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Introduction

Debates surrounding changes to the welfare state and the expanding role of 
social services in maintaining the well-being of citizens have drawn attention to 
non-governmental organizations and their potential to reduce social and economic 
risk and vulnerability. These organizations face several challenges in adapting to 
changing ideological and political frameworks, which necessitate compromises in 
their degree of autonomy and are justified in terms of their survival.

An intensive hybridization of non-governmental organizations to solve prob-
lems in the social sphere occurs with the rise of the ideas of the new public 
management and the new public governance. Synthesized, this leads to changes 
in the positions of the state towards non-governmental organizations and their 
admission into some traditional security zones. This is dictated by the need to find 
forms of state intervention that are more adequate to market processes and is as-
sociated with implementing various political strategies in the field of public social 
services aimed at limiting costs1, changing management2,  and changing financing3  
(Yorgova 2023). 

1  Refer users to services offered in the community and family.
2 Adoption of national standards guaranteed by the state; introduction of the contractual 
principle in the provision of services; privatization of the public sector.
3  Introduction of fees for social services; increase in user fees; financing through transfers 
from social security and other public funds, redirection of services to the non-governmental 
sector.
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The aim is to achieve more efficiency and effectiveness, and at the same time 
guarantee adequacy in terms of scope, variety of forms of support, accessibility, 
and quality of social services about the needs and expectations of citizens.

Non-governmental organizations are placed to operate in a competitive envi-
ronment dominated by the understanding of better management of public social 
services. This requires them to rationalize their behavior as providers of social ser-
vices by adopting higher requirements for accountability and professionalism on 
the one hand, and on the other hand – strengthening their market orientation and 
using business management practices. They are expected to demonstrate entre-
preneurship in search of effective solutions, orientation of activity towards achiev-
ing results, focus on citizens as users, greater flexibility to changes in the demand 
for social services, cooperation between multiple interdependent participants that 
contribute to the provision of social services (government bodies, businesses, non-
governmental organizations, citizens), innovation leadership (Manliev 2021).

 Non-governmental organizations are forced to develop an increasingly high 
degree of relational culture of cooperation with the state and the businesses, based 
on jointly defined goals, distribution of responsibilities, and search for collective 
agreement (Petrov 2022). The paradigm of interaction between them, the state, 
and the businesses is changing in the direction of intensification of actions in each 
of these sectors on the one hand, and on the other – expansion of cross-sectoral 
integration, new frameworks of cooperation, and innovation. This is provoked by 
the complicating and deepening, especially in recent years, social and economic 
challenges to which the EU member states are responding, in the context of so-
cial services, with changes in the trajectory of welfare states – from reducing the 
state intervention towards a proactive strong welfare state (EC 2023). An institu-
tional environment is established that stimulates hybridization and pushes non-
governmental organizations as providers of social services from actions motivated 
by value rationality to actions determined by purposive rationality. Researchers 
(Cooney 2006; Milbourne 2013; Petrov 2022) express concerns to what extent, 
under these conditions, non-governmental organizations can maintain their social 
values and legitimacy and represent a distinctive and independent force in society.

Civil society and civil sector: evolution and characteristics

Civil society is usually defined as 
„
the multidimensional, internally contradictory, 

dynamically changing reality of the private interests of individuals as free and au-
tonomous subjects

„
 (Encyclopedic Dictionary of Sociology, 1997: 88). In a dynamic 

plan, the concept is associated with the self-initiative of individuals in defense of 
their private interests, and in a static plan – with the set of immediately emerging 
institutions, which in their entirety represent the diverse interests of the members 
of a given society and play the role of a balancer and limiter of the state's inter-
vention in public life.
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By applying an exogenous approach to the definition of the concept – civil 
society is defined as a dynamic space outside the family, the state, and the market, 
which is created by individual and collective actions, organizations, and institutions, 
where common interests are publicly defended (Dakova et al. 2003). For Gancheva 
(Gancheva et al. 2009), this reality lies between the state and the private sphere, 
resp. the actions of the government, the legislature, and the judiciary, and the 
individual actions within the family, the confidential business, and the home. Ac-
cording to Gorchilova (2010), civil society plays the role of a corrective, a guarantor 
of rights compliance, a testing ground for innovative solutions, a mechanism for 
empowering citizens, and mobilizing support that often crosses local, regional, and 
national borders. It is a platform, a terrain on which the state, the market, and the 
people interact.

At the current stage, as a result of the geographical expansion of the idea of 
civil society with a focus on its practical functioning in different world regions and 
at a supranational level, the views on it are becoming more and more ambigu-
ous, and the research searches are more about delineating its boundaries and for 
the analysis of national peculiarities in its functioning, its role, and contribution in 
different societies. Researchers point out (Kákai–Glied 2017; Hummel et. al 2020; 
Reianu 2024) that the civil societies in individual European countries have different 
characteristics, manifested in cultural and historical traditions, the focus of work, 
the scope of funding, etc. This makes it to some extent difficult to describe the 
civil sector and prescribe priorities (Reianu 2024), Gorchilova (2010) notes that 
moral and ethical considerations recede into the background

„
as if a tacit con-

sensus is being reached that civil society in itself is something good, useful and 
characteristic of progress and democratic development

„
 (Gorchilova 2010: 197). In 

recent years, however, there has been growing criticism of the 
„
overly optimistic 

expectations with which the civil society is burdened
„
 and 

„
voices of expecta-

tion that civil organizations will continue to prove their legitimacy and democratic 
claims have been increasingly heard

„
 (Gorchilova 2010: 212).

A fundamental characteristic of civil society is its pluralistic nature. Its structure 
is open, with an unlimited number of self-regulating and self-managing elements 
of formal and informal types. The most clearly distinguishable part of it is the for-
mal (legally registered) civil organizations.

The civil sector is an element of civil society, but it is not a substitute for it. (Da-
kova et al. 2003; Gancheva et al. 2009; Tsenkov et al. 2010) The term 

„
civil sector

„
is 

used to cover the entire range of organizations that enable citizens to associate, 
and that are not driven by profit motives (Petrov 2022). Tanev (2008) also notes 
that the civil sector is the institutional form of civil society and encompasses the 
entire system of specific institutions that enable citizens driven by motives other 
than profit to connect. For Pozharevska (2005:231) it is 

„
a sector that lies between 

the state and the market, includes activities with a social orientation, the purpose 
of which is not to distribute profit and represents a significant social and economic 
force – a key element for the social policy of any country

„
.
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Researchers (Salamon–Anheier 1997; Dakota et al. 2003; Gancheva et al. 2009; 
Tsenkov et al. 2010; Alcock 2010; Milbourne 2013; Petrov 2022) note the extraor-
dinary variety of organizations that make up the civil sector, as well as the various 
nuances in the terminology used in their research. Broadly speaking, civil sector 
organizations are identified by four related themes: formality, independence, non-
profit distribution, and volunteerism. The general understanding of them is that 
“they carry out an explicitly stated mission; are voluntary in origin and also often 
rely on volunteers; have socializing functions at the meso- and sometimes at the 
macro level; have advocacy functions, but also create social services and goods 
themselves; are not politicized in principle, but can perform political functions; 
do not pursue profit, but generate income, incl. their own; they have their idea of 
values, materialize it in interests, but respect the interests of others as well; in their 
totality they constitute the civil sector" (Petrov  2022:24).

Civil sector organizations are designated as non-governmental, non-profit, vol-
untary, civil, and charitable. All these terms are used interchangeably, although they 
express subtle differences in the understanding of the nature and purpose of 
organizations. According to Petrov (2022:25), 

„
Behind these different names are 

different purposes and the different terms should be evaluated according to their 
usefulness in describing the part of reality that is of research interest

„
. There 

are international variations in the terminology used. Authors (Dakova et al. 2003; 
Pozharevska 2005; Gancheva et al. 2009; Tsenkov et al. 2010; Petrov 2022) note that 
in Bulgaria the term "volunteer" is not so popular, while 

„
civil

„
 is used relatively more 

frequently and implies the idea of pressure and action by independent citizens, 
while "charitable" leads to associations of direct assistance to the people in a dis-
advantaged position. The use of the terms 

„
non-governmental

„
 and 

„
non-profit

„
, 

resp. 
„
non-governmental organizations

„
 and 

„
non-profit organizations

„
acquires 

wider citizenship. Usually, when civil sector organizations are considered from a 
liberal perspective and in combination with local (economic) development, they 
are defined as non-profit, and when considered at the national level and about 
their role in public policy, they are more frequently called non-governmental. (Da-
kova et al. 2003:35)

In the context of social services, the understanding of 
„
non-governmental

„
 or-

ganizations emphasizes the distinction between governmental structures and de-
velopment initiatives, as well as their role in public policy processes, and the use of „
non-profit organizations

„
 emphasizes the role of these organizations as providers 

of social services that do not distribute profit and work in the public interest.

Hybrid organizations and hybrid zones

The localization of the civil sector from the point of view of its connection with the 
state and the market leads to the construction of several models of interaction. These 
models are based on the idea of balance and interdependence of the three sectors. 
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According to Tanev (2008), this idea is based on the understanding that there 
does not exist and that it is not possible to have only one general social regulatory 
sphere, and that there are three levels of conflicting, parallel existing interests: the 
first level is the level of economic relations; the second covers relations at the level 
of society, which is the proper domain of politics, and the third is the intermediate 
level of groups, the relations between them and between them and society.

It is assumed that the three sectors obey different logic and pursue different 
goals. They are in complex interactions, simultaneously in a state of partnership 
and opposition. According to Paton (2009), the state is characterized by formality, 
regulation, coercion, redistribution; the market is characterized by entrepreneur-
ship, investment, accumulation, and competition, while the civil sector is character-
ized by association, reciprocity, altruism, and democracy. Intersectoral interaction is 
illustrated by a triangular model, the vertices of which are occupied by the public, 
market, and civil sectors (Paton 2009; Alcock 2010).

Evers and Laville (2004) also adopt a triangular model for locating the civil 
sector, but according to them, it is part of the core of a triangle formed by other 
poles – state, market, and community (families, households, and other informal 
organizations). Civil sector organizations act as mediators to the main sources 
of welfare. They are distinguished from the community (informal) sector by their 
formality, from the state by their private nature, and from the market by their non-
profit orientation. 

The civil sector finds itself between the three sectors, both related to and dis-
tinct from them, but part of the mixed welfare economy. This model recognizes 
that civil sector organizations can occupy border areas between the sectors and 
exhibit characteristics of both the civil sector and other sectors (Alcock 2010).

The potential for civil sector organizations to overlap has drawn the atten-
tion of researchers (Alcock 2010; Billis 2010; Milbourne 2013; Karre 2020). Hybrid 
organizations are seen as a manifestation of the complex and overlapping rela-
tions between the state, the market, and the civil sector within the mixed welfare 
economy. Billis (2010) developed a circular model of three-sector interaction to 
capture this expanding hybridization, within which hybrid zones are identified. 
Each of these zones includes similar types of organizations that differ in their initial 
origins and value-goal impulse.

Based on the Billis’ model, the following organizations can be distinguished:
– Public-private hybrid organizations. These are organizations that combine the 

logic of the state with the interest of the business. A public body and private 
individuals usually own them. Benefits such as risk sharing, and cost savings are 
sought in them. They are financed partly publicly and partly through revenue from 
the sale of goods and services, or shared by the state, local authorities, and private 
entities. The initiative to create them can come from the public sector, e.g. state 
enterprises, or from the business (chambers of commerce, tourist offices, etc.).

– Public-civil hybrid organizations. They carry out activities delegated by the state, 
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e.g. social services. They are financed by taxes and private donations. The im-
pulse for hybridization can come 

„
from below

„
 or 

„
from above

„
. 

–  Civil-business hybrid organizations. These are organizations that integrate busi-
ness models, and volunteer logic, and pursue more than one goal. The spectrum 
of hybridization is broad, including variations in the ratio between social purpose 
and profit. They can be broadly classified into 1) organizations that are primar-
ily mission-oriented, usually with non-profit legal status, reinvesting their profit 
in social goals (a non-governmental organization that implements an economic 
activity4 that is additional and related to the subject of the main activity, social 
enterprise); 2) organizations for which the leading motive is profit, which they 
distribute to the owners, but which also include some social goals, mostly in 
connection with certain adverse consequences of the functioning of the econo-
my (socially responsible businesses, corporate social responsibility) (Karre 2020; 
Petrov 2022). 

In the context of social services, the hybrid zones between the civil and state 
sectors and between the civil and business sectors are of interest particularly 
those hybrid organizations which, although originally belonging to the non-gov-
ernmental sector, have a different value-goal impulse. In general terms, these are 
organizations that have a legal organizational form – an association and a foun-
dation but have distinctive features:5 some work for the public benefit, and oth-
ers – invest in the 

„
shared benefit

„
; some work "not for profit", and others - 

„
for 

profit
„
, but reinvest it in social goals meaningful to the community. The two types 

of organizations put human needs in the center, with a focus mostly on improving 
the quality of life of vulnerable groups of the population, but adopt a different 
logic: some rely primarily on state funding, while others look for new tools and 
financial mechanisms, incl. by including the social services produced and provid-
ed by them in commercial activity and introducing business models. In addition, 
both types of organizations operate in an environment that involves the creation 
of multiple partnerships and various forms of connections with and within the 
community based on shared values and principles. And – as providers of social 
services – some organizations provide mostly state-delegated social services, and 
the other organizations – operate as subjects of the social economy and provide 
social services as a business with social added value. Both types of organizations 

4  Business activity is any activity of an NGO aimed at making a profit, regulated by the statute 
of the organization, but the income from which is used only to achieve the goals defined in the 
statute, without the possibility of profit distribution.
5  The manifestation of these features has specificity in a national socioeconomic and legislative 
context, e.g. in Bulgaria, the Law on Social and Solidarity Economy Enterprises (2018) introduces 
a statute, not a new legal form, for social enterprises. Associations and foundations can be re-
gistered as a social enterprise in the Register of Social Enterprises. "In this sense, the presence of 
more than one legal form is admissible as long as there are no restrictions in this direction and 
not the commercial activity, but the social purpose and activity are determining for the enterpri-
se to function as a social enterprise. The economic activity serves the social goals and mission 
of the enterprise." (Todorova 2021:69)
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are defined as so-called private providers of social services in a legislative context. 
They are perceived as a resource for compensating deficits in the public provision 
of social services on the one hand, and on the other – their participation is loaded 
with expectations for better quality of services because of innovation, flexibility, 
and striving to improve services in the process of their provision.

Social services: cooperation and innovation through hybridization of 
non-governmental organizations - Bulgaria's experience

A study of publications and documents (EC 2006; EC 2007; EC 2011; EC 2022) of 
the EU about social services gives reason to note that they are considered within 
the framework of documents with non-binding legal force. There is currently no 
common European definition, but efforts are being made to reach a common defi-
nition.6 Available definitions of social services are contextually determined. They 
depend on the specific environment and level of consideration (EU level, individual 
Member State level, regional and local level) and are usually linked to specific policy 
needs. Furthermore, they reflect the national context – scope, quality, organization 
– and depend on established traditions, values, culture, economic opportunities, 
etc. of the society within which they are located. (EC 2022)

 The practice established so far in the EU considers social services as part of ser-
vices of general interest. Social services are defined as person-centered; designed 
to meet vital human needs; are guided by the principle of solidarity and contribute 
to the protection of fundamental rights, human dignity, and non-discrimination. 
They aim to ensure the creation of equal opportunities for all and social inclusion 
(EC 2006; EC 2007).

In general terms, it can be assumed that social services are a range of services 
designed to provide support to meet a wide range of social needs in society, to 
specific groups within society, and to individuals in specific situations. A key char-
acteristic of social services is their interactive nature, which distinguishes them 
from other types of social benefits (social assistance in kind or the form of mone-
tary transfers) (EC 2022). 

In the national context, based on the legislation in Bulgaria (Law on Social 
Services), social services are defined as support activities. The spectrum of this 
support includes 1) prevention and/or overcoming of social exclusion, 2) realiza-
tion of rights, and 3) improvement of the quality of life. The common focus in 
the spectrum of support is social inclusion. Social services are referred to as the 
so-called personal social services. Individuals and families receive care, security, 
support, protection, information, and advice, which enable them to maintain their 

6  A proposal for a common definition of social services in the EU was made in European Com-
mission (2022): “Study on social services with particular focus on personal targeted social ser-
vices for people in vulnerable situations”. The proposed definition follows established practice 
and tries to correctly reflect the diversity of social services.
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physical and social functioning during difficult periods of life and prevent them 
from falling into extreme poverty and social isolation. Social services help users 
cope with difficulties in everyday life maintain or improve their quality of life, and 
fully participate in basic areas of public life.

The main providers of social services in Bulgaria are the municipalities. Private 
providers can also provide social services. These are physical persons registered 
under the Commercial Law and legal entities, both Bulgarian and foreign from 
member states of the European Union, or member states of the Agreement on 
the European Economic Area. Municipalities are responsible for the provision of 
social services financed from the state budget. They can independently organize 
and implement all activities or outsource the provision of social services to private 
providers. Private providers, however, need to have a license issued by the Agency 
for the Quality of Social Services (AQSS). They can also create social services which 
they finance independently.

According to the data of the Agency for the Quality of Social Services (RLSP 
2024), there are 504 licensed private providers, of which 267 are providers with 
a legal organizational form – association, and foundation. Of the provided social 
services, 85% are financed by the state budget. It is not surprising, given the legal 
framework, that the most used way of providing social services is through inde-
pendent organization and implementation of activities by the relevant municipal 
administration. The second most widespread form is outsourcing the management 
of social services to private providers, through which private providers manage ap-
proximately 17% of the funds allocated from the state budget for social services. 
Only 7% of the social services are funded by private providers (AQSS 2023). 

According to data from the Register of Social Enterprises in Bulgaria (RSE 2024), 
most of the social enterprises included in it have the legal organizational form 
EOOD (Ltd). Registered as active social enterprises are sixteen non-governmental 
organizations with the legal organizational form of association and foundation. 
Researchers (Todorova 2021; Nachev 2022) note that a significant part of the regis-
tered social enterprises have limited resources – human and material, which does 
not allow them to deploy large-scale production activity, requiring a serious capac-
ity to implement and use modern communication and information technologies in 
production. They carry out a wide range of economic activities in the fields of ser-
vices and industry,7 and their social activities and/or goals are also in a wide range8 
Nachev (2022) points out that sustainability is a problem for social enterprises, as 
it is most often associated with the presence of investments and the established 

7  social work, social services for vulnerable groups, provision of food products and essential 
goods for people in remote places, building maintenance and landscaping activities, food pro-
duction, clothing production, etc.
8  improving the quality of life of vulnerable groups; provision of training, provision of sup-
ported employment, implementation of social work (including without accommodation as well), 
support for social inclusion of vulnerable groups, qualification and retraining of persons from 
vulnerable groups on the labour market, etc.
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culture of consumption of products and services from social enterprises. In the 
context of social services provided by non-governmental organizations with the 
status of social enterprises, micro-enterprises are more sustainable than small and 
medium-sized social enterprises. It is also found that they are more sustainable in 
the "industry" sector compared to the 

„
services

„
 sector. This is associated with the 

manufacturing of a product that satisfies needs that have arisen more permanently 
over time, in contrast to the offering of services that require a longer process of 
construction, institutionalization, and validation among service users. Social enter-
prises, while having the potential to address socio-economic challenges, are still 
not fully recognized. The study of the established practice in Bulgaria (Tsenkov et 
al. 2010) about the provision of social services by private providers gives reason to 
indicate that non-governmental organizations are perceived in the social services 
sector as a partners of the state rather than of the citizens. Many of these have 
emerged to fill deficits in social service provision as test laboratories for the crea-
tion of new social services and staff training.

A survey (BCNL 2022) of public attitudes towards non-governmental organi-
zations shows that citizens expect the state to engage in solving serious social 
problems, and non-governmental organizations to play a complementary role by 
providing services and by working to achieve higher independence and social in-
clusion, advocacy, and protection of the rights of the people from vulnerable pop-
ulation groups. Manifestations of direct political pressure and sporadic donation 
campaigns of non-governmental organizations are not perceived particularly posi-
tively by the citizens. A kind of paradox is also registered – on the one hand, an 
increase in the positive attitudes towards non-governmental organizations based 
on solving specific problems, personal experience, participation, and a sense of 
representation, and on the other hand – when they are considered the political 
process, they acquire strongly negative connotation.

According to several authors (Todorova 2021; Petrov 2022; Dakota et al. 2003; 
Gancheva et al. 2009; Tsenkov et al. 2010), the political expediency of the state 
is the driving factor in the hybridization of non-governmental organizations as 
providers of social services – on the one hand, promotion and implementation of 
policies for social inclusion, regional development, employment, etc., and the oth-
er hand – increasing the capacity of non-governmental organizations to provide 
social services through partnership and/or through public procurement manage-
ment mechanisms, and/or through stimulation of social entrepreneurial initiatives. 
Thus, the state takes advantage of the experience and expertise of non-govern-
mental organizations in addressing public problems and needs by compensating 
for the inherent limitations of these organizations through regulation and funding.

The cooperation between the state and the non-governmental organizations 
in the context of social services expands their access to resources, guarantees the 
stability of their funding, provides channels for influencing the content of social 
policies, and this creates conditions and better opportunities to fulfill their social 
mission, but it can also lead to a loss of identity, lack of flexibility and innovation. 
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The presence of strong regulatory frameworks in the social services sector, as well 
as the dependence of funding on political will, can make non-governmental or-
ganizations too bureaucratic, distancing them from their civil nature (Petrov 2022).

Conclusions

Social services are an essential element of the European social model and con-
tribute to the implementation of the principles of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights. They change and develop in response to social challenges and changing so-
cietal expectations. The dynamics of the changes in social services are determined 
by the changes in the economy and society.

Social services are extremely crucial in maintaining the integrity of society. Their 
social value and the presence of significant external effects determine the inter-
vention of the state. It supports, regulates, and controls social services to generate 
higher public welfare, resp. their providers by promoting pluralism in the supply 
and greater flexibility to changes in demand for social services.

The provision of social services is carried out under broad representation, in 
which various non-governmental organizations participate actively. The partner-
ship between the interested parties is established as a leading principle, which 
aims to improve the link between the services with the requirements of the users, 
increase the transparency in the decision-making process, and - more efficient 
distribution of financial resources. In this regard, non-governmental organizations 
are involved at various levels in the formation and implementation of social poli-
cies and practices.

The European Union takes a coordinating role in building a political commit-
ment to enforce a vision of social services as preventive and supportive at all stages 
of life. However, this requires investments, an adequate legislative framework, and 
an active social dialogue. The search for solutions will inevitably stimulate sector 
hybridization and lead to new forms of collaboration and innovation.
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