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ABSTRACT 

 
Digitalization has emerged as a transformative force, reshaping economies and individual 

opportunities, yet its benefits remain unevenly distributed. Marginalized groups, such as young rural 

women in Bulgaria, face compounded barriers stemming from limited infrastructure, digital literacy, 
and societal norms. This study explores these intersections using semi-structured interviews with 43 

young women from the South West and Central West regions of Bulgaria, supported by quantitative 

insights. Findings reveal that unreliable internet access (73%) and insufficient digital literacy 
programs (67%) significantly hinder their engagement with the digital economy. Rooted in theoretical 

frameworks by Bourdieu, Collins and Castells, the analysis highlights how structural inequalities 

reinforce exclusion, while also revealing the resilience and agency of these women. This research 

underscores the urgency of gender-sensitive rural policies focused on expanding broadband 
infrastructure, scaling digital literacy initiatives, and addressing societal norms. By empowering 

young rural women, digitalization can bridge the rural-urban divide, foster social mobility, and drive 

regional economic growth. These findings contribute to understanding the digital divide and highlight 
the need for equitable digital inclusion strategies as a pathway to sustainable development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In contemporary society, digitalization has emerged as a transformative factor reshaping 

economies, social interactions, and individual opportunities. However, its benefits are unequable 
distributed, with specific demographic groups facing compounded challenges in accessing and using 

digital technologies. This study examines the unique circumstances of young rural women in 

Bulgaria, who are doubly disadvantaged by their gender and geographic marginalization. Many 
factors influence these complex connections, but two of the most important are globalization and the 

move toward digital public services (Popova & Karadzhov, 2023). By exploring the structural barriers 
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that hinder these women's digital inclusion, the research highlights the urgent need for targeted 

interventions that address their specific needs. 

Rural women represent a population particularly vulnerable to multidimensional inequalities 

resulting from the intersection of gender disparities and rural-urban divides. Limited access to 

services, infrastructure, and digital technologies increase  these disadvantages, restricting their 
socioeconomic opportunities in comparison to urban areas. This issue is particularly intensive in rural 

areas of Europe, notably within Eastern European EU Member States, where gender-sensitive 

approaches to public services and employment policies remain insufficient. Scientific literature 
highlights rural NEETs (Not in Employment, Education, or Training) as one of the most marginalized 

youth demographics, with disproportionately higher rates in rural areas compared to urban settings 

(Simões & Erdoğan, 2024). Similarly, according to Alfieri et al. (2015) parental education and 

support are critical in mitigating NEET status, underscoring the systemic nature of these challenges. 

The multiplied structural barriers faced by rural women, encompassing limited access to 

education, employment, and technology, necessitate multidimensional policy interventions. These 

interventions must simultaneously address infrastructure deficiencies, enhance digital literacy, and 
adopt gender-sensitive approaches to bridge the gaps in access and opportunity. Bridging these 

divides is critical to achieving equitable socioeconomic development across gendered and geographic 

dimensions. 

The theoretical foundation of this research relies on several established frameworks to analyze 

the experiences of young rural women in Bulgaria. Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social capital (1986) 

provides an essential lens for understanding how restricted access to digital resources limits their 
capacity to accumulate economic and cultural capital, which are fundamental for social advancement. 

Furthermore, the intersectionality framework articulated by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) and Patricia 

Hill Collins (2000) clarifies the compounded nature of inequalities faced by women marginalized by 

both gender and geographic location. Within this context, Manuel Castells’s theory of the network 
society (2000) and Jan van Dijk’s analysis of digital divides (2005) highlight how digital technologies 

often exacerbate pre-existing disparities for marginalized populations, rather than mitigating them. 

By situating the life course of young rural women within these theoretical paradigms, this 
research provides a complex, multi-dimensional view of the structural barriers hindering their digital 

inclusion and broader socioeconomic participation. The findings underscore the critical need for 

intersectional, evidence-based policies that account for the interconnected effects of gender and 

geographic marginalization, ensuring that digitalization serves as a tool for empowerment rather than 

exclusion.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The analysis of young rural women's challenges in navigating the digital landscape in Bulgaria is 

related to several key theoretical frameworks. These frameworks illuminate the multifaceted nature of 

their experiences and the structural conditions that sustain their marginalization. Pierre Bourdieu's 
concept of social capital is pivotal in understanding the dynamics of power and privilege in society 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital refers to the networks, relationships, and norms that facilitate 

collective action and access to resources.  

In the context of young rural women in Bulgaria, limited access to digital resources significantly 

prevents their ability to accumulate social capital. Rural areas often lack the necessary infrastructure, 

such as high-speed internet and digital literacy programs, which are critical for building connections 
and engaging with broader social networks (van Dijk, 2020). This deficit not only restricts their access 

to information and opportunities but also reinforces existing power imbalances. Bourdieu posits that 

social capital is instrumental in gaining other forms of capital, including cultural and economic capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986).  

For young rural women, the inability to engage with digital platforms decreases their chances of 

participating in educational and economic opportunities that are increasingly mediated through 
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technology (Hilbert, 2011). As a result, these women find themselves caught in a cycle of 
disadvantage, where the lack of social capital reinforces their marginalization in both local and global 

contexts (Nussbaum, 2000).  

Intersectionality presumes that various forms of social stratification such as gender, class, and 

geographic location, intersect to create unique experiences of oppression and privilege. In the case of 
young rural women, their gender identity opposes with their rural status, producing distinct axes of 

inequality that shape their experiences in the digital sphere. The digital divide is increased by cultural 

expectations and traditional gender roles prevalent in rural Bulgaria, which often prioritize domestic 

responsibilities over educational and professional aspirations.  

This cultural context further limits young women's opportunities to engage with digital 

technologies, as they may lack the time, resources, and social support to pursue digital literacy. 
Consequently, the multidimensional nature of their identities makes them particularly vulnerable to 

exclusion from the digital economy, educational resources, and social networks that could facilitate 

their empowerment. Recent studies highlight the persistence of the gender digital divide. Globally, 

women are less likely than men to receive technical education or be employed in technology-intensive 
work, leading to underrepresentation in the tech industry (Gurung, 2018). In Bulgaria, while women 

constitute a significant portion of the tech workforce, traditional gender roles still influence their 

participation in digital spaces (Davies, 2019). These disparities are intensified by socio-cultural norms 
that restrict women's access to technology, further entrenching their marginalization in the digital 

sphere. 

From the other side, Manuel Castells's theory of the network society provides critical insights 
into the implications of digitalization for social structures and individual agency (Castells, 2010). 

Castells argues that the rise of digital technologies has transformed the way individuals and groups 

interact, creating a new social framework characterized by networks rather than traditional 

hierarchies. However, this networked society also highlights the disparities in access to digital 
resources, which can strain existing social divides. For young rural women in Bulgaria, the lack of 

access to digital networks limits their ability to participate in the opportunities afforded by the digital 

economy.  

As Castells suggests, individuals who are integrated into digital networks can leverage their 

connections for social mobility and economic advancement. In contrast, those without access remain 

marginalized, unable to benefit from the social capital that comes from being part of these networks. 

This dynamic illustrates how digitalization, while offering new  directions for engagement, can 
simultaneously strengthen existing inequalities (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2014). Young rural women 

face compounded barriers in accessing digital resources, influenced by their geographic isolation and 

gendered expectations (Fuchs & Horak, 2018).  

The lack of infrastructural support and digital literacy programs perpetuates their exclusion from 

digital networks. This exclusion not only limits their educational and professional opportunities but 

also affects their ability to engage with broader social and economic systems (van Laar et al., 2020). 
Additionally, the gendered nature of digital spaces in rural contexts contributes to the systemic 

marginalization of women. Research shows that cultural expectations often restrict women's 

engagement with technology, reinforcing traditional roles and limiting their ability to benefit from 

digital advancements (Zillien & Hargittai, 2009). These systemic challenges align with Castells's 
observation that those excluded from networks face compounded disadvantages in the information 

society. 

According to Popova & Karadzhov “the implementation of some of these responsibilities is 
characterized by perplexed challenges in the context of globalization and digitalization of relations in 

every sphere of life” (Popova & Karadzhov, 2023). 

 Ulrich Beck's risk society thesis offers a valuable perspective on the implications of 
digitalization for socially and economically disadvantaged groups (Beck, 1992). Beck posits that 

contemporary society is characterized by the emergence of new risks and uncertainties, often 

exacerbated by technological advancements. In the context of young rural women in Bulgaria, 
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digitalization can leads to unique forms of risk, including cyberbullying, social isolation, and 
exposure to misinformation. The digital landscape can be particularly risky for young women, as they 

navigate potential threats to their safety and well-being. Moreover, the lack of support systems and 

resources in rural areas can heighten their vulnerability to these risks. Beck's framework underscores 

the need to address not only the structural barriers that inhibit digital inclusion but also the new forms 
of risk that arise in a rapidly evolving digital environment. By recognizing these challenges, 

policymakers can develop targeted interventions that mitigate the risks associated with digitalization 

for young rural women.  

Digitalization in rural Bulgaria 

Bulgaria, situated in Southeast Europe, is marked by a rich cultural heritage and diverse 

geography. However, it has also experienced significant socio-economic transformations since the fall 
of communism in 1989. The country’s rural areas, which are home to a substantial segment of the 

population, face unique challenges that compound the effects of digitalization (World Bank, 2020). 

The rural landscape is characterized by dwindling populations, economic stagnation, and a lack of 

infrastructural development, all of which contribute to a digital divide that disproportionately affects 
young women (European Commission, 2018; OECD, 2019).In the context of digitalization, Bulgaria 

has made strides in increasing internet connectivity and access to digital technologies; however, these 

advancements are not evenly distributed (Eurostat, 2022). Urban centers enjoy better infrastructure, 
higher levels of digital literacy, and greater access to online resources compared to their rural 

counterparts.  

This disparity is particularly pronounced for young women, who encounter additional barriers 
rooted in gender norms and expectations (UN Women, 2021). Digitalization has the potential to 

empower individuals through access to information, educational resources, and economic 

opportunities. These opportunities are often mediated through digital platforms, thus the ability to 

navigate this new landscape is crucial for social mobility (Simões, 2024). However, for young rural 

women, the process towards digital inclusion is filled with obstacles.  

The intersection of gender and geographic location leads to a double disadvantage, as these 

women often find themselves marginalized not only by their rural status but also by the societal 
expectations placed upon them as females (Franić & Kovačićek, 2019). The rural context, 

characterized by traditional values and gender roles, further complicates their engagement with digital 

technologies (Copa Cogeca, 2020).  

As a result, while urban youth may thrive in an increasingly networked society, their rural 
counterparts face a complex web of barriers that hinder their ability to fully participate in the digital 

economy (UNESCO, 2019). Amidst these challenges, digitalization is reshaping social dynamics in 

rural Bulgaria. The integration of technology into everyday life offers opportunities for connection, 
education, and entrepreneurship. However, the potential benefits are often overshadowed by the 

structural inequalities that persist in these communities (ILO, 2020).  

The lack of access to reliable internet, inadequate digital literacy training, and limited exposure 
to technology create a landscape where young rural women struggle to harness the advantages that 

digitalization presents. This context sets the stage for a deeper exploration of the specific challenges 

faced by these women as they navigate the complexities of a rapidly changing digital environment. 

Gender and Geographic Marginalization 

Young rural women in Bulgaria experience a unique form of marginalization that arises from the 

intersection of their gender and geographic location. Gender roles in rural communities are often 

deeply entrenched, with societal expectations that women prioritize family responsibilities over 
personal ambitions (Shortall, 2002; Bock, 2015). These traditional mindsets limit their opportunities 

for education and employment, shaping their engagement with digital technologies. Studies have 

shown that such norms discourage women from pursuing careers or educational paths requiring digital 
skills, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage (Simões, 2024; European Commission, 2020). Geographic 

isolation further exacerbates these issues. Many rural areas lack the necessary infrastructure to support 
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digital engagement, including high-speed internet and access to technology (OECD, 2018; UNESCO, 
2019). This isolation often leads to feelings of disconnection and helplessness, as young women find 

themselves cut off from resources and networks essential for personal and professional development 

(ILO, 2020). Such disconnection is particularly evident in peripheral regions of Europe, where rural 

communities face systemic challenges in accessing digital education and employment opportunities 
(Franić & Kovačićek, 2019). The intersection of gender and geographic marginalization thus creates a 

formidable barrier, hindering young rural women’s ability to participate in the digital economy and 

access opportunities for empowerment and social mobility (Copa Cogeca, 2020). Addressing these 
challenges requires targeted interventions that focus on both improving digital infrastructure in rural 

areas and dismantling gender-based societal barriers, as emphasized by researchers such as Marta and 

Alfieri (2015). 

Limited Access to Digital Resources 

Access to digital resources is a critical factor in determining the ability of young rural women to 

engage with the digital world. In Bulgaria, rural areas often suffer from inadequate technological 

infrastructure, which limits internet connectivity and access to devices (European Commission, 2020; 
OECD, 2019; World Bank, 2020). Many households in these regions may not possess the necessary 

tools, such as computers or smartphones, to facilitate online learning or job searching (Eurostat, 2022; 

van Dijk, 2020). Furthermore, even when technology is available, the lack of digital literacy skills can 

hinder effective usage (Hargittai, 2002; UNESCO, 2019). 

The absence of formal training programs and educational initiatives aimed at enhancing digital 

skills disproportionately impacts young women, who may not have the same opportunities as their 
male counterparts to acquire these competencies (UN Women, 2021; Helsper & van Deursen, 2017). 

This limited access to digital resources not only affects their immediate ability to engage with 

technology but also has long-term implications for their career prospects and social networks (Simões, 

2024; Franić & Kovačićek, 2019). Without the ability to navigate digital platforms, young rural 
women are at a distinct disadvantage in an increasingly digital job market, where employers often 

prioritize candidates who possess technical skills and online experience (Helsper, 2021; DiMaggio et 

al., 2001; Copa Cogeca, 2020) 

Cultural Expectations and Social Norms 

Cultural expectations and social norms play a significant role in shaping the experiences of 

young rural women in Bulgaria. Traditional gender roles continue to dictate the behavior and 

aspirations of women in these communities, often relegating them to domestic duties and caregiving 

roles (Shortall, 2002; Bock, 2015; Franić & Kovačićek, 2019).  

This societal framework discourages young women from seeking opportunities outside the home, 

including education and employment that require digital engagement (UN Women, 2021; European 
Commission, 2020). Moreover, the stigma associated with women who challenge these norms can 

lead to social ostracism, further entrenching their marginalization (Helsper & van Deursen, 2017; 

Hargittai, 2002).  

The fear of judgment or backlash from the community may prevent young women from pursuing 

digital literacy programs or engaging with online platforms that could facilitate their personal and 

professional development (Simões, 2024; UNESCO, 2019). As a result, cultural expectations not only 

limit their access to digital resources but also create a hostile environment that discourages innovation 

and ambition (ILO, 2020; van Dijk, 2020).  

Opportunities for Social Mobility 

Despite the numerous challenges faced by young rural women in Bulgaria, digitalization also 
presents opportunities for social mobility. The rise of online education, remote work, and digital 

entrepreneurship has the potential to empower these women by providing access to resources and 

networks that were previously out of reach. Online learning platforms enable them to acquire new 

skills and knowledge, which can enhance their employability and open doors to new career paths. 
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Additionally, digital platforms can serve as a means of connection, allowing young women to 
engage with peers, mentors, and industry professionals beyond their immediate community. This 

expanded network can provide support, encouragement, and collaboration opportunities that are 

essential for personal and professional growth. As they become more integrated into the digital 

economy, young rural women may find pathways to financial independence and empowerment that 

were once unattainable. 

Exacerbation of Existing Inequalities 

While digitalization offers potential benefits, it simultaneously exacerbates existing inequalities 
faced by young rural women. The digital divide, characterized by disparities in access to technology 

and digital literacy, creates a two-tiered system where those with resources thrive while those without 

are left behind. In rural Bulgaria, where infrastructure and educational support are lacking, young 
women find themselves at the mercy of systemic inequalities that hinder their ability to participate in 

the digital economy. 

Moreover, the rapid pace of digitalization can create a sense of urgency and competition that is 

difficult for marginalized individuals to navigate. As opportunities shift increasingly online, those 
without the necessary skills or access may miss out on job prospects and economic advancement. This 

widening gap reinforces existing social and economic disparities, making it increasingly difficult for 

young rural women to overcome the barriers they face. 

Cyberbullying and Isolation 

The digital landscape, while offering opportunities for connection, also presents new risks for 

young rural women, particularly in the form of cyberbullying and social isolation. The anonymity of 
online interactions fosters a culture of harassment, where young women often face bullying or 

negative comments based on their gender or rural status (Ditch the Label, 2022; Barlett & Coyne, 

2014). Research indicates that such experiences can lead to emotional distress, reduced self-esteem, 

and a reluctance to engage with digital platforms, further entrenching their social isolation (Tokunaga, 

2010).  

Additionally, the nature of social media amplifies feelings of inadequacy and comparison, as 

young women are exposed to idealized representations of life that may be unattainable, especially in 
rural settings with limited resources (Chou & Edge, 2012; Fardouly et al., 2015). This phenomenon 

exacerbates feelings of exclusion, particularly in rural areas where social connections are already 

constrained (Robinson et al., 2020). The interplay between digitalization and social dynamics creates 

a paradoxical situation in which increased connectivity does not necessarily lead to a sense of 
belonging or support. Instead, it often leaves young rural women vulnerable to mental health 

challenges, deepening their marginalization and further deterring them from engaging with digital 

technologies in a meaningful way (Twenge et al., 2018). 

     

MATERIALS & METHODS 

This study employs a qualitative approach to explore the challenges faced by young rural women 

in Bulgaria as they navigate the digital landscape. The methodology is based on the sociological 

framework of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which is well-suited for studies aimed at 
generating insights from participants’ lived experiences. Grounded Theory emphasizes iterative data 

collection and analysis, allowing patterns and themes to emerge directly from the data rather than 

being predefined. This approach aligns with the study’s goal of understanding the nuanced and 

intersectional challenges these women face in their interactions with digital technologies. 

Qualitative Data Collection 

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interviews conducted with 43 young 

rural women aged 18-35 from the South West and Central West regions of Bulgaria. These regions 
were selected due to their distinct socio-economic profiles and varying levels of digital infrastructure. 

Participants were recruited through purposive sampling, ensuring diversity in age, educational 
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background, and employment status. While purposive sampling was necessary to capture a wide range 
of experiences, it is important to acknowledge potential biases that may have influenced participant 

selection. Specifically, the recruitment process relied on the availability and willingness of individuals 

to participate, which may have inadvertently excluded voices from more marginalized groups, such as 

women with significant caregiving responsibilities or limited access to communication channels. 

To mitigate these biases, the study employed strategies such as partnering with local community 

organizations to reach underrepresented groups and conducting follow-up interviews to ensure data 

saturation across diverse demographic profiles. However, despite these efforts, the findings may still 
reflect some selection bias, particularly regarding women who are more engaged or willing to share 

their experiences. 

The interview guide included open-ended questions focusing on: 

 Access to digital tools and internet infrastructure 

 Digital literacy and self-perceived technological proficiency 

 Experiences with online platforms for education, work, and social interaction 

 Cultural and societal expectations influencing their engagement with technology 

Each interview lasted approximately 45-50 minutes and was conducted in participants’ native 

language, either in person or via video conferencing. With consent, all interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The qualitative data were analyzed using MAXQDA software, following the principles of 

Grounded Theory. Thematic coding began with open coding, where significant concepts and patterns 

were identified. This was followed by axial coding to explore relationships between themes and 
categories, and finally, selective coding to develop overarching narratives that addressed the research 

questions. Grounded Theory’s iterative approach ensured that emergent themes were consistently 

refined and validated throughout the analysis process. 

Key themes included: 

 Limited infrastructure in rural areas and its impact on digital access 

 Societal norms and gendered expectations influencing women’s engagement with technology 

 The potential of digital literacy programs to empower rural women and improve their socio-

economic mobility 

While the methodology was carefully developed, acknowledging these limitations in participant 

selection enhances the study's transparency and reliability. Future studies could employ 
complementary sampling techniques, such as random or stratified sampling, to further reduce 

selection bias and improve the representativeness of findings.  

    

RESULTS  

Resilience and Strategies for Overcoming Challenges  

Young rural women in Bulgaria demonstrate remarkable resilience in the face of systemic 
barriers to digital inclusion. Interviews revealed that despite challenges such as unreliable internet 

access, societal expectations, and limited digital literacy, these women actively seek out opportunities 

to enhance their skills and knowledge. Many participants reported pooling resources with friends and 
family to share devices or internet access. For instance, a 22-year-old respondent from the South West 

region mentioned: 

 "We have one computer at home, but my siblings and I take turns using it. It’s not ideal, but we 

make it work." 
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 This resilience highlights their ability to adapt to resource constraints, underscoring the 
importance of communal efforts in overcoming digital challenges. Several women also described 

innovative ways to overcome barriers. A 20-year-old participant noted:  

"When the internet is down, I download materials when I visit the library in town. It’s 

inconvenient, but it keeps me on track with learning."  

Informal social networks were another crucial strategy. Many participants described relying on 

friends or neighbors to share knowledge about digital tools and opportunities. A 26-year-old 

respondent shared:  

"My neighbor taught me how to use email. Now I can send applications for jobs I couldn’t 

before." 

 These accounts illustrate how community reliance fosters resilience and learning, even in 

resource-constrained environments.  

Community-Based Initiatives 

Community-based initiatives were consistently identified as transformative by participants. Local 

NGOs and grassroots organizations have played a pivotal role in bridging the digital divide. For 
example, workshops organized by programs such as Digital Skills for Rural Women not only teach 

technical skills but also instill confidence and inspire women to pursue further digital education. One 

participant, a 27-year-old from the Central West region, described how a single workshop changed 

her outlook:  

"Before the training, I thought technology was too complicated for me. Now, I’m not afraid to 

explore new things online, and I’ve even started teaching my younger sister."  

Others echoed similar sentiments, with one participant noting:  

"The training helped me understand that I could learn technology step by step. It’s not as 

overwhelming as I thought."  

Participants also highlighted the role of community centers in providing access to devices and 
reliable internet. These centers are often the only places in rural areas where women can work on 

projects, apply for jobs, or attend online courses. A 24-year-old woman shared: 

 "I go to the community center twice a week to use their computers. Without it, I wouldn’t have 

the tools to apply for remote jobs." 

 However, some participants expressed concerns about the sustainability of these initiatives. One 

respondent commented:  

"These programs are great, but they come and go. We need something permanent to rely on." 

 This underscores the need for long-term investment in such programs to ensure their continued 

impact. 

Personal Perseverance and Agency 

Personal perseverance emerged as a recurring theme in the interviews. Many young women 

showcased a strong sense of agency, taking proactive steps to improve their digital skills despite 

systemic barriers. For instance, several participants described how they used their smartphones to 

access free online resources like tutorials, e-books, and webinars. A 19-year-old respondent stated:  

"I use free apps and YouTube to learn everything from basic computer skills to graphic design. 

It’s slow because of the internet here, but I don’t give up."  

Another participant recounted:  

"I learned to edit photos on my phone by watching tutorials. Now, I do small freelance jobs for 

local businesses." 
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 The study also found that self-directed learning often stemmed from the desire to achieve 
financial independence and contribute to household incomes. Some women reported exploring remote 

job opportunities, such as virtual assistant roles or online tutoring, as viable alternatives to traditional 

employment, which is often scarce in rural areas. A 25-year-old woman shared: 

 "I got my first remote job as a data entry assistant after teaching myself Excel. It felt like a big 

achievement."  

 Intersectionality and Systemic Marginalization 

 The study revealed that intersectional factors significantly influence the degree of exclusion 
experienced by young rural women. Participants from minority ethnic backgrounds or those with 

limited formal education faced compounded challenges. For instance, a respondent from the Roma 

community shared: 

 "I don’t see many people like me in these training programs. It feels like they’re not made for 

us."  

This systemic exclusion underscores the importance of designing inclusive programs that 

consider the diverse needs of rural women. Additionally, women with caregiving responsibilities 

faced unique barriers to engaging with digital tools. A 25-year-old participant noted:  

"Between taking care of my children and helping on the farm, I have little time to sit down and 

learn something new on the computer."  

Another woman emphasized:  

"Sometimes, I feel like I’m choosing between family and my own growth. It’s a tough balance."  

These findings highlight the need for flexible training schedules and support systems to 

accommodate the realities of rural women’s lives. 

The Transformative Potential of Digital Skills  

While challenges persist, the study also revealed the transformative potential of digital skills in 

the lives of young rural women. Several participants who had completed digital literacy programs 
reported significant improvements in their socio-economic conditions. For example, one participant 

secured a remote administrative role after attending a workshop on digital tools:  

"The workshop taught me how to use Microsoft Excel and other software. Now, I earn more 

working from home than I ever could locally." 

Another woman highlighted the psychological benefits:  

"Learning digital skills gave me confidence. I feel like I’m part of the modern world now."  

These success stories illustrate how targeted interventions can break the cycle of exclusion and 

empower women to achieve greater economic and social mobility. 

           

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE DATA 

The quantified insights from qualitative data underscore the systemic barriers young rural women 

face while highlighting areas of resilience and potential intervention. This mixed-methods approach 

bridges qualitative richness with quantitative rigor, enabling a holistic understanding of the challenges 
and opportunities related to digital inclusion. The qualitative interviews with 43 young rural women 

were systematically coded to identify recurring themes and narratives. Using MAXQDA software, 

responses were categorized into major themes, and the frequency of these themes across interviews 

was quantified. 

Table 1 summarizes the key themes identified and the percentage of respondents who mentioned 

each: 
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Table 1. Key Themes and Their Frequencies 

Theme  Frequency (%) 

Limited digital infrasrtucture 73 % 

Societal norms restricting technology use 74% 

Lack of digital literacy programs 67% 

Engagemnet in self-directed learning  58% 

Positive impact of communiy initiatives  65% 

Barriers to caregiving roles 40% 

Intersectional challenges (minority status)  35% 

 
The analysis of qualitative data provides measurable insights into the challenges faced by young 

rural women in Bulgaria and the strategies they use to navigate the digital world. Limited 

infrastructure was a critical issue, with  73% of participants reporting challenges related to unreliable 

internet connectivity or lack of access to digital devices, underscoring the urgent need for rural 
infrastructure investments. Societal norms influenced 74% of respondents, where traditional gender 

roles and cultural expectations limited their technological engagement, further reinforcing the digital 

divide. A significant gap in educational opportunities was revealed by 67% of participants who 

expressed a desire for formal digital literacy training tailored to rural women's needs. 

Despite these barriers, 58% of the women demonstrated resilience by engaging in self-directed 

learning, utilizing free online resources like YouTube to improve their digital skills. Community-

based initiatives also played a pivotal role, with 65% of respondents participating in training programs 

that enhanced their digital competencies.  

However, caregiving responsibilities, cited by 40% of participants, often restricted their ability to 

engage in digital activities, reflecting how traditional family roles intersect with access to technology. 
Intersectional challenges were reported by 35% of respondents from minority or socio-economically 

disadvantaged groups, highlighting compounded barriers and the need for targeted interventions. 

 

Statistical Trends 

Table 2. Empirical Evidence Linking Infrastructure, Digital Literacy, and Labour market 

participation 

Relationship Variables Analyzed Test Used Key Finding Statistical 

Significance 

Infrastructure 

and Literacy 

Internet access vs. 

engagement in self-

directed learning 

Chi-square test Better internet 

access 

significantly 
associated 

with self-

directed 
learning 

p < 0.05 

Community 

Programs and 

Employment 

Participation in digital 

literacy workshops vs. 

employment/income-
generating activity 

Logistic 

regression 

Workshop 

participants 

were 1.4 times 
more likely to 

report 

employment 

Odds Ratio = 
1.4 (p < 0.05) 

 

Statistical analysis revealed key relationships between themes: 

1. Infrastructure and Literacy: Participants with better internet access were significantly more 

likely to engage in self-directed learning (Chi-square test, p < 0.05). 
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2. Community Programs and Employment: Women who participated in digital literacy 
workshops were 40% more likely to report employment or income-generating activities (logistic 

regression, odds ratio = 1.4). 

These findings underscore the importance of addressing structural barriers, supporting 

community initiatives, and fostering digital literacy to bridge the digital divide and empower young 

rural women in Bulgaria. 

 

Figure 1. Frequency of key indicators 

 

Figure 1 illustrates the frequency of key indicators identified in the qualitative data. Each theme 
represents a significant challenge or strategy reported by participants, with the corresponding 

percentage reflecting how commonly it was mentioned. The study revealed significant challenges and 

resilience among young rural women in Bulgaria navigating the digital landscape. Limited digital 

infrastructure, cited by 73% of participants, remains a major barrier, with unreliable internet access 
and high device costs restricting opportunities. Societal norms, affecting 74%, often prioritize 

caregiving and household responsibilities over technological engagement, further compounded by the 

absence of tailored digital literacy programs, as noted by 67%.  

Despite these obstacles, 58% of respondents actively engaged in self-directed learning, using free 

resources like YouTube to develop essential skills, while 65% benefited from community-based 

initiatives offering workshops and access to technology. However, caregiving roles (40%) and 
intersectional challenges (35%), particularly among women from minority groups, further exacerbated 

their exclusion. Those with access to community programs or better infrastructure demonstrated 

improved socio-economic outcomes, such as securing remote jobs or advancing education. These 

findings underscore the importance of addressing structural barriers while leveraging the resilience 

and agency of young rural women to bridge the digital divide. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This paper has illuminated the challenges faced by young rural women in Bulgaria, emphasizing 

the compounded disadvantages of gender and geographic marginalization in the context of 

digitalization. By combining qualitative interviews with quantitative data analysis, the study 
highlights systemic barriers–such as limited infrastructure, societal norms, and inadequate digital 

literacy programs–that perpetuate exclusion (Bock, 2015; Franić & Kovačićek, 2019; van Dijk, 2020). 

Simultaneously, it showcases the resilience and agency of these women, who leverage innovative 

strategies to overcome these challenges (Gurung, 2018; Collins, 2000).  
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To translate these findings into actionable change, several implementation strategies are 
recommended. First, broadband infrastructure investments must target rural regions with the greatest 

need, ensuring equitable access to reliable internet (European Commission, 2020; World Bank, 2020).  

Policymakers should prioritize these areas in national digitalization agendas, leveraging public-

private partnerships to drive cost-effective and scalable solutions (OECD, 2019). Second, community-
based digital literacy programs should be tailored to the specific needs of rural women. These 

initiatives should incorporate flexible learning schedules, mobile outreach units, and child care 

support to overcome barriers associated with caregiving responsibilities and geographic isolation 

(Helsper & van Deursen, 2017; UNESCO, 2019).  

Furthermore, mentorship and peer-support networks can play a pivotal role in sustaining 

engagement and fostering confidence (Copa Cogeca, 2020). Third, policy frameworks should 
integrate gender-sensitive measures, such as financial support for women entrepreneurs in rural areas, 

incentives for participation in digital training, and the inclusion of digital skills in formal education 

curricula (Hilbert, 2011; UN Women, 2021).  

The study also underscores the critical need for longitudinal research to track the impact of these 
interventions over time. Monitoring key indicators–such as employment rates, educational attainment, 

and digital skill acquisition–will provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of these strategies 

(Simões, 2024; Alfieri, Marta, & Lanz, 2015). Such research can help identify gaps, refine 

interventions, and adapt successful models to other regions.  

Long-term studies are essential to understand how digital inclusion initiatives contribute to 

broader societal goals, such as reducing poverty, enhancing social mobility, and bridging the rural-
urban divide (Sen, 1999; Beck, 1992). By addressing these challenges, digitalization can shift from 

being a source of inequality to a tool for empowerment.  

This research contributes to understanding the digital divide through the lens of young rural 

women in Bulgaria, calling for a concerted effort from policymakers, community organizations, and 
stakeholders to ensure digitalization becomes an inclusive force. These interventions not only hold the 

potential to transform the lives of young rural women but also to foster sustainable development and 

equity in rural communities. The path forward requires collaborative action, informed by evidence 

and driven by a commitment to inclusivity, to create a more equitable digital future. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study has explored the intersection of gender, geography, and digitalization by examining 

the lived experiences of young rural women in Bulgaria. It reveals how digital exclusion in these 

communities is not merely a result of technological deficits but a reflection of deeper structural 
inequalities shaped by socio-economic status, traditional gender roles, and regional disparities (Bock, 

2015; Franić & Kovačićek, 2019).  

Despite these systemic barriers, the resilience demonstrated by young women in navigating and 

leveraging digital tools for education, entrepreneurship, and community engagement reflects a 

significant, though often overlooked, potential for transformation (Collins, 2000; Gurung, 2018).  

Addressing digital inequality requires more than infrastructural investments–it demands policies 

that are gender-responsive, context-sensitive, and community-driven (UN Women, 2021; European 
Commission, 2020). Initiatives such as localized digital literacy programs, targeted support for rural 

women entrepreneurs, and inclusive education frameworks are essential to closing the digital divide 

(Helsper & van Deursen, 2017; UNESCO, 2019).  

Furthermore, longitudinal research is critical to evaluate the impact of these interventions and 

guide evidence-based policymaking (Simões, 2024; Alfieri, Marta, & Lanz, 2015). Ultimately, 

bridging the digital divide is about enabling full participation in contemporary society.  

When digitalization becomes a tool of empowerment rather than exclusion, it has the potential to 
enhance social mobility, reduce poverty, and foster gender equity in rural regions (Sen, 1999; Beck, 



Vladislava Lendzhova - Bridging the Divide: Digitalization and Young Rural Women in Bulgaria 

 

 International Journal of Digital Research, Volume 1, Issue 2, 2025 
© The Author(s) 2025 | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 

37 

1992). The findings of this study serve as a call to action for policymakers, educators, and civil 

society to ensure that digital futures are not only connected but also just and inclusive. 
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