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Introduction

One of the promising trends we’re 
seeing in Bulgaria is its digital 
economy.

Bulgaria is home to 7 million people, with 1.2 million citizens located in 
Bulgaria’s largest capital city, Sofia. However, it is estimated that the total 
population of Bulgaria has decreased by half a million inhabitants over 
the past decade. 

Over the years, Bulgaria has been hit with an unstable economy. Just 
six years ago, in 2013, the unemployment rate in Bulgaria reached 13 
percent, climbing steadily since 2008. However, this percentage is now 
recovering slowly, and is estimated to decline slightly in the next few 
years; in 2017 it had reached as slow as six percent. In more positive 
news, Bulgarian businesses are on the rise. In 2008, there was a total of 
276, 000 enterprises in the total business economy (retail of computers, 
personal and household goods; except financial and insurance activities). 
In 2016, this increased to over 336, 000 enterprises, a rise of 60 thousand 
in 8 years. 

One of the promising trends we’re seeing in Bulgaria is its digital 
economy. Digitization is said to be the next major driver of Bulgaria’s 

Later in the report, we’ll 
cover some ways to use 
mobile to increase sales and 
improve marketing efforts for 
retailers.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/375194/unemployment-rate-in-bulgaria/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/446911/number-enterprises-total-business-economy-bulgaria/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/446911/number-enterprises-total-business-economy-bulgaria/
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growth, adding up to 8 billion euros to 
its gross domestic product by 2025. This 
is the latest market analysis found in a 
report: “The Rise of Digital Competitors: 
How Digitization Can Become the Next 
Engine of Economic Growth in Central 
and Eastern Europe” by McKinsey, 
released in January 2019. 

This is exciting to see. The same report 
has found that the digital economy in 
Bulgaria has grown more than two and 
a half times faster than in the five major 
EU markets (8.2 percent vs. 3.1 percent) 
over the last five years. The Global 
Competitiveness Report 2017-2018, 
published by the World Economic Forum, 
shows that Bulgaria has moved up from 
50th to 49th place among 137 economies 
included in the Global Competitiveness 
Index (GCI). Back in 2011, the country was 
ranked 74th.

Of course, much of the success of 
digitization in Bulgaria depends on the 
willingness of consumers, businesses and 
the Government to evolve and digitise 
with the rest of the EU. Until then, there 
will be many challenges and roadblocks 
along the way. 

For example, Bulgaria ranks 26th out of 
the 28 EU Member States in the Digital 
Economy and Society Index 2018. 
Bulgaria’s main challenges relate to the 
very low level of digital skills among its 
citizens — also among young people 
— and the low integration of digital 
technologies by businesses. In particular, 
the low level of digital skills combined 
with shortages of ICT specialists and 
underinvestment in digital infrastructures 
are among the reasons why the 
digitisation in Bulgaria is slow both in the 
public and private sector.

The results of our own research report 
align to these findings and we’re seeing 
some progress with Bulgaria’s uptake 
of online activity and mobile payments 
in business. However, there is much 
work to be done in Bulgaria to fully 
adapt to mobile, and help businesses 
to understand the benefits of moving 
away from traditional cash payments. 
Ultimately though, there are signs of a 
change in movement in the region, as 
consumers and businesses alike show 
an interest in more progressive methods 
of payment, and this is what we will be 
exploring in the next section of the report.

BULGARIA

In this report, we’ll cover: 

• Current perception of Bulgarian SMEs vs. 
the rest of the European Union regarding 
mobile payments

• The readiness of Bulgarian retailers when 
it comes to mobile for both payments 
and sales/marketing.

• Detail about the mobile technologies 
available for retailers to increase sales 
and customer acquisition.

https://emerging-europe.com/news/mixed-results-for-emerging-europe-in-new-wef-global-competitiveness-report/
https://emerging-europe.com/news/mixed-results-for-emerging-europe-in-new-wef-global-competitiveness-report/
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Mobile payments: 
behaviour and 
perception amongst 
retailers in Bulgaria vs. 
rest of EU

*LMResearch

In January 2019, Auka commissioned a survey* of 28,000 
service, retail and hospitality small and medium businesses 
across the 28 EU regions. 

Outlined are some of the key findings from Bulgaria.

BULGARIA

Key findings from Bulgaria

89% online presence in Croatia

88% average online presence in EU

Online presence

89 percent of Bulgarian businesses 
have some form of online presence, 
almost spot on with the EU average 
of 88 percent. This is also very much 
on par with Bulgaria’s neighbouring 
countries including Romania and Greece. 
Unsurprisingly, when we looked at which 
industries across the EU had the most 
online presence, “retail” and “hospitality” 
were ahead of other industries. 

What is promising to see is the trend of 
e-Commerce potential in Bulgaria. 2.6 
million Bulgarians purchased goods and 
services online in 2017, and revenue is 
expected to show an annual growth rate 
(2018-2022) of 8.8 percent resulting in a 

market volume of USD $800 million by 
2022. There’s also some 722, 000 online 
Bulgarian retailers.

The top reasons cited for their online 
presence include: drive more revenue: 
40 percent, retain and acquire new 
customers: 33 percent, increase customer 
engagement: 14 percent and take better 
control of how customers pay: 13 percent.

http://www.lmrmc.co.uk/
https://www.export.gov/article?id=Bulgaria-E-Commerce
https://www.export.gov/article?id=Bulgaria-E-Commerce
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Of those who answered that they don’t 
have any online presence, 45 percent said 
they intend to within the next two years, 
and a further 30 percent said they weren’t 
sure.

Current methods of payment:

In Bulgaria, the majority (88 percent) 
accept cash and 87 percent also 
accept cards. This is quite significant; 
the research indicates that Bulgaria’s 
percentage of card uptake is almost 10 
percent higher than the average in the 
EU. Specifically, it is higher than Croatia, 
Germany and Greece. 
 
Looking further into methods of payment, 

What was the main reason for setting it up?

Does accepting cash present any of the following issues for 
you and your business?

58 percent of businesses are using mobile 
payments, whether that is contactless 
technology or via a mobile wallet app 
using a QR code or identifying phone 
number. Again, this is higher than the 
average in Europe and higher than many 
of its neighbouring countries. 

Across the EU, the businesses most likely 
to accept a form of mobile payments 
(either contactless or any other type of 
mobile-based payment) are hospitality 
businesses serving food or drinks. The 
types of businesses least likely to accept 
payments other than cash appear to be 
service providers and smaller merchants 
(for example those selling tobacco or 
convenience goods). 

Of those Bulgarian respondents who 
didn’t select mobile payments as an 
accepted payment method, 40 percent 
indicated that they would look to within 
the next year and a further 42 percent 
said they weren’t sure if they would or 
not. 

Challenges of accepting cash, card and 
mobile payments:

We asked respondents what issues (if 
any) did they have with their current 
methods of payment.

Similar to the rest of the EU, 52 
percent of Bulgarian businesses said 
they didn’t currently face any issues. 
However, over a third of respondents 
did comment that cash payments were 
“time consuming.”

5%

52%
5%

7%
14%

10%

0%

11%

Security issues

No issues

Other

Bookkeeping is harder

More time-consuming than 
digital payments overall

Time consuming to 
maintain change

Customers don’t always have 
cash with them

Time consuming and/or 
costly to make deposits and 
reconcile every day

40%

40%

13%

13%

13%

Drive more revenue

Other

Increase customer 
engagement

Retain and acquire new 
customers

Take better control of how 
my customers pay
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Respondents had even less issues 
around card-acceptance. On average, 
around three-quarters (73 percent) of all 
respondents said they didn’t have any 
issues. This was higher in Bulgaria, with 
79 percent of businesses claiming card 
payments were issue-free. The concerns 

2%

79%
2%

8%
5%
7%
1%

Security issues

No issues

Other

Transaction costs

Payment terminal costs

Time consuming

The cost is too high 
compared to the additional 
revenue it brings

Does accepting cash present any of the following issues for 
you and your business?

What do Bulgarian businesses prefer 
and why?

The favoured method of payment 
acceptance for surveyed merchants 
across Bulgaria remains cash, with almost 
two-thirds (60 percent) selecting cash 
as their preferred payment acceptance 
method. Non-cash (card and mobile) 
is preferred by 40 percent of Bulgarian 
businesses.

The major reasons for selecting cash 
as their preferred payment method 
included: customer preference and 
convenience. An interesting point to note 
that customer preference holds has the 
biggest influence over which payment 
methods businesses embrace.

Furthermore, 76 percent of those 
surveyed said that the government 
influences, either a little or a lot, how 
they currently accept payments. This is 
important to know; the success of mobile 
payments in Bulgaria depends then on 
the government’s willingness to progress 
with technological change. 

When asked which payment trend they 

predicted would gain the most traction 
in the coming ten years, the majority 
(68 percent) of Bulgarian respondents 
answered: mobile payments (both 
contactless and other types). Across the 
EU, there were a combined 72 percent 
who answered with the same. Mobile 
payments are clearly recognised as the 
top payment trend across the continent 
as well as locally.

that Bulgarian respondents did have were 
primarily around time (7 percent) and 
transaction costs compared to value of 
accepting cards (8 percent).
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Marketing, sales and customer 
acquisition

When asked what marketing activities 
they undertook in order to attract new 
customers, almost half (49 percent) of 
Bulgarian respondents said they used 
physical advertising. 11 percent said they 
used social media to try to attract new 
customers - both paid and unpaid ads, 
while 9 percent said loyalty programmes. 
The ability to market to new customers 
using social and mobile channels 
therefore presents as an extremely 
valuable and untapped opportunity 
amongst surveyed businesses.

When we asked respondents what their 
biggest obstacles were in increasing 
sales, we allowed more than one choice 
to be selected. In Bulgaria, the top three 
barriers to increasing sales came back as:

1. Marketing knowledge and 
capability at 27 percent

2. Not enough people know about 
my brand at 17 percent

3. My competitors are perceived as 
having cheaper products at 16 
percent

Fundamentally, all of the above perceived 
barriers could be largely addressed 
with improved marketing strategy and 
abilities. The ability to gain a competitive 
edge and a clear channel for improved 
marketing are amongst the benefits 
addressed in the following section. 

Important features of mobile payments

Almost a quarter (24 percent) of surveyed 
Bulgarian business respondents 
answered that the most important factors 
of a proposed payments acceptance 
solution for them would be the ability to 
engage with and acquire new customers. 
A further 23 percent said ease of use 
would be the most important factor. 
Other factors include low transaction 
costs and increased revenue.

We know that in the end, the winning 
payments app or method will be that 
which gains ubiquitous approval. On 
average, more than half of both Bulgarian 
and EU respondents alike (59 percent) 
said if there was one payment app 
available on smartphones to everyone 
in their region, they would use it to offer 
their goods or services directly in the app. 
24 percent said they weren’t sure.

21%

23%

0%

15%
Low transaction fees

Easy to use

Other

Increases my revenue

24%

17%

Abillity to engage more with 
and acquire new customers

Others use it / trusted 
solution

What is most important to you in a payments 
acceptance solution

BULGARIA
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What PSD2 will mean 
for the banking 
industry

With EU legislation, PSD2, mandating that 
all banks must open account access to 
licensed third-parties come September 
this year, it’s the perfect time for banks, 
retailers, other distributors and the 
government to come together and create 
a unified digital payments channel. The 
Bulgarian government are clearly thought 
by the business community to have an 
important role to play in the unification 
of payment. As per the last section, our 
research found that 76 percent of survey 
respondents think that the government 
has either a little or a lot of influence 
over how they take payment. With 
payments being key to the advancement 
of the region’s digital economy, their 

involvement and sanction over locally 
operated systems is imperative. 

The very real risk that local banks and 
bodies face by not creating a PSD2-ready 
mobile payments solution for local 
businesses to utilise is that when allowed, 
international third-parties will launch 
compelling, direct-to-account solutions 
of their own. We previously spoke about 
how Facebook and Google, for example, 
have European licenses to do this, as 
does Alipay. They also have the muscle 
and money to aggressively market their 
solutions to merchants and consumers. 

The one thing we can be sure of is that 

whatever any of these exemplified 
companies launch, it will go beyond 
a basic payment experience and offer 
something of real value to their intended 
customers. For example, in the US the 
most popular mobile wallet doesn’t 
come from Apple or Google who, for now, 
simply offer a payment experience which 
replicates that of your existing contactless 
card. No, the most popular wallet is 
from… Starbucks. 

This comes as a surprise to many but it 
really shouldn’t. All that Starbucks (and 
other popular retail chains like Walmart 
and Dunkin’ Donuts) have done is 
solve customer problems and wrapped 
payment around it. 

Of course, the tech giants are likely to 
launch and market these solutions but 
local parties have time and personal 
market insight advantage. It’s also 
been demonstrated in Scandinavia, for 
example, that when there’s a local market 
solution in place which has significant 
local uptake, these same tech behemoths 
delay launching their own solutions 
here, focusing instead on regions where 
nothing exists. 

Having digital solutions in place which go 
beyond payment and enables retailers to 
use the channel as a sales and marketing 

tool goes a long way toward addressing 
these barriers to success. At the same 
time, the widespread use of a mobile 
wallet which is backed by large banks, 
distributors and the government achieves 
many positives. For example, it helps to 
cut down on fraudulent activity, simplifies 
tax reporting, increases the visibility of 
its merchant users and makes payment 
much more convenient for the general 
public.  

This report explores the readiness 
of Bulgarian businesses for mobile 
payments. To determine this readiness, 
we would argue that it’s not so much 
about asking businesses in the region 
whether they want mobile payments, 
specifically. 

Instead, local bodies must analyse 
the environmental factors at play to 
determine what is actually meant by 
“readiness”. Better ways to pay and 
solutions to common consumer and 
business pain points using mobile 
payments are coming. This is driven by 
legislative factors, technology, consumer 
trends, local digital behaviour across the 
board and now large tech companies 
pushing EU regions forward. Ready or 
not...

https://info.auka.io/get-the-psd2-guide
https://www.nfcworld.com/2017/01/17/349495/facebook-gets-e-money-licence-spain/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-21/google-payment-expands-with-e-money-license-from-lithuania
https://www.finextra.com/newsarticle/33229/alipay-awarded-e-money-licence-in-luxembourg
https://www.finextra.com/newsarticle/33229/alipay-awarded-e-money-licence-in-luxembourg
http://fortune.com/2018/05/22/walmart-starbucks-mobile-pay-apple/
http://fortune.com/2018/05/22/walmart-starbucks-mobile-pay-apple/
https://auka.io/blog/some-thoughts-on-apple-pays-launch-in-norway/
https://auka.io/blog/some-thoughts-on-apple-pays-launch-in-norway/
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Early last year, we surveyed senior bankers in more than 20 
locations across Europe about what they think of when they 
hear the term ‘mobile payments’. On average, 56 percent 
responded: contactless payment using a mobile device 
(typically through a third-party wallet such as Apple Pay, 
Samsung Pay, etc.)

The benefits of mobile 
payments without 
hardware

*LMResearch

56%

44%
Mobile payments are: 
Contactless payment using 
a mobile device

BULGARIA

Whether these contactless payments 
are facilitated via a card with an NFC 
chip or via your phone, with the same 
technology, they simply replicate the 
existing card payment experience - a 
payment receiver still needs a piece of 
third-party hardware for the payer to hold 
their card or phone against. Sure, you 
don’t have to enter your PIN for amounts 
under a certain limit, but for consumers 
and merchants alike, there’s not really 
any additional benefits. 

The type of mobile payments that 
we offer, via Settle, is a mobile wallet 
service which allows users to pay with 
their preferred source of funding, in any 
payment scenario, via a mobile phone 
which is agnostic to either its brand or 
telco. It doesn’t rely on any third-party 
hardware with which a user might seek 
to clunk their phone against. This kind of 
platform has been proven to be the most 
successful mobile payment proposition. 
Examples of regions nailing it with this 
platform model include Scandinavia and 
China. Google has now also seen great 
success with this same kind of offering 
in India with their product, formerly Tez, 
now Google Pay.

People, when thinking of what a mobile 
wallet is, might generally imagine a card 
connected to a mobile device, which can 
be used to make e-comm and point of 
sale (POS) payments.

But what it can also be is a feature 
rich software product which doesn’t 
rely solely on the mirroring of card 
functionality or on enabling “on-the-go” 
banking. Of course, it can still be used 
to check an account balance or pay 
using the wallet, likely using a unique 
identifying number - like a person’s phone 
number, assigned business number or a 
QR code system. 

But, the real benefits to the owners and 
partners of a wallet such as this, go far 
beyond simple on-premise payment or 
account access.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-field_communication
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-field_communication
https://auka.io/settle/
https://hollandfintech.com/2018/03/expert-opinions-payments/
https://auka.io/blog/apple-becomes-a-merchant-for-alipay/
https://auka.io/blog/why-google-is-now-ready-to-own-the-success-of-tez-and-why-theyre-fast-set-to-become-the-worlds-largest-payments-provider/
https://auka.io/blog/why-google-is-now-ready-to-own-the-success-of-tez-and-why-theyre-fast-set-to-become-the-worlds-largest-payments-provider/
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What is the benefit of using this form of 
payment method?

The primary benefits for the general 
public revolve around increased 
convenience. In China, for example, cash 
is no longer king. People in China don’t 
panic if they leave their wallet at home 
but leaving their mobile at home leaves 
them without the predominant method 
of payment for everything they need 
during the day – transport tickets, lunch, 
food, etc.

People can use the one app on your 
mobile to split bills with friends, instantly 
transfer cash to family members (handy 
for parents sending their kids lunch 
money, as an example), pre-order a coffee 
or your lunch while at your desk or in 
class, purchase a product straight from 
the pages of a magazine by scanning the 
accompanying QR code and of course, 
pay quickly and smoothly in stores.

It also reduces the risk of bank fraud, 
losing cash and negates having to be very 
careful about entering in complicated 
account numbers when transferring 
money.

There’s also a benefit of being in a 
position to take advantage of real rewards 
and customised offers tailored to the 
individual, that a wallet full of coffee 
stamp cards can’t deliver in the same 
way.

What are the benefits for retailers?

With a successful mobile payment 
offering, merchants can actively use 
a personalised merchant console to 
manage their business and accept 
payments. The console features sales and 
settlement reporting, sales and customer 
analytics, insights and marketing tools 
– all enabling new ways for merchants 
to engage with their customers and sell 
more. For larger merchants with existing 
loyalty schemes, a mobile payment 
offering needs to provide data sharing 
capabilities.

This enables the merchant to ask for data 
(loyalty ID, name, address, etc) through 
the system, making it the preferred 
payment option, even in retail situations 
which are today dominated by card 
payments. Such data sharing services 
can be used as a tactical instrument to 

drive retail interest and increase revenue 
opportunities.

For small and medium (and large alike!) 
business owners, the capability to 
chat with customers, collect customer 
information and build their own, easy-
to-use loyalty solutions (such as stamp 
cards, coupons and personal offers) are 
all business enablers which translates to 
increased custom and better control – 
over inventory and finances.

Benefits for financial institutions and 
distributors

Many of the benefits of being the 
facilitator and/or shareholder in a 
mobile payments solution - like Settle 
- have been outlined within this report. 
Put simply, a solution like Settle offers 

“Put simply, a solution like Settle offers 
companies a channel with which they’ve 
the ability to protect their market 
position, monetise their customers and 
fight the competition from tech giants.”

companies a channel with which they’ve 
the ability to protect their market 
position, monetise their customers and 
fight the competition from tech giants.

https://auka.io/blog/fraud-prevention-with-mobile-payments/
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You know the term, “settling for less,” 
but we’ve flipped it on its head and 
encourage those reading to in fact, Settle 
for more.

Settle is built on Auka’s proven and 
award-winning mobile payments 
platform - the same platform that was 
pivotal to the Nordic mobile payments 
revolution.

Built on a revenue share model, Settle 
is the easiest way for banks and telcos 
to offer mobile payments to consumers 
and merchants and protect their market-
share in the mobile payments battle. It 
offers financial institutions the ability to 

Why Settle?

protect their market position, monetise 
their customers and fight the competition 
from tech giants.

Join Settle and take part in one of the 
fastest growing industries on the planet, 
while creating new revenue streams at 
very low risk.

Being part of Settle removes a lot of risk 
for participants in the scheme. If mobile 
payments is on your agenda, there are a 
lot of things to consider before you can 
launch a new offering into the market.

“Being part of Settle removes 
a lot of risk for participants in 
the scheme.”

BULGARIA
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https://auka.io/settle/
https://auka.io/
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The model below compares the 
tasks and obligations you’ll have 
to do if you:

A
Become a 
partner of the 
Settle Scheme

Buy or license  
the techlology 
white-label

Build mobile 
payment wallet 
from scratch

B

C

Buy or license the  
technology white-label

  User testing
  Market analysis
  Bank integrations
  Card integrations
  Financial license
  Risk and Compliance
  Fraud handling
  Distribution partnerships
  Merchant on-boarding
  24/7 support
  Pricing
  Marketing
  Certification
  Product development
  Technical development
  IT operations
  Technical risk

Become a  
partner of the 
Settle scheme

  Marketing to 
consumers 
or merchants 
using advice 
and templates 
provided.

Build mobile payment  
wallet from scratch

  Product development
  User testing
  Market analysis
  Technical development
  Bank integrations
  Card integrations
  Certification
  Financial license
  IT operations
  Risk and Compliance
  Fraud handling
  Distribution partnerships
  Merchant on-boarding
  24/7 support
  Pricing
  Marketing
  Technical & product 

    market fit risk

A B C

BULGARIA
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It’s never been easier to offer secure and 
smooth mobile payments - without any third-
party hardware - to consumers and merchants.

When you join - either as an issuer, acquirer or 
both - you don’t have to worry about financial 
risk, technical or operational challenges. All 
you have to do is market the solution to your 
customers. 

Get in touch

If you’d like to join Settle as a partner, distributor, 
investor or you’d simply like to know more, please 
contact us using the below details:

Sales enquiries:  
sales@auka.io

Media enquiries: 
pr@auka.io

Settle.eu  |  Auka.io 
+47 21 99 94 59

In order to become an issuer and/or acquirer on the 
Settle scheme, contact sales@auka.io today.

Get in contact!

Get an introduction to Settle

Sign the Settle issuer and acquirer agreement

Get access to the Settle marketing platform

Launch!

1

2

3

4

5

mailto:sales%40auka.io?subject=Sales%20Enquiry%3A%20Cyprus%20Report
mailto:pr%40auka.io?subject=Media%20Enquiry%3A%20Cyprus%20Target%20Report%20
https://www.linkedin.com/company/auka/
https://auka.io/settle/get-started/
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