or lifelong education, was created in the 1970s. In its early 
development the concept was equated with giving adults access to formal courses at educational 
institutions. Today the more comprehensive approach covers all purposeful learning activity, from the 
cradle to the grave, that aim to improve knowledge and competencies for all individuals who wish to 
participate in learning activities [16]. The lifelong learning framework emphasizes that learning occurs 
during the whole course of a person’s life. Formal education contributes to learning as do the non-formal 
and informal settings of home, the workplace, the community and society at large. The key 
characteristics of the lifelong learning approach are: 1) Offering a systemic system of learning. The 
lifelong learning framework examines the demand for, and the supply of, learning opportunities. It is a 
connected system covering the whole lifecycle and comprising all forms of formal and informal learning; 
2) Learner-focused model which is shaped according the diversity of learner needs. There should be a 
change from educational policies that focus on formal institutional arrangements for learning. 3) The 
approach relies on the motivation to learn, and draws attention to self-paced and self-directed learning; 
4) There is a balanced view on the legal objectives of education policy. The lifelong approach recognizes 
that at the individual level the priorities among these objectives may change over the course of an 
individual’s lifetime because of individual health and social demands of the learners. Yes, ageing 
populations usually are associated with a higher demand for medical and social care. However, older 
people can be a valuable intellectual and economic support for their community if an adequate education 
is provided. 

2 CONCLUSIONS 
Demography is also a derivative of education. The presented demographic challenges could be 
managed and the key strategy is education through different methods. The young generations are 
growing up with the technologies and the older catch up. Teaching methodologies also have to be 
adapted to the changing needs of the students and for their successful future job realization. However, 
the new professions are not only related to computers and technologies. Jobs that are related with care 
and cure, with creativity and humanity will exist forever. Public health education should also adapt and 
offer lifelong trainings, which guarantee adequate approaches to the changing needs of the different 
communities. A researcher could be substituted by a computer or by a virtual laboratory but a healthcare 
worker only partially. Public health professions, which provide social and psychological support, and 
human communication, are among the future professions that will never disappear.  
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