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1. Abstract
The presence of female business leaders in Bulgaria stands out as a unique example in Eastern Europe, especially considering the country's shift from a socialist economy to becoming a member of the European Union. This study aims to examine the influence of cultural variations on the experiences, difficulties, and strategies of female business executives in Bulgaria. The research seeks to uncover the primary cultural elements that influence leadership effectiveness and career progression by analysing society norms, beliefs, and organisational cultures. The study aims to investigate the coping methods and leadership styles employed by female leaders in addressing cultural obstacles, and to evaluate the influence of organisational policies in reducing their impact. The primary objective of this research is to achieve a thorough comprehension of the cultural dynamics in action and provide practical suggestions for both female leaders and organisations to efficiently navigate the cultural environment. The results will enhance the academic debate on gender, leadership, and cultural diversity, providing valuable perspectives that can guide organisational strategies and public policies in Bulgaria alongside comparable contexts (Chhokar, Brodbeck & House, 2007; Schwartz, 2006). 
2. Introduction
The professional environment for women in leadership positions in Bulgaria presents a distinctive viewpoint within Eastern Europe, influenced by the country's shift from a post-socialist economic system to becoming a member of the European Union (EU). The transformation has resulted in substantial alterations in the cultural and economic milieu, thereby impacting the roles and experiences of women in leadership positions. Gaining insight into the influence of these cultural elements on female corporate leaders is essential for improving leadership efficacy and promoting career progression (Engle, 2006).
Bulgaria's cultural setting is characterised by entrenched gender roles and societal conventions that frequently provide obstacles for women in positions of leadership. Prior research indicates that Eastern European nations, such as Bulgaria, possess unique cultural traits that impact the gender dynamics within professional environments (Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 2004). These qualities encompass a significant power distance, a tendency towards collectivism, and a notable influence of historical and social legacies (Kirisci, 2020). 
The legacy of socialism also plays a significant role in shaping contemporary gender dynamics in Bulgaria. Under socialist regimes, women were encouraged to participate in the workforce, but often in roles that were seen as extensions of their domestic responsibilities (True, 2003). As Bulgaria transitioned to a market economy, these roles were renegotiated, but the remnants of socialist gender norms continue to influence professional environments (Einhorn, 1993). As a result, female leaders in Bulgaria today face unique challenges that require specific strategies and leadership styles to navigate effectively.
Furthermore, the objective of this research is to provide a valuable contribution to the wider scholarly conversation surrounding gender, leadership, and cultural diversity. This will be achieved by presenting a case study specifically focused on Bulgaria. The results will not only provide information for the implementation of organisational strategies and public policies in Bulgaria, but also present significant observations for other cultural environments facing comparable difficulties. This study aims to enhance the existing literature on leadership in post-socialist and EU-member nations by focussing on the experiences of female business executives in Bulgaria. By doing so, it will provide a more detailed knowledge of the gender and culture dynamics in leadership (True, 2003; Einhorn, 1993).
3. Literature review
This chapter will explore the theories of leadership, in more depth the rise of women as leaders and their unique style as well as the cultural impact that the Bulgarian business scene provides. 
When examining leadership styles, researchers and professionals commonly classify them into various separate categories, each with its own specific traits, benefits, and limitations. Various leadership styles exist and can have a substantial influence on an organization's culture, productivity, and employee satisfaction. The most efficient leaders are those who can evaluate the requirements of their organisation and team and adjust their leadership approach accordingly. Gaining comprehension of these kinds offers leaders a structure to enhance their approaches and attain superior results. To name a few we have transformational, transactional, liaise fair, servant, autocratic, democratic and so on.
 Talking about the intricate nature of leadership, it is now appropriate to explore the more specific subject of female leadership. The issue of women occupying prominent executive roles is an often debated and relevant subject in contemporary culture. While the progress is gradual, there is a growing trend of women taking on leadership roles globally (Northouse, 2018). Nevertheless, female leadership remains uncommon in the commercial realm, mostly due to the presence of additional obstacles, both subtle and overt, that women encounter (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 
Historically, the uprise of women started with The Industrial Revolution, which provided numerous opportunities for women in the workforce worldwide. Their involvement in the operational procedures began to rapidly increase. The 20th century was characterised by women's struggle and achievements in several aspects of life, ranging from gaining access to school to striving for equal chances in their careers.
The female leadership style is commonly viewed as cooperative, renewing, empathic, and creative, according to studies by Esser, Kahrens, Mouzughi, and Eomois (2018), Bhat and Sisodia (2016), and Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001). This is further corroborated by the fact that women are required to meet cultural norms and obligations when assuming the role of a mother (Esser, Kahrens, Mouzughi & Eomois, 2018). 
Additionally, emotional intelligence can be defined as the capacity to comprehend emotions and utilise this awareness in various aspects of life (Schünemann, 2020). Therefore, this is a crucial element for the efficiency of leadership as it enhances the leader's ability to solve intricate challenges (Yukl, 2013). 
Studies have demonstrated that, in general, women tend to achieve higher scores than men (Mandell & Pherwani, 2003). In addition, women exhibit a greater inclination towards nurturing and displaying concern for relationships, a trait that is further reinforced by their capacity for empathetic comprehension (Sandberg, 2013; Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). In his study, Schermerhorn (1999) found that women in leadership roles have a greater inclination towards democratic behaviour compared to men. Additionally, they display a higher level of concern for the emotional well-being of their subordinates. Therefore, it can be asserted that women, in comparison to men, contribute to team cohesion, cooperative learning, and participative communication (Post, 2015: 1155).
The majority of women who aspire to attain managerial roles in organisations sometimes encounter the phenomenon commonly referred to as the "glass ceiling". This statement refers to a metaphorical concept that pertains to intangible, man-made barriers that women encounter when striving for positions of leadership (Burn, S., 1996). 
This phenomenon arises from the presence of gender role stereotypes and the resulting expectations for how individuals should look and behave (as dictated by societal norms and prescriptions) (Morrison, A., White, R. & Van Velsor, E., 1987). According to Burn (1996), the existence of stereotypes about women may result in the perception that they are not appropriate for managerial positions. 
The element that determines the existence of "the glass ceiling" in organisations is gender role preconceptions. This issue should be examined within the broader context of the other barriers that women face in their professional careers. Recent research indicates that the obstacles faced by women in progressing in their careers can be attributed to various variables, including formal, social-psychological, organisational, and personal influences (Sabotinova,D. 2105).
Bulgarian business and management practices have been distinguished by their commitment to gender egalitarianism, setting them apart from other European Union countries. Therefore, it is crucial to closely observe and analyse the development of women's role in contemporary Bulgaria and forecast the impact of gender equality on the country's sources of competitive advantage ( Bobina,2014). 
The contemporary literature in social science explores the phenomena and its characteristics within various social contexts. The elements of gender egalitarianism typically consist of the psychological aspect, which include gender stereotypes and gender-role ideology (Beall and Sternberg, 1993); and the behavioural manifestation, which encompasses gender discrimination and gender equality (Hendrix, 1994). 
The dimension of Masculinity-Femininity was explored to some extent in the field of cross-cultural and comparative literature, specifically in G. Hofstede's study and implementation of this dimension in many countries and societies (1980). Recently, researchers examined the connections between gender equality and economic well-being in 62 nations. However, the findings were inconclusive and did not show a substantial relationship between gender issues and economic progress (House 2004, 368). 
Historical observations illustrate the progression of gender dynamics in the economy and society.  During the mediaeval period in Bulgaria, a patriarchal society was prevalent, and there was a clear division of labour based on gender. This division of labour served as evidence of the traditional disparity in gender roles. 
The index, presented in the report "Women, Business and the Law 2019: A Decade of Reform", examines significant events in a woman's professional journey, commencing from employment initiation to retirement and the corresponding legal safeguards at each level. The data covers a duration of ten years, during which 187 countries are evaluated based on eight factors.
Bulgaria has made significant progress in establishing meritocracy, where one's competence determines their employment opportunities, rather than their gender. Over the course of ten years, this economy was one of six that completely eliminated all limitations on women's employment ( Business and the Law 2019: A Decade of Reform) .



4. Methodology

4.1. Research Philosophy
The research philosophy of this study is rooted in interpretivism, emphasizing on the understanding of the subjectivity of the participants experiences. Interpretivism aligns with the qualitative nature of the research, as it seeks to explore complex social phenomena through participants lived experiences rather than focusing only on objective measurement.
4.2. Research ParadigmThe paradigm suggests that knowledge is gained through social actions and experiences. The chosen research paradigm for this study is constructivism which particularly well facilitates the exploration of how individuals see and make sense of their reality.

4.3. Research Approach
For this study a qualitative approach will be used as it is perfect for exploring the depth and complexity of human experiences. Moreover, interviews and focus groups are providing the opportunity for the participants to express their thoughts in their own words enriching the quality of the data.

4.4. Study design and sampling

This study adopts a qualitative approach to discover the correlation between the cultural differences and the female leadership style in Bulgaria. All participants in this study are female leaders and managers based in Bulgaria, 23 were invited and 14 of them agreed to be interviewed and participate in the study.

4.5.  Demography of Participants

14 women from various private and government sectors and institutions agreed to share their views and expertise. Their age is raging between 30 and 60, who had worked in numerous positions and roles, with different educational backgrounds. The oldest have experienced first hand the transition from socialism to capitalism and can bring to light  a different perspective to the struggles for females in the business scene in Bulgaria during this period.

4.6. Data Collection Method

Semi - structured interviews will be conducted along with a focus group study with all 14 participants to explore and analyse the topic allowing the flexibility in questioning while ensuring the key topics are covered. Giving an opportunity for an open dialogue, by generating a discussion and sharing personal experiences in a group setting, will bring more perspective into the struggles and actions taken in order to find a place in a still very much masculine dominated domain. 
All participants will be asked to communicate according to their own comfort zones and pace, as the quality of the data provided depends on their free will to share and reflect on their stories. All interviews will be recorded, transcribed and all personal information will be protected, thus providing an opportunity for a straightforward and honest conversations. 

4.7. Data Interpretation

The data will be subjected to thematic analysis, a method that entails the identification, interpretation, and reporting of patterns (themes) present in the data. This approach will enable a methodical analysis of the data, making it easier to extract meaningful insights and comprehend the interpretations that participants assign to their experiences. 

4.8. Timeline and Gant Chart

A Gantt chart will outline the chronological sequence of the study stages, encompassing literature review, participant recruiting, data collecting, data analysis, and report writing. This graphic depiction will aid in the organisation and monitoring of progress during the study endeavour.

Fig.1 Gantt chart for dissertation proposal
	Task
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	10.07
	20.07
	30.07
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	Writing the research questions and objectives
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing the literature review
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Systematising the reference list and citations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Finalising the proposal and ready for submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





4.9. Ethical considerations

Addressing ethical concerns is of utmost importance in this research. Prior to their participation, all participants will be required to provide informed consent, indicating their comprehension of the study's objectives and their entitlement to withdraw from the study at any point. Participant confidentiality and anonymity will be protected through the use of pseudonyms and the secure storage of data. The relevant institutional review board will be contacted to obtain ethical approval in order to assure adherence to ethical norms.
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