
Articles 

 
17 

 

Еcon Lit – L81 

 

DEVELOPMENT OF CONSUMPTION AND THE INCOME 

OF THE POPULATION IN BULGARIA IN THE YEARS OF TRANSITION 
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Introduction 

The consumption of the population is a major factor for the macro-environment 

in the country. Consumption ensures meeting the population’s basic needs and repro-

duction of the workforce, and along with investments and export, comprises the main 

stimuli and prerequisites for development of production and growth of the Gross 

Domestic Product. In addition, consumption is an important factor in the standard of 

living of the population. Consumption depends on the income of the population. 

The purpose of the present article is to study the development of consumption and 

population income over the years since 1989, or, in other words, over the last 24-25 years. 

A subject of this study is the changes in population consumption and income, 

while the object of study is Bulgaria. 

Consumption and income of population can be tracked down with the help of 

published statistical data in the following main directions: 

1. Consumption in kind by staple products per capita. When income is relatively 

low, the main consumption is that of food. 

2. Consumer income and expenditure per- person per-household (according to 

statistics on household budgets) and incl. consumer spending on food. 

3. Structure of the end use of gross domestic product, incl. for end consumption. 

4. Major population changes – by number, age structure, employed persons, em-

ployment status and other. 

1. Consumption of population in Bulgaria 

Some of the most important indicators of a population's standard of living are 

associated with its consumption. Bulgaria also witnesses, though less markedly, the 

general tendency of rising standards of living and income generating quicker growth 

rates of consumption of non-food items and slower rates for that of food and for this 

reason their relative weight in the overall sales volume is falling (from 37% in 1986 

to 33.8% in 2013 ). 

In this country consumption (and sales) of foodstuffs has a fairly large share due 

to the relatively low income of the population and more poverty. Here market con-
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sumption has the main role, but the share of consumption of household production is 

not small (20% on average), with an even larger share in villages. Nutrition is vital to 

life and therefore a primary need to be satisfied, while all the remaining needs are 

satisfied later according to their order of importance. In this connection, when study-

ing population consumption in this country, it is important to analyze consumption of 

food in kind, which eliminates the impact of inflation. 

Data in Table 1 show the annual consumption in natural indicators of staple 

foods per capita in Bulgaria. 

It can be seen from the data in Table 1 that at the beginning of the period of tran-

sition, there is a drop of consumption for all foodstuffs, which is later more markedly 

expressed and is continuing up to the present days, despite the relative improvement 

since the year 2000. In 2013, compared to 1987, or over a 25-year period, consump-

tion declined for all products and in 2013 amounted to 40 to 80% of that of 1987. In 

other words, for over 20 years we have not been able to achieve the per-capita con-

sumption of before the transition. The most significant drop is observed in the con-

sumption of milk and dairy products and in 2013 this amounts to 33% of the 1987 

consumption. 

Table 1 

Annual consumption of certain foodstuffs 

per person of the population of Bulgaria
1
 

              Products 

 

 

Year 

1987 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2012 2013 

2013 

in % 

on 

1987 

1. Bread and bakery 

products in kg. 

. 170.2 155.5 136.7 121.2 117.1 110.4 107 . 

2. Meat and meat 

products in kg. 

73.3 54.5 38.2 34.7 37.6 45.8 46.3 46.6 64 

3. Fish and fish 

products in kg. 

8.3 2.6 3.5 3.4 4.2 5.3 5.4 6.7 81 

4. Vegetable nutri-
tious oils in litres. 

23.1 17.0 14.2 13.3 14.8 14.1 13.6 13.8 60 

5. Milk and dairy 

products in kg. 

196.0 136.1 74.0 63.3 57.9 65.4 64.5 64.6 33 

6. Eggs in number. 263.0 166.0 141.0 129.0 136.0 137.0 137.0 143 54 

7. Sugar and sweets 35.7 16.7 14.5 14.6 15.9 16.0 15.0 15.6 44 

                                         
1
  Stat. Yearbook 2000. NSI, Sf., p.112, Statistical Manual 2001. NSI, Sf., p. 75, from 2007, p. 88, 

from 2013, p. 107, from 2014, p. 107. 
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8. Vegetables, 

tinned vegetables, 
pickles and pre-

serves in kg 

115.0 

 
 

. 

98.2 

 
 

61.1 

85.8 

 
 

59.0 

. 

 
 

58.4 

. 

 
 

59.9 

83.2 

 
 

69.1 

92.9 

 
 

70.4 

93.8 

 
 

73.1 

82 

 
 

. 

9. Fruit and tinned 

fruit in kg 

110.0 

 

. 

74.2 

 

32.2 

68.6 

 

47.2 

. 

 

35.2 

. 

 

36.2 

58.9 

 

43.5 

57.6 

 

46.0 

61.0 

 

50.3 

55 

 

. 

 

Consumption per person in this country in 2013 is even lower than the physio-

logically recommended amounts, where for milk, for example, the recommended 

norm is 116 kg, whereas the consumed amounts are 65 kg; for fish the norm is 10.8 

kg but only 7 kg are consumed; 180 eggs is the recommended number and 143 are 

actually consumed; 84 kg vegetables recommended and 73 kg consumed; 109.2 kg of 

fruit recommended but 50 kg consumed, etc. Besides, physiological norms largely 

shape rational and healthy nutrition. 

Consumption of the population in this country fell dramatically over the first 

decade of the transition (1990-2000). 

In 1980 the average daily calorie intake per person in this country was 3,593 

calories and this amount matches the volumes consumed in Western Europe and the 

USA (although in Bulgaria these calories are generated by a more unfavourable struc-

ture of nutrients). Over the first decade of transition the average number of calories 

consumed per person per day is falling to only 2,404 calories a day in the year 2000, 

which is insufficient for the proper development of the human body, and, what is 

even worse, certain population groups consumed even less than 2000 calories a day 

(see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Calorie content of consumed foodstuffs per person by decile groups in Bulgaria
2
 

Decile groups 1980 1990 1995 2000 

Total 3593 3554 2572 2404 

І group . . 1877 1847 

     

     

Х group . . 3532 3089 

 

Over the first decade of transition the income and the purchasing power of the 

population fell considerably. For the period 1995-2000 only, the consumer price 

                                         
2
  Social Trends 2000, NSI, Sf, 2002, p. 47. 
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index is 3447 (see table 3) and the population real income declines by 73 % (see table 

4). It can be seen that after the introduction of the currency board in 1997, the huge 

inflation was brought under control and since then real income has started to grow 

slightly. 

Table 3 

Average annual indices of consumer prices in Bulgaria
3
 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

1995 = 100 221.6 2567.0 3046.4 3124.8 3447.1 

Preceding year = 100 221.6 1158.4 118.7 102.6 110.3 

 

Table 4 

Real income indices by year over the first decade 

of the transition 1990 – 2000 in Bulgaria
4
 

year index 

1990 100.0 

1991   51.6 

1992   52.1 

1993   44.8 

1994   37.9 

1995   34.6 

1996   23.9 

1997   20.7 

1998   27.8 

1999   28.4 

2000   27.0 

 

The share of end/final consumption in GDP is growing till the year 2008, includ-

ing growing individual consumption, owing largely to the negative foreign trade 

balance (Table 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                         
3
  Statistical Manual 2001. NSI, Sf., p. 77. 

4
  Social Trends 2000. NSI, Sf., 2002, p. 37. 
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Table 5 

Structure in % of end- use of GDP in Bulgaria
5
 

Indicators 1989 1996 2000 2005 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

GDP 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

1. Final/end con-
sumption 

70.7 88.5 87.1 88.2 83.0 79.4 79.0 78.1 79.9 81.3 

2.Gross capital 

formation 

33.1 8.4 18.3 28.0 37.5 29.7 22.9 21.9 23.8 21.1 

а) of registered 

capital 

26.1 13.6 15.7 24.2 33.6 28.9 22.8 21.5 21.4 20.7 

b) phys.meas. of 

stocks 

7.0 -5.2 2.6 3.8 3.9 0.5 0.1 0.4 2.4 0.4 

3.Foreign trade 

balance ( export 

minus import) 

-3.8 3.1 -5.4 -16.2 -20.5 -8.8 -1.9 0 -3.7 -3.0 

 

In the period 2009-2013 negative foreign trade balance considerably decreased, 

which is all very well in normal circumstances, as it reduces the accumulation of 

foreign trade debts, but it also greatly influenced final consumption, as well as the 

gross capital formation into registered capital. 

It is imperative that the export grow and a positive balance be guaranteed between 

the export and import of goods and services. This is the foundation for higher growth 

rates and is to be facilitated by a faster development of domestic consumption. The share 

of accumulation should grow, but final consumption is too low and cannot remain like 

this or drop even further so that investments grow. Meanwhile, accumulation must grow 

in absolute and relative terms, particularly capital investments in core/registered capital. 

Before the introduction of the Currency Board (1997), when GDP continued to fall con-

siderably (1989-1996), consumption fell in absolute terms to below 50% that of 1989, but 

its share in the GDP grew in relative terms. In this situation gross capital formation could 

not grow, as limited production was to provide the extremely low consumption, which, 

though very low in absolute terms, rose to a relative share of nearly 90% of the GDP. 

Consumption could not shrink any further, so as to make investments. Considerable 

economic growth is necessary in order to increase consumption in absolute terms, but at 

the same time reduce its share in the GDP, while achieving an increase in both absolute 

and relative terms of gross capital formation, in particular that of core/registered capital. 

Failure to achieve that precludes any chances of going ahead. 

                                         
9 
 Calculated according to Statistical Manual, NSI, Sf., 2014, p. 126, 2013, p.127, 2012, p.143, 

2010, p.127, 2007, p.218, from 1998 , p.179, from 2008 , p. 217. 
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2. Incomes of population in Bulgaria 

Consumption is closely related to income. 

Incomes per person per household in this country are growing slowly and are 

considerably lagging behind, which is also due to the fact that many household mem-

bers are out of work or retired (see Table 6).  

Table 6 

Incomes and expenditures per person per household in Bulgaria
6
 

Indicators 2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

1. Incomes in 

BGN. 

1664 2579 2851 3347 3748 3867 3812 3937 4541 5094 

2. Expenditures 

in BGN. 

1450 2250 2580 3088 3521 3668 3481 3672 4293 4745 

3. Consumer 

spending as % 

of expenditures, 

incl. spending 

on food as % of 

expenditures 

84.9% 

 

 

 

 

44.1% 

86.3% 

 

 

 

 

38.6% 

86.1% 

 

 

 

 

37.6% 

85.1% 

 

 

 

 

37.5% 

85.2% 

 

 

 

 

36.6% 

85.7% 

 

 

 

 

36.5% 

85.7% 

 

 

 

 

37.2% 

84.0% 

 

 

 

 

36.2% 

83.6% 

 

 

 

 

33.4% 

83.3% 

 

 

 

 

33.2% 

4. Deposits in 

BGN. 

34 66 95 107 133 167 78 46 65 75 

5. Purchase of 

foreign currency 

in BGN. 

1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 . 

6. Paid debts 
and lending in 

BGN. 

32 87 108 123 124 166 125 132 170 205 

 

A significant proportion of per-capita expenditures of the population in this country 

goes on food - from 33 to 44%, which is a sign of considerable poverty, compared to 

around 13% on average in the EU. Deposits of the population are growing, but only 

around 2-3% of annual income are saved
7
. The main source of income for households is 

the salary (50-53%), followed by pensions (nearly 30%), incomes from self-employment 

(7-8%), income from entrepreneurship, from the social sphere and others. 

The issue that stands out in this study is that economic development in this coun-

try is slow and has to be accelerated, with faster growth of population incomes and 

                                         
6
  Statistical Manual. NSI,Sf., 2013, 2014, p. 102-107, p. 103-105, 2010, p. 103-105, 2007, p. 84-

87,   2004 , p. 77-80, 2008, p. 82-85, Statistical Yearbook 2012, p. 122, 127, 132. 
7
  Calculated according to table 9. 
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consumption. Another problem is that GDP per person in this country is growing 

much faster than income per person, which is also connected with the distribution of 

product between labour and capital, a fact that is not only worth considering, but calls 

for actively taking actions in order to change the situation. In other words, there is an 

increase in labour productivity by means of GDP per person, but the corresponding 

increase in per-capita income is missing. 

Data from Table 7 show that over the period 2009-2013 indices for per-capita 

GDP in Bulgaria is 44 to 47% compared to the EU average of 27 (28), while at the 

same time indices for GDP final consumption per capita are lower in this country than 

the EU average of 27 (28) and amount to 42 to 45% and only reach 50% in 2012. 

Data also show that before Bulgaria was admitted to the EU, in 2005, the situation 

with consumption was better. 

Table 7 

Bulgaria and the EU-27 by GDP per capita
8
 

Indicators 2005 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

1. Indices of physical volume of GDP 

in real terms per capita in Bulgaria on 

EU-27(28)=100 

34 44 44 44 47 47 

2. Indices of the physical volume of 

GDP per-capita expenditure in Bulgar-

ia on EU-27(28)=100 

37,9 45 42 42 45 50 

 

The absolute size of population savings (see table 8) as an absolute size grew 

from 19,689.6 m BGN in 1990 to 2,419,199 m BGN in 1998 or 123 times, and to 

3580.1 m (denominated) BGN in the year 2000 and over 36 billion BGN in 2013, but 

in 1990 savings stand for 52 % of the annual disposable income of the population and 

after that fall to around 10% of it. Moreover, the vast majority of deposits are very 

small in size. Over the first decade of the transition deposits declined by 70% (see 

table 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                         
8
  Statistical Manual 2014, p. 218-299. NSI. Sf., 2013 p. 296-298, from 2012, p. 314-316, from 

2008, p. 285-287. 
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Table 8 

Deposits of the population in Bulgaria as of 31.ХІІ.
9
 

Indicators 1990 1995 
2000 

denominated 
2012 2013 

1. Total deposits of population 

in million BGN incl. 

 

- In BGN % 

- In foreign currency % 

19,689 

 

 

384,799 

 

 

77 % 

23 % 

3,580.1 

 

 

37 % 

63 % 

33,432 

 

 

55 % 

45 % 

36,408.1 

 

 

55 % 

45 % 

 

This is mainly due to inflation, but also to using up a large part of previous sav-

ings for personal consumption. Since the Monetary Board was introduced in 1997 the 

population has begun to regain its trust in the banking system and the Bulgarian lev 

and as a result, savings have increased again. 

Table 9 

Indices of total amount of population deposits in Bulgaria (calculated by con-

sumer price index on the basis of 1995=100) over the first decade of transition
10

 

Year 1995=100 Previous year=100 

1995 100 100 

1996 40.4 40.4 

1997 21.8 54.0 

1998 23.3 106.8 

1999 26.2 112.2 

2000 29.0 110.8 

 

Considerable social inequality can be observed here. The income divide between 

the poorest 20% of Bulgarian households and the wealthiest 20% is around 6-7 times 

(with recommended ratio around 3 times), and this difference is much bigger with the 

10% of the poorest households and the 10% richest households respectively
11

, or, in 

other words, income polarization is striking. Sluggish consumption, low incomes and 

unemployment threaten the population health, working capacity and reproduction, as 

well as receiving proper education. 

 

                                         
9
  Calculated according to data from Statistical Manual 2014 and 2013, NSI, Sf., p. 139, 2001, p. 97 

and Statistical Yearbook 2000, p. 2008. 
10

  Social Trends 2000, NSI, Sf., 2002, p. 44. 
11

  Statistical Manual 2013. NSI, Sf., p. 157. 
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The main factor that ensures raising population incomes and consumption is 

economic growth. High rates of economic growth are necessary in order to improve 

consumption, raise the standard of living, ensure technological innovation and re-

structuring of the economy and pay back debts. 

3. How population changes in Bulgaria 

Population and the changes occurring in its numbers, structure, migration and 

others are an important factor connected with consumption in this country (see Table 

10). 

Over the period 1989-2013, or over the last 25 years, the population of Bulgaria 

decreased by 1521.3 thousand people, or around 1.5 m as a result of emigration 

abroad and falling birth rate with death rates higher than birth rates. Density of popu-

lation also fell from 78 people per square kilometer to 65.3 in the period of transi-

tion
12

. As birth rate is dropping, the relative share of the population below active 

working age is systematically declining – from 22.1 % in 1989 to 14.6 % in 2013 and 

the share of population at and above active working age is growing. Negative natural 

growth has been observed throughout the years of transition. Birth rate is falling from 

13.1 per thousand people in 1988 to 8.1 in 2000 and 9.2 in 2013 and has been rising 

slightly over the last few years. Death rate is up from 12.0 per thousand people in 

1988 to 14.1 in the year 2000 and 14.4 in 2013.
13

Deaths outnumber births. Besides, 

73% of the population live in the cities and 27 % - in villages. Women represent 51 % 

of the population and men-women ratio is 1000 to 1056. 

Table 10 

Population of Bulgaria – in total and by structure
14

 

Year 
In thousands as of 

31.December 

Structure in % by age 

Below active 

working age 

In active 

working age 

Over active 

working age 

1989 8,767 22.1 55.4 22.5 

1990 8,669 21.6 55.5 22.9 

1995 8,385 19.1 56.6 24.3 

2000 8,149 16.8 58.3 24.9 

2005 7,718.7 14.8 62.4 22.8 

2010 7,504.9 14.6 62.7 22.7 

                                         
12

  Ibid. (as in table 13) 
13

  Statistical Manual 2013 NSI, Sf, p. 22-25, 2014  p. 19-25. 
14

  Borrowed from or calculated according to Statistical Yearbook 2000. NSI, Sf., p. 47, 53; Statistical 

Manual 2001. NSI, Sf., p. 8-11, from 2013, p. 19-21, from 2008 p.10-13, from 2014, p.19-24. 
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2011 7,327.2 14.3 61.7 24.0 

2012 7,284.6 14.4 61.8 23.8 

2013 7,245.7 14.6 61.7 23.7 

 

Population influences the overall social and cultural development of the country. 

Young generations are diminishing and the tendency of population ageing continues. 

The average age of the population in 1960 is 32.4 years, in 1990 it is 37.5, in the year 

2000 - 39.9, in 2012 - 42.8 and 43.0 in 2013.
15

 

Over the transition period average life expectancy in Bulgaria, an important in-

dicator for the standard of living, initially declines but afterwards recovers and even 

increases (see Table 11). For the period 1989-1991 average life expectancy in the 

country is 71.22 years (incl. 68.02 years for men and 74.66 for women); In 1995-1997 

it drops to 70.5 (67.1 for men, that is one year less, and 74.3 for women); life expec-

tancy increases in 1997-1999 and in 2013 is already higher than it was at the begin-

ning of the transition period. 

Table 11 

Average life expectancy in Bulgaria
16

 

Years Men Women Total 

1989-1991 68.2 74.66 71.22 

1996-1997 67.1 74.3 70.5 

1997-1999 67.64 74.67 71.01 

2012 70.6 77.6 74.1 

2013 71.0 78.0 74.5 

 

The forecast is for the population of the country to continue to decrease and age, 

with a growing relative share of persons above active working age. 

The employment and unemployment of the population is important, as they de-

termine income and consumption, the standard of living and, to a large degree, life 

satisfaction. Employment rate (the number of persons employed over the total number 

of persons aged 15-64) is fluctuating and over the last few years since 2008 has been 

falling and has been generally low (in 1996 it is 44.7 %, 39.7 % in the year 2000, in 

2008 - 64 %, in 2012 - 58.8 %, and - 59.5 % in 2013 with an EU-27 average 72.5 % 

in 2012). Unemployment rate is also fluctuating at a generally high level (1990 - 1.6 

%, 2000 - 19.5 %, 2008 - 5.6 %, 2012 - 12.3 % with an EU-27 average of 4.3 % in 

2012). Economic activity rate (employed and unemployed over population aged 15-

                                         
15

  Ibid. 
16

  Statistical Manual 2014 and 2013, NSI, Sf., p. 24, from 2001, p. 8-9; Statistical Yearbook 2000-

NSI, Sf., p. 49. 
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64) is 51.8 % in 1996, in 2000 it is 47.5 %, 2008 – 67.8 %, 2012 – 67.1 %.
17

 In other 

words, this rate is relatively low. 

The status of employed persons is also important (see Table 12) 

Table 12 

Employed persons in Bulgaria as of December 2000, 

2012 and 2013 by employment status
18

 

Employment status 
Total in thousands Structure in % 

2000 2012 2013 2000 2012 2013 

Total 2735.5 2934.0 2934.9 100 100 100 

1. Employers 67.7 104.5 115.1 2.5 3.6 3.9 

2. Self-employed persons 259.5 210.9 221.6 9.5 7.2 7.5 

3. Employed persons 

a) in the public sector 

b) in the private sector 

2364.4 

1277.0 

1087.4 

2594.0 

721.5 

1872.5 

2578.6 

719.3 

1859.3 

86.4 

46.7 

9.7 

88.4 

24.6 

63.8 

87.9 

24.5 

63.4 

4. Unpaid family mem-

ber workers 

30.6 24.5 19.6 1.1 0.8 0.7 

5. Other 13.3 0.1 - 0.5 - - 

 

Data in table 12 show that over the period 2000-2013 the number of employers 

is growing, while the number of self-employed, as well as the number of unpaid 

family member workers is falling; the number of those employed in the private sector 

exhibits a considerable growth and their share in total employment is up from 40 % to 

64 %, at the expense of a definite drop in the numbers of persons employed in the 

public sector (from 47 % to 25 %). All these changes have taken place against the 

background of a 7.3% growth of the total number of employed persons for the period, 

or nearly 200,000 people. 

Resources that can be used in order to increase population income and in-

vestments: 

First – increasing government (public) debt by borrowing more. No development 

is possible without funding. The European commission admits a public debt of up to 60 

% of GDP, and our debt amounts to only 18 % with a EU total of 86.2 % at the end of 

2012. We come second after Estonia in low government debt. There is a good possibil-

ity for this debt to increase to, say, 30% as indeed it happened in 2015, and even more. 

                                         
17

  Social Trends 2000. NSI, Sf., 2002, p. 12-13 and Statistical Manual 2013, p. 37, 41, 49, 278-

279, 2014, p. 41. 
18

  Calculated according to Social Trends 2000. NSI, Sf., 2002, p.12-13; Statistical Manual 2013, 

NSI, Sf., p. 41, 2014, p. 41. 
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Loans, if put to good use, could ensure compensating accelerated economic de-

velopment and higher rates of GDP growth in total and per capita and thus higher 

income and consumption for the population and larger investments. 

Second – raising the budget deficit. EU allows up to 3 % budget deficit and in 

Bulgaria the National Assembly may decide on up to 2 %, with the average case for 

the EU 3.6 %, and 1.3 % in Bulgaria. The stipulation for up to 2 % should be changed 

and we should stick to up to the 3% required by the EU. 

Third – making better use of the mechanisms for redistribution by means of 

which the poor could be exempt of certain charges and the burden be borne by the 

rich. This also calls for a tax reform; flat tax should be replaced by a moderately 

progressive tax and family taxation with non-taxable minimum for both individuals 

and the profits of small businesses, zero taxation on reinvested profit, VAT differenti-

ation, a balanced approach to labour and capital – currently productivity is growing at 

about twice the rate of income growth and other. 

Fourth – better management and reforms in the Customs, the National Revenue 

Agency, in state administration, the legal system; no privatization of objects of social 

importance, government exploitation of natural resources instead of granting conces-

sions, considerable support for science, public education and health, reducing income 

inequality, innovation policy based on a national economic strategy by 2030, absorp-

tion of EU funds and attracting foreign investments, providing a sustainable business 

environment, etc. 
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DEVELOPMENT OF CONSUMPTION AND THE INCOME 

OF THE POPULATION IN BULGARIA IN THE YEARS OF TRANSITION 

Prof. Dr Ec. Sc. Nikolinka Salova 

Abstract 

There are studied the changes in consumption and income of the population and also the 

changes in the population in Bulgaria in the years of transition after 1989, or a period of 

around 25 years. There are made suggestions for policies and resources for better development 

in the future. 
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