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After four years of increasing tolerance, attitudes towards LGBT 
people in Bulgaria have undergone a regression in the past six years. 
Between 2012 and 2018, the number of opponents of the right of 
LGBT people to live their lives as they wish increased from 18 to 25 
per cent, especially among citizens of the two biggest cities in Bul-
garia who demonstrate the most unfavourable attitudes.

There is significant social distance between the general population 
and LGBT communities. Most people feel slightly to strongly un-
comfortable having LGBT neighbours: 63 per cent if the persons are 
bisexual; 65 per cent if they are lesbians; 66 per cent if they are gay 
men; and 68 per cent if they are transgender.

Women and younger people demonstrate less unfavourable attitudes.

The levels of empathy for victims of crimes who are lesbian, gay or 
transgender are lower in comparison with empathy to heterosexual 
victims. There is a hierarchy of victimisation in which the lowest 
level of empathy for LGT victims is when they are attacked drunk 
near a bar.

The general social empathy in Bulgaria is not high, as the mean 
probability for respondents to intervene when they witness an act of 
assault on somebody in the street is only 6.62 on a 11-degree scale. 
This probability substantially increases when the victim is a person 
with disability (mean 7.74) and substantially decreases if the victim 
belongs to any other minority or vulnerable group. When victimised, 
LGBT people encounter the lowest levels of empathy: mean 5.38 for 
gay men; 5.77 for lesbians; and 4.82 for transgender people. The low 
levels of empathy towards transgender victims of assault means they 
are at greater risk of hate crimes.

More than half of the respondents agree with statements saying that 
LGBT people avoid showing their sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity publicly because of fear of being assaulted; and that the effects 
of victimisation on the grounds of unchangeable characteristics like 
sexual orientation or gender identity are worse than those of victimi-
sation on other grounds.

Simultaneously, the supporters of higher sentences for biased crimes 
based on sexual orientation and transgender status reach only about 
50 per cent and 47 per cent, respectively, and represent the smallest 
shares in comparison with supporters of higher sentences for other 
types of crimes.
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Introduction
 Legal and policy framework on 

anti-LGBT hate crime

The legal and policy situation on LGBT issues in Bulgaria in general is 
unfavourable, compared with other EU countries. On the Rainbow Map (ILGA-
Europe 2018), which compares national legal regulations and human rights 
of LGBT people across Europe, Bulgaria is ranked 24 out of 28 EU member 
states, scoring only 24.15 per cent. One of the main reasons for the low score 
is the Hate Speech & Hate Crime category, where Bulgaria scores 0 per cent. 
This means that even though Bulgarian law recognises some hate crimes, 
the list of motivations constituting aggravating circumstances does not include 
sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression.

 Scale of anti-LGBT hate crime
 Victimisation surveys

Victimisation surveys play an important role in understanding the scale of 
the phenomenon in Bulgaria in the absence of any official data or statistics 
gathered on the national or local level. According to the EU LGBT survey 
(2013), Bulgaria is one of three countries in the EU with a “very widespread” 
use of offensive language by politicians against LGBT people. Thirty-one per 
cent of respondents from Bulgaria declared they had been physically/sexually 
attacked or threatened with violence in the previous five years; however, only 
14 per cent of Bulgarian LGBT respondents reported the most recent incident 
to the police.

According to a survey among 33 victims of anti-LGBT hate crimes (GLAS 
Foundation 2017), the most common place where hate crime incidents occur 
is school, with 60 per cent of the reported cases taking place at educational 
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premises. Twenty-four out of the 33 reported hate crime incidents were threats 
and 18 of the threats were received by gay men aged 15-24. Physical assault 
was reported by five people, all of whom identified as men (four as gay, one as 
bisexual). Three of the victims were aged 25 to 34 and the other two victims were 
15 to 24. One case in each of the following four categories – sexual assault, 
domestic violence, refusal of public services and refusal of employment/firing 
from work – has been reported.

Another survey (Youth LGBT Organisation Deystvie 2018), conducted in 
2017, gathered information about 25 reports on anti-LGBT hate crimes. Nine 
of the reports were submitted by witnesses and 16 were filed by the victims 
themselves. According to the data, the most frequent reason for the incident 
(19 cases) was the sexual orientation of the victim. Of the remaining six, five 
reported an attack due to gender identity, and one person reported that the 
attack was a consequence of gender expression. The highest per centage of 
incidents was reported by 16 gay men, followed by three reported incidents 
against women and six incidents against trans people. Denial of service 
accounted for the largest share of reported incidents – nine cases, where five 
of the cases involved a refusal of health service. Offensive words and hate 
speech are the second most often reported incidents. The remaining types 
of reported incidents are as follows: encroachment upon property, threat, 
persecution, physical violence and one attempt of murder.

 Reported cases

There is no official data on the number of anti-LGBT cases reported to the 
police in Bulgaria.

Hate crimes against LGBT people in Bulgaria are rarely reported to the police. 
The LGBT community is hesitant to report incidents of violence because of fear 
of a homophobic reaction and/or secondary victimisation, and a general lack of 
trust in the public institutions (Filipova and Pisankaneva 2018). In addition, the 
fact that anti-LGBT hate crimes are not recognised by the law is well known 
in the LGBT communities. LGBT organisations are the only entities collecting 
data on anti-LGBT hate crimes, by means of an online platform that encourages 
reporting within the community and also via face-to-face meetings.

In 2015, GLAS Foundation created an online reporting service, tolerantni.com 
(initially named wearetolerant.com) for anti-LGBT hate crimes, accessible to 
people from all over the country. Tolerantni.com was the platform used for the 
2017 GLAS Foundation victimisation survey. At the same time, Deystvie has 
collected the information for their victimisation survey by means of interviews 
with victims and witnesses.

None of the 33 victims who talked with GLAS, and only one in 25 victims who 
spoke to Deystvie, had reported the incident to the police. Reasons for not 
reporting to the police varied, but many victims said that they felt uncomfortable 
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making reports, either because they did not believe the incident would be 
taken seriously and effectively investigated, or because they feared they might 
experience additional harassment from police officers (Deystvie 2018).

In the absence of any official data on anti-LGBT hate crimes, the information 
collected by GLAS Foundation and Deystvie in 2017 can shed some light on 
the type and scale of the phenomenon. Although hate crimes against LGBT 
people appear to be common, with at least 78 cases reported, as a whole, they 
remain both under-reported and under-investigated.

While anti-LGBT hate crimes in Bulgaria remain unrecognised by the law, if 
recorded, they are usually treated as acts of hooliganism by the police. There 
has only been one case in which the court recognised the anti-gay motivation 
of a crime – the 2008 murder of Mihail Stoyanov. The well-publicised case was 
finally closed in 2017, following a seven-year trial (Filipova and Pisankaneva 
2018).

There is currently no state-endorsed prevention, recording, classification or 
analysis of anti-LGBT hate crimes, nor support for victims. In the absence of 
official statistics, the only data about anti-LGBT hate crimes is collected by 
LGBT organisations and a small number of other human rights NGOs (Filipova 
and Pisankaneva 2018).

Previous research on the topic
According to data on social distance from the third wave of the European 
Values   Survey (1999), 54 per cent of Bulgarian people would not like to have 
homosexual people as their neighbours. The data form the fourth wave of the 
same survey (European Values   Survey 2008) reveals slightly better figures, 
with 51 per cent saying they would not want to have homosexual people as 
their neighbours.

Attitudes towards LGBT people
After four years of increasing tolerance for LGBT people between 2008 
and 2012, the Call It Hate survey reveals a revival of disapproving attitudes 
in Bulgaria. The attitudes to bisexual persons and lesbians are relatively 
less unfavourable than those to gay men and transgender people. Male 
respondents, people aged 45 and over, and the citizens of the two biggest 
cities in Bulgaria, demonstrate the most unfavourable attitudes towards 
LGBT people.
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 Historical trends

The general attitudes of Bulgarians towards gay men and lesbians have 
developed in contradictory directions in the last 13 years. According to ESS 
data, between 2006 and 2008 the rejection of gay people’s right to live their 
lives as they wish reached its peak: 30 per cent of the general population (with 
52 per cent who agreed with this right). In the next four years the shares of 
opponents decreased to 18 per cent (with 52 per cent who agreed); however, 
this trend appeared unstable. 

The survey conducted in 2018 showed a new increase in which the proportion 
of opponents reached a quarter of the general population. A negative trend 
is also observed among those who agree that gay men and lesbians should 
be free to live their own lives as they wish. While in 2006, the share of those 
who strongly agreed with this statement exceeded the share of those who just 
agreed with by 7 per cent, 13 years later the ratio is the opposite: the share of 
those who agreed is 5.5 per cent bigger than the share of those who strongly 
agreed.

 General attitudes

According to the Call It Hate survey, the attitudes to the right of bisexual 
people; of gay men and lesbians; and of transgender people are very similar 
and mainly positive. In a five-degree scale, the mean score measuring the 
attitudes to bisexual people is 3.46, compared to 3.42 mean score for gay men 
and lesbians and 3.35 for transgender people. The same regularity is observed 
through the top two boxes (T2B) and bottom two boxes (B2B) indicators – the 
ratio between people who agree and strongly agree, on the one hand, and 
those who disagree and strongly disagree, on the other. The ratio between 
those who agreed and those who disagreed in the case of bisexual people is 
59 per cent: 22 per cent, while in the case of gay men and lesbians it is 57 per 
cent: 24 per cent and in the case of transgender people it is 55 per cent: 26 
per cent.
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Figure 27 Bulgaria: Respondents’ opinions on whether LGBT people should be free to live their own lives 
as they wish.
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A2_1-3. Please state to what extent you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about 
gay men, lesbians, bisexual people and transgender people. For clarification, gay and lesbian people 
are attracted to people of the same sex, bisexual people are people who are attracted to both men and 
women, and a transgender person is someone whose gender identity is different to the gender they were 
assigned at birth. [Insert person] should be free to live their own lives as they wish. Source: Call It Hate.

Female respondents appeared significantly more inclined than men to admit 
the right of LGBT people to live their lives as they wish. The difference between 
the shares of those who agreed and those who disagreed in the responses 
of women are 43 per cent, 45 per cent and 41 per cent towards G+L, B and 
T respectively, while the corresponding differences in the responses of men 
are 25 per cent, 28 per cent and 19 per cent respectively. The younger the 
respondents are, the more tolerant their views, with differences between the 
youngest and oldest age groups in the mean scores of 0.50 towards gay men 
and lesbians, 0.56 towards bisexual people and 0.51 towards transgender 
people.

The size of settlement is also connected with the views of the respondents. 
The residents of the biggest cities, with 500k+ inhabitants (Sofia and Plovdiv) 
seem less tolerant towards rights of LGBT people to live their lives as they 
wish. The mean scores in the two biggest cities in Bulgaria are lower than the 
total mean for the country with 0.20 (Sofia) and 0.26 (Plovdiv) towards gay 
men and lesbians; with 0.23 and 0.43 respectively towards bisexual people; 
and with 0.21 and 0.70 respectively towards transgender people.

In order to better understand the reasons for the different attitudes towards 
LGBT people, the survey also asked several questions about the respondents’ 
values. There is a link between the values of security and universalism and the 
opinions on the right of LGBT people to live their lives as they wish. People who 
strongly identify with security-related values (to live in secure environment and 
to be protected by a strong state) tend to agree with this right less frequently 
than others (with five to twelve points higher disagreement compared with those 
who strongly reject security values). Conversely, people who mildly or strongly 82

identify themselves with universalistic values (to understand the different, to 
give equal rights to everybody) tend to agree with this right far more frequently 
than those who do not (with 23 to 27 points higher agreement compared with 
those who strongly reject universalistic values).

Social distance
Unlike general attitudes towards various LGBT groups, where the shares of 
people accepting their right to live as they wish are significantly higher than 
the share of those who reject it, the ratio between people feeling comfortable 
and those feeling uncomfortable having LGBT neighbours is reversed. In the 
case of this indicator measuring social distance, the values of B2B are higher 
than those of T2B. Again, bisexual people and lesbians enjoy relatively less 
unfavourable attitudes with ratios between T2B and B2B 21 per cent: 24 per 
cent and 20 per cent: 25 per cent respectively. Regarding gay men, this ratio 
is 19 per cent: 27 per cent; and regarding transgender people it is 18 per cent: 
29 per cent. 

Figure 28 Bulgaria: Social distance from LGBT people as potential neighbours.
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A3_1-4. Using a scale from 0 to 10, how you would feel about having someone from one of the following 
groups as your neighbour? 0 means that you would feel ‘totally uncomfortable’ and 10 means that you 
would feel ‘totally comfortable’. Source: Call It Hate.

Subsequently, the Net Promoter Scores (NPS), measuring the difference 
between the promoters (people feeling very and totally comfortable – ranges 
9 and 10 in the scale from 0 to 10) and the detractors (people feeling slightly 
to strongly uncomfortable – ranges 6 to 0), are also negative towards all LGBT 
groups and with highest negative values towards gay men and transgender 
people (-47 per cent and -50 per cent respectively).
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Relatively less unfavourable attitudes to bisexual people are also demonstrated 
by the shorter social distance to them, in comparison to other LGBT groups. 
In an 11-degree scale measuring the level of comfort having somebody as 
a neighbour, the mean score of the opinions of the Bulgarian respondents 
towards bisexual people is 4.91 compared to 4.85 towards lesbians; 4.66 
towards gay men; and 4.44 towards transgender people.

The connection of this social distance indicator with socio-demographic 
indicators is similar to those commented on regarding the general attitudes 
to LGBT people. Men demonstrate more distant attitudes than women (with 
differences in mean scores of 0.25 to 0.95), as well as the residents of the 
two biggest cities in the country in comparison with respondents living in other 
settlements. Also, the older respondents are, the more uncomfortable they 
feel having an LGBT person as a neighbour (with differences in mean scores 
between the youngest and the oldest group of 1.09 to 1.88).

Self-identification with strong universalistic values is in close relation with 
sense of comfort in having LGBT neighbours; however, the attitude to security 
values is not clearly connected with this indicator for social distance.

It is worth noting that the level of education is not directly connected 
with the acceptance of and level of tolerance towards LGBT people. 
If respondents are divided only in two educational groups: lower 
level (up to secondary) and higher level (semi-higher/college and 
higher education – BA, MA or PhD), the average NPS for the first 
group shows significantly higher negative values than the respective 
NPS in the second group: 

• 52 per cent vs. -35 per cent towards gay men;
• 48 per cent vs. -32 per cent towards lesbians;
• 47 per cent vs. -31 per cent towards bisexual people;
• 53 per cent vs. -44 per cent towards transgender people.

However, analysing by more detailed educational levels, it could be 
observed that people with vocational secondary education far more 
frequently feel uncomfortable having LGBT neighbour than all other 
educational groups, including people with elementary and primary 
education. The NPS for the group of respondents with secondary 
vocational education compared with NPS for the people with primary 
education is respectively:

• 72 per cent vs. -56 per cent towards gay men;
• 78 per cent vs. -54 per cent towards lesbians;
• 69 per cent vs. -51 per cent towards bisexual people;
• 76 per cent vs. -54 per cent towards transgender people.

84

Levels of empathy
The levels of empathy towards a heterosexual couple who experienced 
a physical assault are significantly higher than the levels of empathy 
towards LGT victims. Lesbians receive relatively higher levels of 
empathy in all situations of physical assault than gay men or trans 
people, although about a half of the respondents do not show empathy. 
Gay men, lesbians and transgender persons receive the lowest levels of 
empathy in the situations of assault while drunk near a bar and assault 
by counterdemonstrators at Pride March.

 Empathy towards LGT people

The respondents were asked about their levels of empathy for LGT people59 
experiencing physical violence in different scenarios: whilst holding hands 
on the street; shopping; drunk near a bar; at Pride March; by a complete 
stranger; by a member of their family; and by members of a far-right extremist 
organisation. Among all respondents, 347 were asked about their levels of 
empathy for gay men; 314 – for lesbians; and 296 – for transgender people. 
The respondents who answered for gay men and lesbians were also asked 
about their level of empathy for a heterosexual couple physically assaulted on 
the street (a reference case).

The mean score of empathy for a heterosexual couple given by the respondents 
who were asked for gay men is 7.17 in an 11-degree scale, where 0 means “no 
empathy at all” and 10 means “complete empathy”. The mean score received 
for gay men in a similar situation is significantly lower: 5.11. Similar is the mean 
score received for transgender people, although slightly higher: 5.35. For a 
heterosexual couple, the T2B (48 per cent) is about five times bigger than B2B 
(9 per cent); while for gay men and transgender people, T2B and B2B have 
approximately equal values (21 per cent: 21 per cent and 21 per cent: 17 per 
cent respectively). The level of empathy for a lesbian couple assaulted on the 
street is higher than those for a gay couple and transgender person, but still 
significantly lower than for a heterosexual couple. The mean score of empathy 
for a heterosexual couple received by the respondents, who were asked about 
lesbians, is 7.51 and a ratio between T2B and B2B 51 per cent: 7 per cent 
compared to 5.90 mean score for a lesbian couple and ratio between T2B and 
B2B 28 per cent: 14 per cent.

59 In Bulgaria, the question did not include bisexual people.
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Levels of empathy
The levels of empathy towards a heterosexual couple who experienced 
a physical assault are significantly higher than the levels of empathy 
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 Empathy in different situations
In all types of situations, lesbians receive considerably higher levels of empathy 
with mean scores higher with 0.20 - 1.19 points compared to gay men and 
transgender people; and transgender people receive the lowest levels. 

Figure 29 Bulgaria: Empathy towards LGT people
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The situation in which all three groups receive lowest levels of empathy, with 
lowest values of means and B2B, is when they are physically assaulted near a 
bar while drunk (G = 4.36, 26 per cent; L = 4.57, 25 per cent; T = 3.89, 30 per 
cent), followed by when assaulted by counter-demonstrators at the Pride March 
(G = 4.78, 22 per cent; L = 5.20, 21 per cent; T = 4.47, 27 per cent). These two 
are also the situations with the smaller differences of empathy levels between 
the three groups. In three types of situations, the three groups receive similar 
and highest levels of empathy, with highest values of means and T2B. The 
situation when assaulted while shopping evokes the highest levels of empathy 
for gay men and transgender persons (G = 6.04, 27 per cent; L = 6.49, 33 
per cent; T = 5.58, 23 per cent). The situations when assaulted by a complete 
stranger (G = 5.80, 24 per cent; L = 6.55, 31 per cent; T = 5.36, 20 per cent) 
and by a member of a far-right extremist organisation (G = 5.80, 27 per cent; L 
= 6.50, 32 per cent; T = 5.56, 22 per cent) are those in which lesbians receive 
the highest levels of empathy.
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Generally, women tend to express higher levels of empathy than 
men and it is demonstrated in their answers to the question on 
a heterosexual couple assaulted on the street: the value of NPS 
among women (the difference between share of respondents with 
high levels of empathy – T2B, and of those with no empathy – 
scores 0-6) is 21 per cent, compared to 9 per cent among men, for 
those respondents who answered about gay men; and 26 per cent, 
compared to 13 per cent, for those who answered about lesbians. 
Although with negative values, the ratio of NPS towards lesbian 
couples among women and men is very similar: -19 per cent: 
-33 per cent. The difference between women and men, however, 
significantly deepens regarding their empathy levels for transgender 
people and gay couples (NPS ratios -29 per cent: -51per cent and 
-20 per cent: -64 per cent, respectively).

Unlike the general attitudes towards LGBT people, the levels of empathy are 
not in a linear correlation with the age of the respondents. Heterosexual and 
gay couples enjoy highest levels of empathy, although dramatically different, 
among people aged 24-35 (with respective values of NPS of 22 per cent and 
-22 per cent); lesbian couples – among people aged 45-54 (NPS = 1 per cent); 
and transgender people – among those aged 35-44 (NPS = -35 per cent).

Reactions to hate crimes
In order to measure the social empathy towards LGBT people who 
are victimised, respondents were asked how likely they would be to 
intervene in hypothetical situations involving anti-LGBT hate crimes. 
All respondents demonstrate highest levels of social solidarity when 
the victims are people with disabilities: if witnessing physical assault to 
a person with disability, they state higher probability to intervene than 
in a situation where the profile of victims is not specified. The lowest 
probability for intervention is observed when the victims are transgender 
people. The highest levels of social solidarity, including towards LGT 
people, are observed in the small to middle-sized towns, as well as 
among people with the highest educational level.
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 Reactions by profile of victims

The respondents were asked to estimate how likely they would be to intervene 
if witnessing an incident in which a person was pushed and slapped on the 
street. The highest levels of probability for intervention were observed in the 
case of victims with disabilities: 7.64 total mean score (in an 11-degree scale 
where 0 means “highly unlikely” and 10 means “highly likely”) and total ratio 
between T2B and B2B 54 per cent: 6 per cent. For comparison, in the situation 
when the profile of the victim is not specified (“Someone is pushed and slapped 
on the street by a stranger”), the total mean probability for intervention is 6.62 
and the ratio between T2B and B2B is 34 per cent: 9 per cent. In all other 
types of situations, when the victims are black, LGT or come from an ethnic 
minority,60 the probability for intervention is very similar, with values of T2B 
varying between a fifth and a quarter of the respondents. Still, intervention 
when the victims are LGT persons is less probable (for gay men, mean = 5.38, 
T2B:B2B = 22 per cent: 18 per cent; for lesbians, mean = 5.77, T2B:B2B = 24 
per cent:12 per cent; and for transgender people, mean = 4.82, T2B:B2B = 17 
per cent: 21 per cent).

 Reactions by demographic 
variables and human values variables

Inhabitants of small to middle-sized towns (up to 100,000 inhabitants) 
demonstrate the highest levels of social solidarity with the victims of physical 
assaults, regardless of their profile, while inhabitants of the two biggest cities 
in the country show the lowest levels of solidarity. The rejection of benevolence 
values (statements supporting understanding and helping others) also 
correlates with lower probabilities for intervention, in all types of situations.

Men tend to state more frequently than women that they would intervene in 
the cases when the profile of the victim is not specified, as well as in the cases 
when the victim is a person with disabilities. Female respondents, in turn, 
declare more frequently than their male counterparts that they would intervene 
in the cases where the victims belong to sexual or ethnic minorities. When the 
victims belong to an ethnic minority, there is no clear difference by gender.

Opinions on hate crimes
More than half of the respondents agree with the statements that 
lesbians, gay men and bisexual people avoid holding hands in public 

60 In Bulgaria, the question did not ask about a specific ethnic group but generally about a 
member of an ethnic minority. 
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with a same-sex partner, and that transgender people avoid expressing 
their gender identity through their physical appearance and clothes for 
fear of being assaulted, threatened or harassed. Practically the same 
level of agreement is observed regarding the statement that the effects of 
victimisation on the grounds of unchangeable characteristics like sexual 
orientation or gender identity are worse than those of victimisation on 
other grounds. Nonetheless, people who agree with higher sentences 
for the crimes based on sexual orientation and transgender status hardly 
reach 50 per cent of the respondents. For the crimes based on these two 
grounds, higher sentences are less frequently demanded than for other 
bias-motivated crimes.

Opinions on the consequences 
of hate crimes
Three statements were offered to the interviewees to express their opinion on:

• Lesbians, gay men and bisexual people avoid holding hands in public with 
a same-sex partner for fear of being assaulted, threatened or harassed.

• Transgender people avoid expressing their gender identity through their 
physical appearance and clothes for fear of being assaulted, threatened or 
harassed.

• When people are victimised because of something about themselves that 
they cannot change, like their sexual orientation or gender identity, the 
effects on them are worse than if they had been victimised for another 
reason.

All statements receive the agreement of more than half of the respondents. 
The first and the second statements are supported by 56 per cent (by 36 per 
cent agree and 20 per cent agree strongly). The results for the third statement 
are very close: 55 per cent supported the statement (38 per cent agree and 17 
per cent agree strongly). For this statement, however, the share of the hesitant 
respondents who neither agree nor disagree is relatively higher in comparison 
with the first two statements (28 per cent, compared to 22 per cent in the first 
statement and 21 per cent in the second).
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Figure 30 Bulgaria: Opinions about the consequences of crime threats for LGBT people.
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D2. Please state to what extent you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. Source: 
Call It Hate.

The first two statements which state that LGBT people avoid showing their 
sexual orientation or gender identity publicly because of fear of being assaulted, 
are slightly more frequently supported by people with lower levels of education: 
elementary to secondary, than people with semi-higher or higher education, 
and by women, compared to men. The citizens of the two biggest cities in the 
country - Sofia and Plovdiv, support these statements less frequently than the 
inhabitants of every other type of settlement. People who strongly reject or 
strongly identify themselves with benevolence or universalistic views tend to 
disagree with the first two statements more frequently.

Opinions on the sentences for 
hate crimes
According to Bulgarian respondents, both hate crimes and offences 
without a bias motive should attract higher penalties. The highest number 
of people (79 per cent), think that crimes motivated by financial gain 
(a reference case) should be sentenced more severely. Around half of 
respondents think that there is a need for harsher sentences for crimes 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity.  
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Figure 31 Bulgaria: Opinions about the sentences that different grounds of crimes should attract.
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D3. Some crimes may be punished more severely, depending on the motivation for the crime. Please 
say to what extent you agree or disagree that each of the following types of crime should attract a higher 
sentence when the person is convicted. Source: Call It Hate.

Crimes could be divided into three groups based on respondents’ opinions. First 
– with highest level of support: the non-hate motivated baseline crime (financial 
gain through robbery or pickpocketing), and one specific bias motivated 
crime: motivated by prejudice against a person’s disability. Almost four of five 
respondents support higher sentences for the baseline crimes and almost three 
of four respondents support the same for the hate crimes based on disability.

In the second group there are the hate crimes based on national or ethnic 
origin, gender, religion and race or colour which should attract higher sentences 
according to about 60 per cent of the respondents (61 per cent in the case of 
national or ethnic origin and by 58 per cent for the other grounds). Finally, in 
the third group, with lowest levels of support for higher sentences are the hate 
crimes based on sexual orientation and transgender status: 50 per cent and 
47 per cent respectively.

As can be seen in Figure 31, the relatively lower levels of support for higher 
sentences for hate crimes based on sexual orientation and transgender status 
are due to the higher shares of people without definite opinion: those who 
neither agree nor disagree. This means that there is a clear need for more 
discussion in the society about the specific vulnerabilities of LGBT people.
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Women support higher sentences more frequently than men, with the 
exception of the baseline crimes, crimes on the grounds of disability 
and crimes on the grounds of national or ethnic minority; and men 
more frequently than women disagree with higher sentences for 
hate crimes based on gender, sexual orientation and transgender 
status.

People living in the capital city are those who most frequently, in comparison to 
the residents of all other types of settlements, disagree with higher sentences 
for all hate crimes.

Discussion
The attitudes to LGBT people in Bulgaria have undergone a regression in the 
last six years. The share of opponents of the right of gay men and lesbians to 
live their lives as they wish increased up to a quarter of the population; and 
the confidence of those who support this right decreased, as the ratio between 
those who strongly agree with it and those who just agreed reversed in favour 
of the latter.

LGBT people encounter the lowest levels of empathy, in comparison with other 
vulnerable groups, as ethnic and racial minorities and people with disabilities. 
The same goes for the readiness to intervene when witnessing assault against 
different vulnerable groups. The low levels of empathy towards transgender 
victims of assault mean they are at greater risk of hate crimes.

The relatively high levels of agreement with the statements that lesbians, 
gay men and bisexual people avoid holding hands in public with a same-sex 
partner, and transgender people avoid expressing their gender identity through 
their physical appearance and clothes for fear of being assaulted, indirectly 
reflect the serious incidence of hate crimes based on sexual orientation and 
transgender status in Bulgaria.

The attitudes to bisexual people and lesbians are relatively less unfavourable 
in comparison with gay men and transgender people.

Women and the younger people demonstrate more favourable attitudes to all 
LGBT groups. The most unfavourable attitudes and opinions are observed 
in the two biggest cities in the country - Sofia and Plovdiv, as well as among 
people with secondary vocational education. This trend needs to be researched 
further as there is only anecdotal evidence on why the attitudes in the two 
biggest cities are most unfavourable.
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Conclusions
The survey data reveals high social distance and low levels of social solidarity 
towards LGBT people in Bulgaria that indicate, in turn, low levels of knowledge 
about the situation of different LGBT groups and poor understanding of the 
problems and hardship they face. More education for the general public is 
needed about the human nature and the experiences of LGBT people.

As the trends of the public attitudes are unstable, more detailed research is 
needed on a regular basis in order to explore in depth the causes of negative 
attitudes and to track trends. Survey findings will also feed activists’ policy and 
advocacy work. More campaigning is also needed, based on research data 
and findings.

Recommendations
• Introduce gender identity and gender expression as protected grounds in 

the Protection against Discrimination Act.
• Introduce hate crime legislation covering sexual orientation, gender identity 

and gender expression in the list of motivations constituting aggravating 
circumstances in the Bulgarian Penal Code.

• Start collecting data on anti-LGBT hate crimes.
• Provide first-line police officers and other public servants with sensitising 

training aimed at raising awareness of anti-LGBT hate crimes and how to 
support victims.

• Take the initiative for conducting annual research on LGBT topics, including 
anti-LGBT hate crimes, in order to track trends.

• Recognise LGBT NGOs as partners in the process of raising awareness on 
LGBT issues and promoting tolerance and acceptance in society.

• Enhance society’s understanding on LGBT issues and counter anti-LGBT 
negative attitudes in a systematic way.

References
EU LGBT survey. 2013. Retrieved 22 November 2018 (http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2013/

eu-lgbt-survey-european-union-lesbian-gay-bisexual-and-transgender-survey-
results)

EVS 2008 Bulgaria. 2008. Two Frequency Distributions. Market Links. Retrieved 13 March 
2019 (https://europeanvaluesstudybg.files.wordpress.com/2017/11/evs08_cross_
bg_all.pdf)



19  ____ 

92

Conclusions
The survey data reveals high social distance and low levels of social solidarity 
towards LGBT people in Bulgaria that indicate, in turn, low levels of knowledge 
about the situation of different LGBT groups and poor understanding of the 
problems and hardship they face. More education for the general public is 
needed about the human nature and the experiences of LGBT people.

As the trends of the public attitudes are unstable, more detailed research is 
needed on a regular basis in order to explore in depth the causes of negative 
attitudes and to track trends. Survey findings will also feed activists’ policy and 
advocacy work. More campaigning is also needed, based on research data 
and findings.

Recommendations
• Introduce gender identity and gender expression as protected grounds in 

the Protection against Discrimination Act.
• Introduce hate crime legislation covering sexual orientation, gender identity 

and gender expression in the list of motivations constituting aggravating 
circumstances in the Bulgarian Penal Code.

• Start collecting data on anti-LGBT hate crimes.
• Provide first-line police officers and other public servants with sensitising 

training aimed at raising awareness of anti-LGBT hate crimes and how to 
support victims.

• Take the initiative for conducting annual research on LGBT topics, including 
anti-LGBT hate crimes, in order to track trends.

• Recognise LGBT NGOs as partners in the process of raising awareness on 
LGBT issues and promoting tolerance and acceptance in society.

• Enhance society’s understanding on LGBT issues and counter anti-LGBT 
negative attitudes in a systematic way.

References
EU LGBT survey. 2013. Retrieved 22 November 2018 (http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2013/

eu-lgbt-survey-european-union-lesbian-gay-bisexual-and-transgender-survey-
results)

EVS 2008 Bulgaria. 2008. Two Frequency Distributions. Market Links. Retrieved 13 March 
2019 (https://europeanvaluesstudybg.files.wordpress.com/2017/11/evs08_cross_
bg_all.pdf)



____ 20

93

Filipova, Gloria and Monika Pisankaneva. 2018. “Invisible Crimes – Anti-LGBT Hate Crimes in 
Bulgaria” Running through Hurdles: Obstacles in the Access to Justice for Victims 
of Anti-LGBTI Hate Crimes, edited by P. Godzisz and G. Viggiani. Lambda 
Warsaw Association. Retrieved 22 November 2018 (http://www.lgbthatecrime.eu/
researchbook/2018per cent20Runningper cent20throughper cent20hurdles.pdf)

GLAS Foundation. 2017. Report on Anti-LGBTI Hate Crimes and Incidents in Bulgaria in 2017. 
Retrieved 22 November 2018 (https://glasfoundation.bg/projects/projects/anti-lgbti-
report-hate-crimes-bg-2017/)

Halman, Loek. 2001. The European Values Study: A Third Wave. Source book of the 1999/2000 
European Values Study Survey. EVS, WORC, Tilburg University. Retrieved 13 
March 2019 (https://europeanvaluesstudybg.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/za3811_
sourcebook.pdf) 

ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map. 2018. Retrieved 22 November 2018 (https://www.ilga-europe.
org/resources/rainbow-europe/rainbow-europe-2018)

Youth LGBT Organization Deystvie. 2018. Hate Crimes and Incidents Based on Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity and Gender Expression; Carried Out in Bulgaria in 
2017. Retrieved 22 November 2018 





____ IV

This publication was produced as part of the project Call It Hate: Raising Awareness of Anti-LGBT Hate Crime, co-funded by the Rights, Equality 
and Citizenship Programme (2014-2020) of the European Union. The content of this publication does not reflect the official opinion of the European 
Commission. Responsibility for the information and views expressed in the publication lies entirely with the author(s).


