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Preface

Economic development refers to the improvement of activities in the economy, which leads to
progressive changes in the socio-economic structure and the rising of living standards. Given
that the objective of sustainable economic development is elimination of poverty, inequality and
unemployment — thus leading to social inclusion and improvement of the quality of life; it is
necessary in analysis of this important issue apply extremely multidisciplinary approach.

University of National and World Economy — Sofia, Bulgaria; Faculty of Economics and Busi-
ness, Mediterranean University — Podgorica, Montenegro; Faculty of Commercial and Business
Studies — Celje, Slovenia; Faculty of Applied Management, Economics and Finance, Belgrade;
Association of Economists and Managers of the Balkans along with the AMBIS University
from Prague, Czech Republic have recognized the following issue and organized the 7th In-
ternational Scientific Conference titled: Knowledge Based Sustainable Development — ERAZ
2021 online/virtually (due to the COVID-19 pandemic) on May 27, 2021.

The conference objective was to bring together academic community (experts, scientists, engi-
neers, researchers, students and others) and publication of their scientific papers for the purpose
of popularization of science and their personal and collective affirmation. The unique program
combined interactive discussion and other forms of interpersonal exchange of experiences and
presentation of the latest scientific developments in following areas:

e Microeconomics and macroeconomics, * Marketing in education,
* Economic policy, * Marketing in sport,
* International Economics and Trade, * Marketing in culture,
* International Business, * Accounting and auditing,
* Economic diplomacy, * Quality management,
* Lobbying, » Labor law,
* Globalization, * Business law,
* European business, * The role of the rule of law in the
*  Modern management and innovation, country’s progress,
* Business and Public Finance, * Human rights and protection of
 Fiscal policy, minorities,
» Stock exchange and financial markets, » Legal aspects of EU integration,
* Risk management,  Intellectual Property Law,
* Insurance and reinsurance companies, * The reform of corporate law in
* Financial Management and Banking, countries in transition,
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Human Capital and Job Satisfaction During a Pandemic

Liliya Nedkova Nedeva'
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Abstract: The pandemic caused by COVID-19 is a global crisis that imposes
travel restrictions, quarantines, and suspensions of much of its daily activities.
The pandemic changed the real interest rates and the balance in the econo-
my, made it difficult and almost impossible to financially forecast and plan
the activities of organizations, increased the level of uncertainty in the econ-

Social relations;
Human capital;

omies of each country.

This topic identifies possible and observed problems that have arisen in an

annect|V|ty; unhealthy social environment and their impact on social resources (people),
Dlstance,. which integrate institutions, organizations and networks to perform actions
New reality;

of common benefit, through the challenge to transform their overall ap-
proach and model of business and social life management. The problems
caused by the health crisis are identified and solved in progress, without prior
preparation and without high expectations as a reflection on social units.

Communication;
Effective organization;
Management;
Incentives;

E-business proactiveness During a pandemic, the prevention of human health, on the one hand, and

ensuring business continuity, on the other, require adaptability and rapid
solutions, adequate responses in unforeseen and unpredictable environ-
ments, related to effective transformations to reorganize the work regime, to
engage, motivate and attract people in an online environment, but also keep
the relationship with them alive. The so-called “new normal” causes changes
in a person’s daily life, both as an individual and in society.

Among the urgent new challenges is the question: “Does working from home
contribute to higher productivity and wider development of one’s potential,
and in this sense does the contribution to the development of the respective
sector increase or is the “home office “perceived” as a constraint and demoti-
vation?” The topic discusses and develops the idea of changing approaches
to human capital, in order to feel safe and productive in the new job, which
helps us in the process of overcoming the difficulties associated with an un-
healthy Environment.

Faced with a catastrophic decline in all elements of social capital, a positive
start must be developed and a formula found for one’s own satisfaction, both
for ourselves and for those with whom we are virtually connected. Invest-
ments in the changing work profiles, as well as in the change in the required
qualities and competencies of the employees, corresponding to the new nor-
mality, should be seen as levers for convincing and effective support of the
skills of the workforce and as a long-term advantage.

Innovation, entrepreneurship, and knowledge are the basis for increasing
the competitiveness of any company and its growth. Social capital helps the
management of each company to actively respond to changes in the market
in which they operate, to understand and meet customer needs in the most
adequate way. Therefore, companies should be able to use their social capi-
tal in the most effective way to stimulate all their activities and, through the
digitalization of processes and accumulation of new knowledge, to be able to
meet various market challenges.

Creative Commons Non
Commercial CC BY-NC: This
article is distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-
Commercial 4.0 License (https://creative-
commons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which
permits non-commercial use, reproduc-
tion and distribution of the work without
further permission.

While all companies strive to survive in a pandemic, the pressure of the pan-
demic has created an opportunity to use innovations and integrate capital
management into e-business, forcing them to prioritize their processes and
activities towards innovative flexible solutions.

University of Plovdiv “Paisii Hilendarski”, Plovdiv, Bulgaria
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1. INTRODUCTION

OVID-19 caused a global crisis and posed one of the greatest challenges facing humanity

in our time. Determinants of job satisfaction which relate to labor market conditions, such
as job security, wages, bonus, retirement/pension plans, the potential for future growth, and
spending on training, tend to suffer during recessions. The wave-like pandemic spread rapidly
and swept the world, stopping travel, quarantining and restricting gatherings. Just as the adverse
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic vary widely from country to country, the effects of a pan-
demic vary internally across communities.

Social capital provides many different benefits during a crisis, with communities with high so-
cial capital responding more effectively to the effects of crises than those with low social capital.
If in a crisis physical capital is completely destroyed, social sustainability and cooperation are
able to allow communities to recover, which is extremely important during various emergen-
cies. Social capital has the potential to facilitate calm activities as well as to enable collective
decision-making.

Companies devoted more efforts and resources to support their employees’ well-being, helping to
keep overall job satisfaction for workers at a high level. Many of the components of employee job
satisfaction that companies directly control, such as the health plan, performance review process,
flexible time plan, family leave plan, sick leave, and supervisor, significantly improved in 2020.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Social capital is the set of relationships related to the expectation that other business agents
will perform their duties without sanctions. The intellectual searches for the role of human
relationships of groups of individuals are connected with the works of J.J. Rousseau, J. Locke,
M. Weber, E. Durkheim, and others, traced in the classical sociology of the twentieth century.
The historical genealogy of the sum “social” is associated with the meaning “I follow someone”
and “I have something in common” and the term is used as a synonym for public, community,
connection. Modern research on the concept connects it with the economic sociology of Max
Weber, as well as with the concepts of Adam Smith presented in “Theory of Moral Feelings”.

The main ideas on which the understanding of social capital in our time is determined are those
of Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman, and Robert Putnam. P. Bourdieu presents the idea that the
individual benefits from being a member of a certain social network, as the conscious building
of sociability and social ties, support his progress in terms of career development (Mincheyv,
2009). According to sociologist Coleman, social capital is everything that supports personal
and collective action and is the result of established networks of relationships, social norms, and
trust. Coleman defines that social capital as a resource reflects on society depending on the way
individuals use it, and unlike other types of capital, social capital is built based on established
relationships between people (Rakadzhiyska et al, 2015).

This shows that social capital is intangible. Each of the scientists derives different definitions
of it, and the general opinion is that it exists in social groups and can manifest itself in differ-
ent forms. One of the most widely used definitions of social capital is “characteristics of social
organizations, such as trust, norms, and networks that can improve the efficiency of society
by facilitating coordinated action”. From this, it can be concluded that social capital includes

2
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various relationships between individuals - social networks and the norms of reciprocity. The
established social networks and norms of reciprocity evoke trust among individuals, as a part
of social capital (Makridis & Wu, 2021). Trust includes not only people’s faith in each other,
but also their trust in the institution itself (Bourdieu, 1986). At the same time, social norms in
social capital refer to such forms of social support that support the behavior of individuals to
achieve collective efficiency. Social networks in social capital are in their essence formed social
connections, built through membership in certain groups, which leads to the creation of benefits
both for the individual and for the social group as a whole (Xue & Cheng, 2017).

Different forms of social capital have an uneven impact on the achieved social results, due to
the fact that different forms of social capital cover different aspects of the social environment,
which in turn require different resources, support and responsibilities. Thus, trust and norms,
part of social capital create more positive effects on individuals, compared to established net-
works or membership in a social group. In this way, trust and civic norms are the main parts of
a prosperous and developing society, and the social connections and relationships established in
the group can be used to achieve various goals (Sampson & Graif, 2009).

Social capital is defined as the access to and use of resources included in the various social
networks, which include:

- Trust;

- Solidarity;

- Cooperation;

- Reciprocity.

In turn, social networks and established interpersonal relationships in social capital provide the
necessary framework for building a supportive and improving the health of the individual. In
this way, social capital has been linked to ensuring better physical and mental health by mediat-
ing the link between socio-economic inequalities and health and serving as a factor in reducing
mortality.

Social capital has many advantages in crisis management and can help empower and mobilize
society and its members (Nygren & Olofsson, 2020).

One of the biggest pandemics-induced changes was the massive shift to remote work; the results
of the job satisfaction survey suggest that remote workers were not significantly more satisfied
with their jobs than other workers. Offsetting factors may have precluded remote work from
affecting job satisfaction. Some respondents may have appreciated the increased flexibility and
the absence of a daily commute, others may have suffered from the lack of in-person interaction
and perhaps a less-than-ideal working environment at home, due to inferior equipment, lack of
space, or inadequate childcare and other dependent care options.

3. RESEARCH

The proliferation of COVID-19 has posed a challenge to the survival of many activities and the
survival of entire businesses. These challenges left organizations without a choice, forcing them
to react quickly and work in new, completely unknown ways to continue their business. The ef-
fects of the coronavirus have forced companies to learn to build the resilience they need during
various crises (Nygren & Olofsson, 2020).
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Human capital is increasingly becoming a popular concept in the social sciences due to the fact
that it can explain various phenomena such as economic growth, quality of governance and
social well-being of people. More and more researchers are beginning to study the link between
social capital and its ability to prevent and control various epidemics such as Zika, Ebola and in-
fluenza strains. However, many of the restrictions associated with COVID-19 hamper the basic
functions of social capital. For example, physical distancing and isolation promote homogene-
ous connections and make it difficult to build the social network necessary for the development
of human capital.

Limiting daily activities and spending more and more of their daily lives isolated at home forces
people to have limited social contacts and interactions, except with their household members.
Random interactions can occur with a variety of individuals when walking to school, the store,
the park, the workplace, or other public places. At the same time, the increased use of telephone,
chat, social media and other forms of digital communication further limits the semantic interac-
tions between people (Wu, 2021). More and more researchers suggest that higher levels of social
capital improve the ability of both individuals and communities to prepare for, respond to, and
recover from the negative effects of various crises (Lee, 2013).

Social capital in the form of trust among community members leads to a greater exchange of
information about facts, procedures, or threats to the community, which is critical in extreme
events. Individuals with less pronounced social connections are much less likely to seek medi-
cal help when they need it or help from other people. These people are less willing to take any
preventive action, such as evacuating (Dynes, 2002).

In response to various crises, trust, norms, and established social networks provide individuals
and communities with easier access to:

- Resources;

- Information,;

- Funds;

- Emotional and psychological support.

People who trust are more likely to plan their actions and share the necessary information and
resources with other people. In his 1994 study of the Chicago heat wave, Klinenberg (2002)
found that people with low social capital, such as people living in isolation, the elderly, the
poor, and others were not found, days after his death. A study by Helliwell et al. (2014) found
that societies with effective social capital and confidence-building were able to respond to the
economic crisis much more effectively.

Human capital is important not only immediately after the crisis, but also during the recovery.
The links that are made between individuals ineffective human capital help to restore and elim-
inate the effects of a pandemic in the long term.

Human capital can affect the spread of COVID-19 in two main ways:
First, in the form of the economic, health and political benefits of social capital that were
manifested before the pandemic. Communities with effective social capital are better and
more economical, with more effective policies, which is why they have rich and healthy in-
dividuals. For their part, affluent communities have more effectively structured health fa-
cilities with easier access to their services, and it will probably be easier for them to obtain
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personal protective equipment quickly, learn more quickly how to deal with the pandemic,
and recover faster. It is also important to note that richer people are concentrated in jobs,
using public transport less often, which implies fewer social contacts. Governments can
also respond more quickly in communities with high social capital, due to the possibility
of greater civic engagement and awareness of the greater consequences for their constitu-
ents in terms of those responsible for inaction or bad policy.

Second, social capital can mitigate the spread of COVID-19 in the form of shared norms
and trust, as well as social networks. For example, residents in areas with greater social
capital may also use more hygiene practices and greater responsibility for trusting and car-
ing for their community members, such as neighbors in the apartment block or colleagues
at work. In addition, in order to maintain a sufficiently effective level of social capital dur-
ing a pandemic, governments must rely on the trust of citizens so that they can all work
together to respond to the negative effects of a pandemic. Therefore, individuals who are
part of a community with high social capital have higher levels of guardianship of each
other and are more active in intervening for the common good (Lee, 2013).

Even though it hasn’t been long since the World Health Organization declared the outbreak of
COVID-19 a global pandemic, studies have already shown that human capital can explain why
there are more people infected with COVID-19 somewhere than to others. These studies largely
found that places with more human capital tended to have more positive responses to the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and fewer confirmed cases, as well as a slower rate of infection growth over time.

Although it has not yet been empirically proven what are the channels through which human
capital can make some places more likely to respond to a pandemic than others. However, there
are several assumptions:

Communities with more human capital may be better able to mobilize resources and encour-
age collective action in times of crisis. People with greater human capital may be more likely
to comply with control policies and adopt vital new behaviors, such as social distancing and
wearing a face mask.

There is also the possibility that regions with greater human capital are likely to see physical
interactions between their inhabitants, providing increased opportunities for the spread of the
virus.

Social capital can be owned by both individual groups of individuals and entire communities, so
it is possible to analyze it both at the individual level and the community level (Kawachi, 2006).
As a complex structure, social capital at different levels can have different influences. While at
the individual level, social capital defines to a greater extent individual values and norms as well
as the resources that are available to certain individuals. At the community level, social capital
provides more information about the characteristics of the community over which characteris-
tics individuals have less control and resources that cannot be created by the individual alone.
Therefore, in order to analyze the impact of human capital, it is essential not only what forms of
human capital are analyzed, but also what level of human capital is at.

Given that different forms of human capital have different consequences and can lead to dif-
ferent impacts at different levels, we ask ourselves how human capital in different forms and at
different levels can affect the COVID-19 pandemic?
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The answer to this question requires an analysis of different forms of social capital, because dif-
ferent forms of social capital can affect social outcomes through different means, and therefore
comparing different effects provides information about the nature of human capital action.

As we have already specified, human capital has a multilevel composition, and some mecha-
nisms that function effectively at one level may not be applicable at another level. Therefore,
the different effects of social capital at different levels show whether social capital affects the
COVID-19 response in relation to the individual or the community (Capriano, 2006).

In fact, various studies have already shown that different forms of social capital can have dif-
ferent effects on the response to COVID-19. For example, a study by Wu et al. in the past 2020
shows an analysis of the two main forms of social capital - community involvement and indi-
vidual commitment to social institutions. During the study, the researchers found that in the
areas with stronger community involvement, the sensitivity of social distancing to both local
COVID-19 cases and mobility restrictions across the country tends to be more sensitive-weak.
The opposite phenomenon is also true — in areas with a higher individual commitment to social
institutions, the sensitivity of social distancing is stronger. The opposing effects of these two
forms on social isolation and distancing show that social capital slows the spread of COVID-19
not through social networks and connections, but through greater individual engagement, which
is aimed at a specific goal - limiting the pandemic and morbidity. This shows that areas with
higher civic norms have higher levels of socially distancing behavior of individuals, while areas
with more social networks have lower levels of socially distancing behavior. This suggests that
social capital may influence the response to COVID-19 in two different ways:

- civil norms facilitate the cooperation and deprivation of the individual to achieve the com-
mon goal of the community, which leads to higher compliance of people with a social
distance;

- formed social networks increase the individual involvement of the individual in these net-
works and increase the creation of a habit of maintaining social interactions, which makes
social distancing more difficult to practice (Wu, 2021).

All this shows that human capital has a direct impact on the co-creation of knowledge and
e-business activity in response to pandemics, in the following ways:

3.1. The impact of social capital on the activity of e-business

Today’s organizations must be able to take advantage of IT resources in a dynamically changing
environment. The level of activity of managers, as one of the main organizational resources
that strengthen the role of IT, use and include it in a promising strategy for organizational sur-
vival, speed of perception and response to innovations, proper organization of resources and
use of innovation opportunities are an extremely effective tool for creating social capital. IT
capabilities and management are critical to improving organizational resilience, including the
ability of businesses to withstand problematic crises and adapt to new high-risk environments.
Understanding how social networks use IT to respond to unexpected events can create new
opportunities for businesses to build a flexible response to withstand environmental instability.

Social capital is the key to the success of companies, with social capital focusing on the internal
and external networks of the business, which can foster the innovative capabilities that lead to

strategic behavior in times of crisis (Kutywayo et al, 2018).
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Therefore, social capital has a direct and indirect impact on the perception, implementation and
evaluation of business decisions and the advancement of activities in an electronic environment.
Social capital and social networks provide opportunities through the use of IT tools to create
products, optimize operations and expand market share.

3.2. The impact of human capital on increasing the knowledge
of individuals in the social network

It is an indisputable fact that social capital helps to increase the various knowledge of individ-
uals in the social network, helping companies to achieve sustainable results during a crisis.
Social capital also influences the creation of knowledge of each individual. Knowledge crea-
tion can be seen as a dynamic process that takes place through social interactions between the
company and its employees or partners. Social networks work as channels in which information
and knowledge can be quickly transmitted and integrated into the built group. The company’s
social networks play an important role in optimizing the collective awareness of the necessary
reactions to market changes, providing an opportunity to share and create new knowledge in
dynamically complex areas.

Knowledge creation is seen as a process in which business partners create new knowledge
through collaboration and co-creation of social networks to develop a better understanding of
the environment and to respond to changes in the market in which they operate together. It is
cooperation that is the social process through which knowledge is transferred, coordinated and
integrated through social interaction, and the creation of organizational knowledge is a dynamic
process based on social capital. In this way, the knowledge of cooperation is created jointly by
direct and indirect partners embedded in social relations.

Social capital enables companies to survive in times of crisis and difficult economic conditions,
because social capital, which combines different expertise and resources, improves the creation
of knowledge for cooperation. This shows the strong link between co-creation of knowledge
and the flexibility of the company to respond to crises. In this way, the creation of knowledge for
cooperation is reflected in the evolving organizational knowledge, which requires continuous
training, monitoring and adaptation to changes in the environment and rapidly changing market
requirements.

3.3. Therole of co-creation of knowledge to achieve the success of market changes

The ability to develop a flexible and adaptive learning process and to acquire new knowledge
is vital for companies to grow and innovate, especially in times of pressure, even after the cri-
sis has subsided. Knowledge management consists of a wide range of strategies and practices
for creating, sharing and applying individual or organizational knowledge, providing valuable
resources for innovations. Knowledge creation is seen as a starting point for both knowledge
management and the activity of individuals. To strengthen its capacity to respond flexibly to
change during a crisis, an organization needs to step up its knowledge-sharing efforts so that
it can generate new business ideas and practices. The rapid use of already acquired knowledge
and joint learning, as well as the ongoing creation of new knowledge, can strengthen the or-
ganization’s ability to sense market imperfections and discover opportunities, pursuing new
endeavors and achieving continuous alignment with the business environment. Based on prior
knowledge, collaborative learning and the creation of new knowledge, the organization’s ability
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to sense market imperfections and discover opportunities suggests that opportunities to create,
share and use knowledge are used to actively seek future business opportunities.

Crisis management requires knowledge-based initiatives, including the active use of IT inno-
vation. Business flexibility is the result of the creation and implementation of new knowledge
and the combination of this knowledge with existing business resources and opportunities. This
shows the important role of organizational training and the creation of new knowledge for the
development of IT skills, the promotion of innovation and the activity of each individual in the
social network. Knowledge creation provides renewable sources of intelligence and new ideas,
and thus has a positive impact on business success. The flexibility of companies and the ability to
adapt to the changing environment requires the creation of new knowledge of social capital in the
organization of each individual and the community. The many opportunities offered by the Inter-
net in the financial crisis have created a business environment in which the role of knowledge has
grown and become extremely important. On the other hand, social capital plays a decisive role
in the cooperation and interaction with business partners and other organizations in determining
the successful implementation of new activities in highly uncertain business environments and
industries with high levels of production fluctuations due to the pandemic (Omoush, 2020).

For their part, social networks are strong mechanisms for creating, transferring and sharing
explicit and less explicit knowledge. Enterprises with high levels of social capital have better
knowledge management capabilities than those with low levels of social capital. In the same
way, social capital is crucial for a company’s capacity for IT-based innovation due to its role in
creating new knowledge and transforming it into new applications. In particular, social capital
is crucial in flexible decision-making and entrepreneurship. Thus, the joint creation of knowl-
edge mediates the impact of social capital on the activity of companies.

4. CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic is the greatest challenge facing humanity in this millennium. High
IT capabilities and social capital are essential factors for increasing organizational resilience
in such crises. The pandemic has provided unprecedented opportunities to explore the deter-
minants and role of e-business solutions during global crises that affect the world and disrupt
offline life and human activity.

In this context, the important role of social capital and the creation of knowledge for coopera-
tion to achieve business proactivity and organizational flexibility to deal with competition in a
difficult context is highlighted.

The results show that social capital has a key role to play in achieving business flexibility in
response to the COVID-19 crisis. These results are in line with various findings and studies con-
firming that social capital is the key for companies to develop flexibility during times of crisis.

Many studies highlight the role of social capital in creating IT-based entrepreneurial ideas and
initiatives and the way in which innovative e-business opportunities are discovered.

The results also reveal that social capital plays an important role in the joint creation of knowl-
edge in the crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus. These findings confirm that social capital

brings together different expertise and resources to support co-creation of knowledge.
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In addition, these findings are in line with the impact of social capital on entrepreneurship. The
findings confirm that social capital supports companies that seek for new knowledge to feel the
imperfections between the way the market currently operates, and what can be actively done to
understand and meet the needs and desires of customers.

Co-creation of knowledge has an important role to play in achieving sustainability for any busi-
ness in response to the COVID-19 crisis.

5. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

It is necessary to clarify how different forms of human capital can work in different ways and
at what levels. It is also necessary to consider how the role of social capital may change in the
context of COVID-19.

The current study opens up new opportunities to explore emerging topics related to social cap-
ital management during a pandemic, including the role of knowledge sharing between human
resources and managers to activate e-business, and the possibility of keeping organizational
flexibility during a pandemic.

The originality and value of the topic lie in its relevance, as far as it is impossible to predict the
outcome of the health and social crisis in small research and analytical set of knowledge, ideas
and scientific achievements in the field of practical and research work, both our and internation-
al intellectual formations.
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1. INTRODUCTION

he use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) can enhance the transfor-
mation of the Society by incorporating sustainability concerns, including the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

The main objective of this work is to give the SDGs (UNDP, 2021) a broadness from a perspec-
tive of ICT sustainability, promoting gender equality between women and men in the fields of
science and technology. The numbers are staggering, women make up less than 25 percent of the
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM, STEAM represents STEM plus the
arts) workforce in the United States; also in the United States, the number of women who grad-
uated in computer science between 2006-2014 decreased (Stofan, 2017). One of the important
questions to be asked is: why is the fact that women are not represented so important? Research
shows that mixed teams perform better, that is, people of different genders, races, backgrounds
and experiences bring different perspectives that can lead to innovative solutions (Stofan, 2017).

In fact, a set of strategies and actions is needed at the secondary level to raise the interest of girls
to enter higher education in engineering areas. ICT is encouraging tools for informal mentoring
networks in promoting gender equality. It is considered that Information and Communication Tech-
nologies may play a fundamental and disruptive role in enhancing the aggregation of crucial infor-
mation in the field of the theme. The paper is structured in six sections: introduction, background,
methodology, experiences with higher education students, future research directions and conclusion.
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2. BACKGROUND

The use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) can enhance the transformation
of the Society by incorporating sustainability concerns, including the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). On September 25, 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development (UNDP, 2021), setting 17 objectives and 169 targets, cov-
ering social, economic and environmental dimensions around the world. The objectives focus
on people, human rights and responding to growing social inequalities, as well as core concerns
such as peace, security and climate change. This study focuses on the issue of gender equality,
aggregating two SDGs in particular: SDGs 4 and 5. Figure 1 shows some indicators related to
education and gender equality, reinforcing the need for concrete actions to achieve some goals.
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Figure 1. Sustainable Development Goals: Goal 4 and Goal 5

Source: https:/sdgs.un.org/goals

As a part of the project under study, SDG 4 “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” and SGD 5 “Achieve gender equality and
empower all women and girls”. It is important to highlight the lack of representation of women
in the various sectors, namely in management positions.

Within the scope of the project also stands out ODS 5; this SDG emphasizes ensuring the full
and effective participation of women and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of deci-
sion-making in political, economic and public life. In this sense, it is considered to increase the
use of basic technologies, in particular information and communication technologies, to pro-
mote the empowerment of women. It is also considered that adopting and strengthening sound
policies and applicable legislation for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of
all women and girls at all levels, in this framework of performance of functions in the field of
engineering and ICT, can contribute to gender development. It is also a challenge to encourage
the incorporation of sustainability concerns in the different dimensions: economic, technical,
social, human and environmental in the context of ICT.
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Sustainability Dimensions

* Individual sustainability refers to
maintaining human capital (e.g., health,
education, skills, knowledge, leadership,
and access to services).

* Social sustainability aims at preserving
the societal communities in their
solidarity and services.

* Economic sustainability aims at
maintaining capital and added value.

* Environmental sustainability refers to
improving human welfare by protecting
the natural resources: water, land, air,
minerals and ecosystem services.

* Technical sustainability refers to
longevity of information, systems, and
infrastructure and their adequate
evolution with changing surrounding
conditions.

Figure 2. Sustainability Dimensions
Source: adapted from (Becker et al., 2015)

It is considered that, with regard to the dimensions of sustainability (Figure 2), ICT can enhance
the incorporation of these dimensions to include concerns in the field of software reuse, open

source, cloud computing, virtualisation, dematerialisation process, digital transformation and
information security (Reis, Carvalho, Silveira, Marques, & Russo, 2021).

3. METHODOLOGY

The research methodology adopted is Design Science Research, given the specificity of the issue.

Problem Definition of Bsten sl
identification the objectives n Demonstratio Evaluation
development
and motivation for a solution

A 4

)

Communication

Figure 3. Design Science Research steps
Source: Adapted from (Peffers, Tuunanen, Rothenberger, & Chatterjee, 2007)

The methodology scheme is shown in Figure 3. The DSR iterative process includes six steps:
problem identification, the definition of expected results, design and development, demonstra-
tion, evaluation and communication. Thus, applying the DSR methodology, in this context,
allows us to identify the problem underlying the theme of gender equality, enhancing the design
of instruments that allow the development of awareness-raising actions, namely, through testi-
monies and successful professional experiences.
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4. EXPERIENCE WITH HIGHER EDUCATION STUDENTS

Given the scope of the phenomenon under study, it is intended to create a multidisciplinary team
whose objective is to create synergies in order to characterize the state of the art in the field
under study and act accordingly, making the best use of the various areas involved. They are,
therefore, specific objectives of the project, the use of instruments/tools in order to characterize
the state of the art in several scientific areas inherent in the characterization of Gender Equality
in the fields of science and technology, as well as the design of instruments to develop aware-
ness-raising actions to break the socio-cultural taboos, namely through successful professional
testimonies and experiences.

It is intended to create working tools to raise awareness among students, initially at the level
of secondary education, about the role of women in the field of engineering/information and
communication technologies. It is also considered that this objective should be reconciled with
sustainable development in order to also include the importance of women’s participation in
engineering/technologies. Thus, and in view of the objectives of the Organization of United
Nations that has been developing efforts in order to promote the participation of women.

As an example, the “Engineers for a day” project is presented, which responds to the objectives
of the Agenda for Equality in the Labour Market and in Companies (Comissdo para a Cidada-
nia e a Igualdade de Género, 2020). In this way, it aims to contribute to the Program to combat
choice by women and men from different professional areas. The project led to the realization
of several activities, namely: thematic events, expert lectures, sessions with female engineers
(Commemoration of the International Day of Girls in ICT), sessions with engineering and/or
technology students, visits to companies and Universities/Polytechnics, integration in the con-
tents of subjects in the curriculum of primary and secondary education, campaigns, exhibitions,
news, information sheets, among others.

The objectives presented by the initiative, “Engineers for a day”, emphasize (Comissdo para a
Cidadania e a Igualdade de Género, 2020): to combat sexist prejudices and stereotypes about what
is supposed to be proper and suitable for women/girls and men /boys; to demystify the dominant
idea that there are academic and professional areas more typical of men and others that are more
typical of women; to deconstruct, with students, prejudices and stereotypes about the professional
and knowledge areas associated with Engineering and Technologies; to promote a freer choice of
these areas of study by girls; promote informal mentoring networks at local and regional level,
with female professionals and with girls who study these areas; sensitize schools and educational
agents to the problem of the separation of the sexes by occupations, including professionals, and
in particular to the scarcity of women in the fields of Technology and Engineering; mobilize edu-
cational agents for cross-cutting strategies for this issue in their activities; involve local authorities
and encourage them to fight and prevent occupational imbalances between women and men.

Another experience carried out with students from a technology college (Silveira, Reis, Car-
valho, Tomé, & Sanches, 2020), in which the challenge of developing sustainable software was
proposed, revealed that students are motivated to link software development with the issue of
sustainability in the various dimensions. This experience also allowed us to assess the relevance
of developing more actions in order to encourage participation, thus fostering the students’ hun-
griness for software development, combining the scientific component with solving practical
and social problems. In this initiative, it was possible to see the special commitment and moti-
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vation of the female elements of the team, as they planned a solution with a social impact, and
which contributes to the sustainability of the planet.

Palma (2001) states that “to make computer science more attractive to women, make it more like
mathematics”. In this perspective, computer science courses should emphasize the teaching of
mathematical logic so that girls feel attracted to the area. Another perspective of attracting girls
is to include the concepts of sustainable software development in computer science courses.

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Previous studies (Reis, & Silveira, 2020) show that it is possible to assess the implementation
of awareness-raising actions, within the scope of gender equality, incorporating concerns about
sustainability in the five dimensions: human, technical, economic, social and environmental.

Given the scarcity of women in the fields of Technology and Engineering, it is considered that
identifying the effects/impacts that ICT projects may have on technical, economic, environmen-
tal, social and individual sustainability, teaching how to incorporate sustainability factors and
dimensions into daily practice, can be very inspiring goals.

As future work, we intend to continue teaching the incorporation of the principles and dimen-
sions of sustainability in software design. It is also considered the development of an approach
that analyses (initially through the questionnaire) the reasons for choosing engineering courses
(secondary education students) and then implement concrete actions. Another aspect of future
work involves incorporating actions from the “Impulso Jovens STEAM” Program. The “Im-
pulso Jovens STEAM” Program aims to promote and support initiatives aimed exclusively at
increasing the higher graduation of young people in the fields of science, technology, engineer-
ing, arts and mathematics (STEAM), in line with the new needs of the labour market (Governo
da Republica Portuguesa, 2021).

6. CONCLUSION

Building on concerns in the field of IS and ICT sustainability, it is considered that this research
can contribute to the creation of integrated solutions, in various axes, to help solve the most press-
ing challenges in the world and enhance the use of IS for people, always bearing in mind sustaina-
bility and the SDG (UNDP, 2021). Concerns underlying sustainability, more specifically in terms
of the human dimension, are linked to SDS 5 gender equality and in this sense women’s partic-
ipation in engineering courses is urgent given their potential for society (Silveira & Reis, 2021).

Regarding the experience reported by the students (Tomé & Sanches, 2020), it is emphasized
that with this type of projects: we intend to outline a future, a future that we as students would
like to be implemented and, in this way, it is important to ensure that there is sustainability in
software development. Therefore, the intention is to prepare a survey in order to gather infor-
mation about the subject. Another component of future work that is also considered relevant is
the search for successful cases in order to disseminate this information as a motivating factor. It
is also intended to promote the factors and dimensions of sustainability as an inspiring aspect.

From the perspective of students, it is important to carry out awareness-raising/dissemination
actions with practical applications that incorporate the Sustainable Development Goals from a
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perspective of sustainability in ICT, as well as to disseminate testimonies and successful profes-
sional experiences in the field of the subject, as well as to promote mentoring networks. Indeed,
it is urgent to promote the balance between women and men in the STEAM areas, promoting
equal opportunities and moving towards a fairer and more sustainable world.
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Keywords: Abstract: A great percentage of 94% of students were out of school world-
Covid-19; wide during the peak of school closings, in April 2020, according to the World
Students; Bank. The pandemic year of Covid-19 posed education all over the world in a
Education context of huge uncertainty. Students and schools had to navigate through op-

tions of either hybrid, remote learning, or no schooling at all. For the families,
2020 was a year with great stress and panic. Lockdowns changed people’s life-
styles, so they moved to a new set of habits and consumer behavior.

This research aims to investigate students’ behavior during 2020 regarding the
variables: level of professional knowledge gained during 2020, the need for
courses other than the academic ones, how many courses were taken as a re-
sponse to the need and the number of hours dedicated to studying compared
to the amount of time spent before 2020.

An online survey was conducted among students of higher education institu-
Creative Commons Non tions, in Albania, which shows that more than 47.2% of the respondents have

mvawam Commercial CCBY-NC:This spent fewer hours studying during 2020 compared to the time they used to
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the Creative Commons. Attribution-Non- study before the pandemic. Regarding other courses taken during this peri-
Commercial 4.0 License (https://creative- od, considering to add value to their professional career, more than 60% of
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further permission. with a mean of 3.68 in a scale (1 to 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is too much).

1. INTRODUCTION

In 2020 the World faced the Covid-19 pandemic and, at the same time, measures taken to man-
age the risk of coronavirus have spread. According to the World Bank, at the peak of school
closures in April 2020, 94 percent of students were out of school worldwide (World Bank, 2021).
Governments suspended face-to-face teaching in schools, making 2020 the year of the largest
disruption to education in history. Even in Albania, measures of movement restrictions and
quarantine were taken, which changed the lifestyle for everyone. All activities were concen-
trated within homes and the limited time to go out increased the amount of time indoors, thus
creating more free time.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education intuitions shifted to online learning or dis-
tance education programs, as one of its advantages is that it can allow students to learn at their
convenience since it is needless to attend training centers and universities (Knibel, 2001).

There is a lot to discuss if the remote learning during the pandemic was effective, taking into
consideration also the mental health conditions of the students and academic staff under the
pressure and stress caused by the critical situation of infections in each country, therefore cre-
ating an unusual lifestyle.

According to Economy Policy Institute (2020) research, regarding online learning and teaching,
it showed that they are effective only if students have consistent access to the Internet and com-
puters, and if teachers have received targeted training and support for online instructions. These
needed requirements for effectiveness have been largely absent for many, especially in the first
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months of the pandemic. This absence of remote education during the pandemic has impeded
teaching and learning (Economy Policy Institute, 2020).

“One of the most critical opportunity gaps is the uneven access to the devices and Internet ac-
cess critical for learning online. This digital divide has made it virtually impossible for some
students to learn during the pandemic.”, states Economy Policy Institute, adding that the school
lockdowns that started in the spring of 2020 reduced instructional and learning time, which are
known to impede students’ performance, with disparate impacts on different groups of students
(Economy Policy Institute, 2020).

Economy Policy Institute uses PISA data from 2018 for the United States to show that, while
students have spent extensive time online prior to the pandemic, that time was heavily spent
on social activities, browsing or seeking information, playing games, or accessing email, while
what we also know is that remote learning demands that students ignore the distractions that
come from the online world (Economy Policy Institute, 2020). In this context, online education
poses the risk of exposure to increased screen time for the learner (Pokhrel and Chhetri, 2021).

The year 2020 was a year of anxiety and stress for most people. That stress may have caused
apathy, even among students, by not translating the free time available to study into a genuine
interest for studying. This research explores the extent to which student have felt the need to at-
tend courses during 2020 and how much they have turned this need into action to take a course.
Another goal of the research is to find out if students have spent more or fewer hours studying
compared to the period before 2020.

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

An online survey was conducted among students of higher education institutions, in Albania,
of which 87.4% were female and 12.6% were male. The average age of all respondents is 22.1
years. Data gathered was processed with SPPS, Version 22, using descriptive statistics, correla-
tion and linear regression.

Variables investigated for this research paper are: Gender, Professional Knowledge Gained,
Need for Courses, Courses Taken.

Professional Knowledge Gained — represents the level of professional knowledge gained from
students during 2020 on a scale from 1 to 10 (1 is not at all, 10 extremely much);

Need for Courses - represents the need of students to take different courses (others than the ones
in the academic program) during 2020 on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 is not at all, 5 extremely much);

Courses Taken - represents if respondents have taken courses or not during 2020 (yes/no) -
(courses others than the ones in the academic program)

Gender — Male/Female

This paper aims to give answers to the following research questions regarding the students’
behavior during 2020:
* At what level did students gain professional knowledge?
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At what level they needed to take courses of any kind?

Did students take courses (outside the academic program)?

Did students study more or fewer hours during the pandemic compared to the period be-
fore 20207

What is the relation between the need to take courses and the action of taking courses
during the pandemic?

3. RESEARCH RESULTS AND FINDINGS

In this online survey participated 254 students of higher education institutions, 87.4% female
and 12.6% male (Table 1).
Table 1. Gender of respondents

Gender Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Female 222 87.4 87.4 87.4

Valid |Male 32 12.6 12.6 100.0
Total 254 100.0 100.0

Source: Own calculations

Students rated at a level of 61.9% (6.19/10) professional knowledge gained during the pandemic,
while 73% (3.65/5) was the level of need for courses during 2020 (Table 2). Only 39.9% of re-
spondents took courses during 2020 (Table 3).

Table 2. Means for variables in study

Descriptive Statistics N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Professional Knowledge 253 1 10 6.19 2.217
Courses_Need 252 1 5 3.65 1.280
Courses_taken 253 1 2 1.60 491
Valid N (listwise) 252

Source: Own calculations

Data from students in this survey showed that the need to take courses of any type other than
the ones in academic program is 3.65, on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 is not at all, 5 extremely much),
where 34.9% have scaled extremely much (5) and 21.8% very much (4).

Table 3. Respondents data on Courses taken

Courses taken Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Yes 101 39.8 39.9 39.9

Valid |No 152 59.8 60.1 100.0
Total 253 99.6 100.0

Missing | System 1 4

Total 254 100.0

Source: Own calculations

This study shows that 47.2% of students have studied fewer hours in 2020 compared to the pe-
riod before 2020 (Table 4).

23.4% studied the same number of hours as before 2020, while 29.4% responded that they have
studied more hours during 2020 compared to the period before the pandemic.

The data shows that there is a weak negative correlation between the variables Courses Needed
and Courses Taken (Table 5).
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Table 4. Hours of the study compared to the period before 2020

Study Hours Comparison Frequency Percent Valid Percent |Cumulative Percent
Less than before 2020 119 46.9 47.2 47.2
Valid More than 2020 74 29.1 294 76.6
The same as 2020 59 23.2 23.4 100.0
Total 252 99.2 100.0
Missing | System 2 8
Total 254 100.0
Source: Own calculations
Table 5. Correlation of Courses Needed and Courses Taken
Correlations Courses_Need Courses_taken
Pearson Correlation 1 -2117
Courses_Need Sig. (2-tailed) .001
N 252 252
Pearson Correlation -2117 1
Courses_taken Sig. (2-tailed) .001
N 252 253

™ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Source: Own calculations

Linear Regressions for these two variables, where the Dependent Variable is Courses taken,
show that only 21% of courses taken are as a result of the need perceived to take a course.

Table 6. Linear Regression — Dependent Variable: Courses_Taken,
Independent variable: Courses Needed

Model Summary

. Std. Error
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square of the Estimate
1 211° .044 .041 481

a. Predictors: (Constant), Courses_Need

4,

Source: Own calculations

CONCLUSION

The data gathered from 254 students, of average age 22.12 years, where 87.4% were female and
12.6% were male, who responded in this online survey, shows that:

20

Even though during pandemic 2020 there was more time available to study as people had
fewer outdoor activities, 47.2% of students have studied fewer hours in 2020 compared to
the period before 2020. The factors that affected this can be the subject of another study.
The level of professional knowledge gained during 2020, is 6.19 on a scale from 1 to 10 (1
is not at all, 10 extremely much).

The need for courses during 2020 is at the level of 3.65, on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 is not at
all, 5 extremely much), where 34.9% have been scaled extremely much (5) and 21.8% very
much (4).

Only 39.9% of respondents have taken courses (outside the academic program) during
2020.

There is a weak negative correlation between the need and the action for taking courses.
21% of the courses taken are explained by the need of taking those courses. Other factors
have affected the decision to take those courses. These factors may be the subject of anoth-
er study.
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Innovations in Online Education in Post-COVID-19
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Competence; quainted with the use of electronic tools in teaching. Many universities in
Innovation; Slovakia have been working for a long time (ten to fifteen years) with tech-
Online education nical support for education and supplement the full-time form of teaching

with thematic e-learning packages, for instance in the moodle system. They
can work with them in full-time and distance education. However, the COV-
ID-19 pandemic redirected teaching from full-time teaching exclusively to a
Creative Commons Non mediated technically supported approach to online education. The paper

e i OB i aims to define and analyse online education in terms of digital skills and
article is distributed under the terms of

the Creative Commons. Attribution-Non- competences requirements. Particular attention is paid to the key digital
Commercial 4.0 License (https://creative- skills and competences of higher education teachers working in a new ed-
SIS g e o ) vy ucational reality framed by the effects of digital transformation, which re-
permits non-commercial use, reproduc- . . . . . . .
tion and distribution of the work without quires higher education educators to create and apply innovations in online
further permission. education at universities.

1. INTRODUCTION

he pandemic of the new coronavirus COVID 19 has brought to the fore the need to respond

in a new way to an unexpected and new situation that has forced new demands on learning
and education. The new trends that the pandemic has evoked in the development of society can
be described by the single term digital transformation. It represents a new trajectory of eco-
nomic and social development, with digitalisation affecting almost all areas of life and work,
including education and job training.

Especially in the field of higher education, the digital transformation raises new requirements,
especially in terms of preparing for new skills that allow teachers to use digital technologies
in online education and students to participate in the educational process in the online envi-
ronment. The onset of digital transformation has been rather gradual in the recent past, but the
pandemic of the new coronavirus COVID 19 has significantly accelerated this digital trans-
formation. It is, therefore, necessary to study the new challenges and opportunities that digital
transformation brings to higher education. Also due to the fact that after the eventual end of
the COVID 19 pandemic, it is not possible to expect a return to the so-called normal, but it is
necessary to prepare for the so-called “new normal”, which means the new educational reality
in which digital technologies will play an increasingly important role. The world has changed
significantly under the influence of the exogenous factor of the COVID 19 pandemic. The per-
spective of higher education requires that educators prepare for the new approach, which is
likely to be a hybrid model of education.

The forms and methods of education at universities have inevitably adapted to the requirements
of the times. In higher education, the pandemic of the new coronavirus required respecting and
adapting to a new type of educational reality in virtual conditions. It required students and uni-
versity teachers to improve their work with digital technologies and develop their digital skills
and digital competences, and formulated an urgent call for university leaders to ensure relevant
learning conditions in a virtual environment.
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2. METHODOLOGY AND AIMS

The paper will aim to present the issues of online education, digital skills, digital competenc-
es and innovations in education, which currently significantly characterize the processes of
learning and education at universities. The ability to apply digital skills and develop them into
digital competencies - for both students and teachers - is a basic prerequisite for how to operate
effectively and successfully in a virtual online learning environment.

Online education requires from university teachers a gradual transition to adaptation and im-
provement of professional and pedagogical skills and educational processes, gradual modifica-
tion of educational processes, resp. to the transformation of forms and methods of education.

The background of the paper should reflect the following question: a) To what extent and how
has higher education changed? What are the possibilities of online education during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and what can be the expectations in the post-COVID period? How does online
education reflect the educational needs of university students? b) To what extent digitization has
developed in terms of methods, content and pedagogical activities of university teachers? How
effective is online education? Has an era of real digitization of education started?

3. KEY COMPETENCES

The digital transformation of learning and education at universities requires the so-called build-
ing of professional capacities that are linked to new skills and competences, especially key
competences for working with digital technologies.

The definition of key competences in the European Higher Education Area took place for the
first time in 2006, when the Council and the European Parliament adopted a Document on Key
Competences for Lifelong Learning, recommending that the Member States “develop key com-
petences for all as part of lifelong learning strategies and use them” as the so-called European
reference framework.”

This document defines competences as a combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes ap-
propriate to a given context. As the names of the eight key competences cannot fully capture
the overall framework of knowledge, skills and attitudes that the competence encompasses, a
short definition has been developed for each competence. After completion and approval by the
European Parliament and the Council of the EU, the original document was issued as a Recom-
mendation on key competences for lifelong learning and was renamed the European Reference
Framework.

It contains eight key competencies:

communication in the mother tongue;

communication in foreign languages;

mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology;
competence to work with digital technologies;

competence to learn;

social and civic competences;

a sense of initiative and entrepreneurship;

cultural awareness and understanding of artistic expression.
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The European Reference Framework defined the competence to work with digital technologies
as follows: “Competence to work with digital technologies means a certain and critical use of
information society technologies at work, in leisure time and communication. The prerequisite
is a basic knowledge of information and communication technologies, i. the use of computers to
obtain, evaluate, store, generate and exchange information and to communicate and cooperate
within the network via the Internet.”

Digital competence is considered one of the key skills. However, digital competence is a broader
and more universal concept, as evidenced by the EU Council Recommendation (2018), which
states that digital competence includes components such as information and data literacy, com-
munication and collaboration, media literacy, digital content creation (including programming),
security (including digital well - being and cyber security), intellectual property issues, prob-
lem-solving and critical thinking.

Individuals with digital competences should demonstrate that they know:

(@ understand how digital technologies can contribute to communication, creativity and in-
novation, and should know the opportunities, constraints, impacts and risks they present;

(b) understand the general principles, mechanisms and logic of evolving digital technologies
and know the basic functions and uses of various devices, software and networks,

(c) have a critical approach to the validity, reliability and impact of the information and data
available through digital means and be familiar with the legal and ethical principles asso-
ciated with working with digital technologies,

(d) to use digital technologies to promote their active citizenship and social inclusion, cooper-
ation with others and creativity in pursuing personal, social or business goals.

4. INNOVATIONS IN EDUCATION AND ONLINE EDUCATION

Innovations in education are of particular importance because education plays a crucial role in
creating a sustainable future. Serdyukov states (2017) that innovation, therefore, is to be regard-
ed as an instrument of necessary and positive change. Any human activity (e.g. industrial, busi-
ness, or educational) needs constant innovation to remain sustainable. The author quotes The-
odore Levitt, saying that creativity is thinking up new things. Innovation is doing new things.

Serdyukov (2017) states that in education, innovation can appear as a new pedagogic theory,
methodological approach, teaching technique, instructional tool, learning process, or institu-
tional structure that, when implemented, produces a significant change in teaching and learn-
ing, which leads to better student learning. So, innovations in education are intended to raise
productivity and efficiency of learning and/or improve learning quality.

Innovations in education in pandemic can be seen in three steps: Firstly, as an adjustment or up-
grading of the teaching process. Secondly, as the modification of the process, as the innovation
that significantly alters the process, performance, or quality of an existing product. Thirdly, as
the transformation of the system, which represents dramatic conversion (as online education,
networked learning and mobile learning).

Today, an overwhelming majority of innovations are tangible, technology tools (laptops, iPads,
smartphones) or technology-based learning systems and materials, e.g., learning management

system (LMS), educational software, and web-based resources.
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The Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018 (2018 / C 189/01) on key competences for lifelong
learning stipulates learners need excellent educators to develop the wide range of skills and atti-
tudes they need to live and work. Differences in education and training outcomes depend mainly
on individual characteristics and family background. However, teachers and trainers have the
greatest influence on students’ learning outcomes in educational institutions. They play a key
role in introducing new teaching and learning methods, stimulating creativity and innovation,
overcoming bias and maximizing potential in increasingly heterogeneous classrooms (p. 16).

Further on, the above document emphasizes the development of the competencies of teaching staff
which is a current and increasingly urgent priority of the EU. For these reasons, the Commission will
pay attention to innovation in pedagogy, which will include support for flexible curricula, support
for interdisciplinary and cooperative approaches, support for professional development to improve
innovative learning practices, including the use of digital tools and their contribution to teaching.

The need for an approach to innovate teaching, especially in higher education, with the support of
digital technologies, is linked to the forecast that by 2025, half of all EU job vacancies will require
higher education qualifications, usually in tertiary education. The skills developed through these
training programs are generally considered to be stimuli for productivity and innovation.

The digital competences of teachers and university teachers have been the subject of independ-
ent research under the auspices of the Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the European Commis-
sion, resulting in the European Framework of Digital Competences for Educators (DigComp)
in 2013, revised in 2016 and 2017) face new challenges, they increasingly need wider and more
sophisticated sets of digital competences. The ubiquitous digital tools and the role of teachers to
help students become digitally competent requires them to develop their digital competences.

The European Framework of Digital Competences for Teachers is a scientifically sound frame-
work for the development of digital competences for teachers, using an agreed common lan-
guage and approach. It is intended for teachers of all levels and types of schools, from teachers
of kindergartens and primary schools, teachers of secondary general and vocational education
and training, teachers of special schools, teachers of universities and adult education, as well as
in non-formal education. The European framework aims to provide a general model of digital
competences for specific model developers in the EU Member States, which should be used in
the training and in-service training of teachers and educators.

Their digital competencies cover six areas:

1.  Professional engagement refers to the use of digital technologies in a wider professional
environment, e. g. in communication with colleagues, students, parents and other parties.

2. Digital resources are subject to search, creation and modification, management, protection
and sharing.

3. Teaching and learning relate to teaching, guidance, collaborative learning and self-direct-
ed learning.

4.  Assessment refers to the use of evaluation strategies, analysis of evidence, feedback and
other planning.

5. Strengthening pupils/students refers to the accessibility of education and inclusion (inclu-
sion) of pupils, differentiated and personalized teaching, activation of pupils/students.

6.  Facilitation (facilitation) refers to the formation and development of digital competences of
pupils/students.
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The first and second areas represent the professional competences of the teacher. The second,
third, fourth and fifth areas represent the pedagogical competencies of the teacher. The sixth
area represents the competencies of the pupil/student.

According to Dudova (2020) digital competence requires proper knowledge and understanding
of the nature of the tasks and opportunities of using information society technologies in every-
day contexts, personal life, social life, study and work. It includes mastering basic computer
applications (word processor and spreadsheet, databases, storing and managing information,
understanding the opportunities and potential risks of working with the Internet when sharing
information - phishing), understanding the ethical principles and principles of networking and
using the information to support their creative and innovative processing.

5. SURVEY ON ONLINE EDUCATION

Based on the previous considerations, findings and recommendations the survey on online ed-
ucation was carried out in a target group of university students.

In this part we will present the results of a survey focused on online education at the University
of Economics and Public Administration Management in Bratislava.

The survey was conducted in March - April 2021 on a sample of 118 respondents. The respond-
ents were students in the 2nd year of master’s studies just before the end of their studies.

5.1. Research questions

Research questions were formulated as follows:

1. Do students have enough experience to be able to assess online education? What do they
consider to be the biggest advantage and the biggest disadvantage of online education?

2. Have students acquired sufficient skills in online education to be able to assess differences
in the readiness of higher education teachers for online education?

3. Can students identify the new requirements that online education places on a university
teacher in terms of pedagogical performance in online education, online consultations,
processing of educational content in online education (moodle presentations) and creating
an atmosphere in online education?

5.2. Aim of the survey

The questionnaire survey aimed to find out what are the knowledge and attitudes of students

in master study towards online education. The questions focused on online education from the

aspect of the student, teacher, content of education and technical platform:

- How do students perceive and characterize online education?

- What do they consider to be the biggest advantage and the biggest disadvantage of online
education?

- What new requirements does online education impose on teachers? Does the teacher re-
quire special prerequisites and special training?

- Can the content of education be presented to the student clearly and effectively in online
education?

- Which are the biggest problems of students in online education?
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- How do students evaluate the technical platform in online education and individual con-
sultations?
- Would they support the retention of some elements of online education after the pandemic?

The questionnaire was used in the survey. A questionnaire was specifically created to find out
the respondents’ opinions on several aspects related to online education. The questionnaire
contained 20 questions, in which the respondents could mark 1 answer or more answers. Here,
a series of selected questions and relevant answers of respondents will be presented.

5.3. Survey results

Researched issues were divided according to the areas they covered, so author was interested in
answers about the characteristics of online education, students’ experiences with online educa-
tion, assessing the capacity and readiness of teachers for online education (digital competences,
communication with students, atmosphere in online teaching, barriers in online learning), as-
sessment of the advantages and disadvantages of online education, assessment of the technical
platform used for online education and online consultations.

5.4. How do respondents characterize online education?

Respondents were able to use the following characteristics of online education in their response:

a)  Distance learning is online teaching through a technology platform based on information
and communication technologies (webex, teams, zoom, skype, etc.)

b) Distance education is online teaching using technical means and methodological proce-
dures, through which the teacher presents the curriculum (content of education) and eval-
uates study results.

¢) Distance education as online teaching is an innovation in higher education.

They could make a multiple-choice of alternative answers.

The results show that respondents used all three alternatives and reported all combinations of
responses. They are able to adequately characterize online education. It was important to find
out that they accept online education as a pedagogical innovation in higher education.

5.5. How do respondents evaluate online education in terms of their own experience?

Respondents had to choose one answer:

a)  Online education suits me overall.

b)  Online education suits me better than it does not.

¢) I consider online education to be equivalent to full-time education.
d) Online education does not suit me more than it does.

¢)  Online education does not suit me.

Respondents stated that online education suits them overall - a) with 50 points, b) with 29
points. Some of the respondents consider online education to be equivalent to full-time educa-
tion. Only 14 respondents stated that online education did not suit them more than it suits them
and 3 respondents stated that online education does not suit them.
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5.6. How do respondents perceive the difference between online education
and full-time education?

Do you think that the content of education in online education can be presented to the student as
clearly and effectively as in full-time education? Respondents had to choose one answer:

a) Yes.

b)  Rather yes.

c¢) Ican’tjudge.

d)  Rather not.

e) No.

The most numerous answers were alternatives a) with 37 points, b) with 32 points, d) with 17
points. This means that in terms of learning outcomes, respondents do not consider online learning
and full-time learning to be different (answers a) plus b) scored 69 points). Only 4 respondents said
that they could not answer the question. On the contrary, the answers d) with 17 points and e) with
2 points (a total of 19 points) suggest that a certain group of respondents see the difference between
online education and full-time education, respectively. They are critical of online education.

5.7. What do respondents see as the biggest advantage of online education?

The question was: What do you consider to be the biggest advantage of online education? The

respondents could mark multiple answers:

a)  Possibility to study at home.

b)  Possibility to save time and not move to university premises.

¢)  Opportunity to study online and achieve equally recognized study results.

d) The moodle system contains everything I need to successfully complete the study.

e)  Our university has responded well to the pandemic situation and provides a full-time re-
placement for full-time study through online education.

f)  Other (fill in):

The most marked were the alternatives b) with 70 points, a) with 62 points, followed by €) with
53 points, c¢) with 49 points and d) with 36 points.

This means that respondents value time savings and study results that they consider equally
recognized. They also appreciate the university’s rapid response to the outbreak of the pandemic
and the immediate transition to online education. With this measure, they were able to continue
their studies and meet the conditions for completing individual subjects.

5.8. What do respondents see as the biggest disadvantage of online education?

The question was: What do you consider to be the biggest disadvantage of online education?
Respondents could mark several alternative answers:

a) Lack of communication with the teacher about the content of education.

b)  Lack of suggestions from classmates.

c¢)  Weak exchange of information and little interaction from classmates.

d)  Excessive social isolation between individual participants in online education.

e)  Online learning does not provide any opportunity to work with classmates.
f)  Other (fill in):

29



_ 7" International Scientific Conference - ERAZ 2021
Conference Proceedings

They received the most ratings d) with 52 points, ¢) with 41 points, b) with 39 points, followed by
a) with 30 points and e) with 15 points. This suggests that respondents are aware of the importance
of social contact with classmates in their studies, as they receive many stimuli and help from suc-
cessful classmates in perceiving education to perceive and evaluate issues related to the content of
education. It is important to note that in online education, they also perceive a lack of communi-
cation between teachers and students in terms of the content of education. Many people are afraid
to formulate questions in online teaching and ask them to the teacher when they do not perceive
the verbal or non-verbal support of classmates that is characteristic of full-time education.

5.9. How do respondents evaluate online education based on their experience?

Based on my own experience, I consider online education to be:
a)  an excellent instrument of training.

b) avery good instrument of training.

¢) agood instrument of training.

d) asatisfactory instrument of training.

e) an unsatisfactory training of training.

Respondents gave the most points to alternatives b) with 30 points and ¢) with 30 points, fol-
lowed by a) with 25 points. Other alternatives: d) with 6 points and e) with 1 point. Although
a positive evaluation of online education prevails (alternatives b plus c), a significantly smaller
proportion of respondents described online education as an excellent tool for education. This
suggests that, in its current form, online education has certain shortcomings and reservations.

5.10.How do respondents perceive the readiness of a university teacher
for online teaching?

In online education, I noticed that new requirements are placed on the teacher?

Respondents had a choice of several answers:

a)  The teacher should also have technical skills and work with WEBEX.

b)  The teacher should align the spoken word with technical support.

c¢)  The teacher should emphasize the goal of education at the beginning of the lesson.

d) The teacher should use the presentation appropriately and supplement it with current in-
formation.

e) The teacher should motivate students to learn by activating questions, continuous evalua-
tion of students’ answers, evaluation of student presentations, etc.

According to the respondents’ assessment, the most points were attributed to alternatives a)
with 73 points, b) 52 points, d) 42 points, €) 31 points and c) with 18 points.

This suggests that respondents (students) do expect and require from the teacher technical skills
in working with the technical platform WEBEX while linking and supplementing online pres-
entations with current information on the presented topic, motivational incentives, continuous
evaluation of students ‘answers and the ability to immediately evaluate students’ online pres-
entations (if any). case occurs). We can state that students have very clear expectations regard-
ing teachers’ pedagogical skills, which must be complemented by technical skills and the ability
to work with a technical platform suitable for online education.
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5.11. The proper preparation of the teacher for online education?

The aspect was examined by the question: Do you think that online education requires special

preconditions for the teacher? Respondents could indicate several options:

a)  He/she should make more use of non-verbal (non-verbal) keys (eg smile than positive
feedback).

b)  He/she should involve students more in communication and information exchange.

c¢)  He/she should make more use of students’ judgment.

d) He/she should make more use of student experiences.

e)  He/she should build more on the imagination of students.

Respondents marked the answers in the following order: b) with 55 points, a) 42 points, the
alternatives c) with 13 points, equally the alternative e) with 13 points, d) with 11 points. These
results suggest that students in online education also expect those teacher activities that are
more typical of full-time education (as teacher questions and students’ answers, group commu-
nication and information exchange, student assessment of problems, application of experiences,
problem solving and use of imagination). A significant requirement applies to the non-verbal
communication and non-verbal keys of the teacher (smile as positive feedback or as an expres-
sion of creating a positive atmosphere in teaching).

5.12.How do respondents perceive and evaluate special teacher training
for online education?

Do you think that a teacher should be specially prepared for online education? Respondents had
to mark one answer:

a)  Every teacher needs special preparation for online education.

b)  Some teachers need special preparation for online education.

¢)  Teachers do not need special training for online education.

Respondents marked c) with 59 points, b) with 24 points and a) with 9 points.

This finding is very important, as it confirms that respondents expect a smooth (trouble-free)
mastery of the role of the teacher in online education, especially in mastering the technical
platform of online education. They require teachers to be specially trained for this task. This is
a stimulus for teachers themselves and university management in the field of academic growth
and the development of comprehensive pedagogical skills of teachers during and after the COV-
ID-19 pandemic.

5.13.What causes the teacher the biggest problem in online education?

Respondents could mark several answers:

a)  Focus on teaching (fluctuating attention).

b) Difficulty of the curriculum.

¢)  Running the teacher away from the topic.

d) Length of a lesson (could be shorter).

e)  Excessive teacher focus on moodle presentation.
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Respondents gave the most points alternative a) with 64 points, followed by d) with 33 points, )
with 22 points, b) with 11 points and c¢) with 5 points. The results suggest that students closely
observe the teacher’s activities during online teaching (attention fluctuation), but they can also
assess the complexity of the curriculum, which in connection with the need to master the tech-
nical side of online education places special demands on the teacher.

5.14.What suits respondents in online teaching in terms of teacher performance?

Respondents were requested to consider the following: In online education, it suits me that:

a)  The teacher sticks to the presentation and emphasizes the most important thing by voice.

b)  The teacher is able to explain the theory and provide practical examples.

c)  The teacher can verbally (by voice) emphasize what I should pay attention to.

d) The teacher does not let himself be disturbed by the behaviour of students, because he
usually does not see them.

e) The teacher has his teaching goal and goes for it.

Respondents had the option to choose multiple answers. They expressed their assessment as
follows: b) with 55 points, a) with 49 points, c) 45 points, e) with 36 points and d) 32 points. It
turned out that the most important aspects of a teacher’s performance are the ability to explain
the theory and supplement it with practical examples, the use of non-verbal keys (voice) in
teaching while sticking to the set educational cognitive goals.

5.15.What do respondents value most about the teacher in online education?

They should have marked multiple answers:

a)  The teacher is always well prepared for online education.

b)  The teacher is in a good mood.

¢) The teacher is able to link current information with the content of online education.

d) The teacher has well-thought-out assignments for students and is able to explain them
clearly.

e) The teacher allows students to publish the prepared presentations.

The most points were attributed to alternative answers a) with 67 points, followed by c¢) with 59
points, b) with 56 points, d) with 45 points and e) 24 points. Respondents confirm that the pro-
fessionalism of teachers remains the most important aspect of online education, both in terms
of content and ways of presenting the curriculum, cooperation with students and making the
results of their work (assignments) public.

5.16.Respondents’ opinions on teacher’s performance?
Respondents were asked to assess the teacher’s performance based on the following statements:

In online education, I noticed that:

a)  The teacher performs just as well as in full-time teaching.

b)  The teacher must be extremely focused on online teaching in order to achieve the same
performance.

c)  The teacher is subject to the influence of the environment and disturbance, which disrupts
his performance.

32



Innovations in Online Education in Post-COVID-19 _

d)  The teacher follows the curve of student fatigue, therefore he inserts activating questions
for students into the interpretation.
e) The teacher is able to provoke and lead a dialogue with students.

The highest number of points was obtained by alternatives a) 64 points, followed by e) 37 points,
b) 32 points, d) with 21 points and c) with 13 points. This suggests that respondents (students) pay
the most attention to and evaluate teachers’ performance in online teaching, their ability to en-
gage in dialogue with students, the teacher’s focus on performance in the online environment, the
ability to activate students with questions and possible environmental and disruptive influences.

5.17. Assessment of survey results

Based on the obtained results, author state that the students in the period March 2020 - March
2021 gained enough experience to answer all questions in a relevant way.

Online education was suitably characterized by respondents as the teaching through a technol-
ogy platform, the use of technical means and methodological procedures, through which the
teacher presents the curriculum (content of education) and evaluates study results and innova-
tion in higher education.

They identified the possibility of saving time, not moving to university premises and studying
at home, as the biggest advantage of online education. They also expressed the satisfaction that
the university responded well to the pandemic situation and started to provide a full-fledged
replacement for full-time study through online education.

The biggest disadvantage of online education was excessive social isolation between individual
participants in online education, weak exchange of information and little interaction from class-
mates, and the lack of communication with the teacher about the content of education.

If teachers can combine the cognitive side of educational content with the technical skills nec-
essary for online learning, they gain respect and recognition from students.

In the answers, the respondents generalized their experience and knowledge of the teaching
styles of several teachers who taught in the online education system during that period. There-
fore, their scoring is of considerable importance and can lead to several recommendations:

—  Online learning requires teachers to be precisely trained and innovated in the ways they
present their content.

—  Under the pandemic conditions, pedagogical innovation in online education has rapidly
passed from the adjustment and upgrading of the teaching process, through innovations
altering the process, performance and quality of the ways of teaching and at present, the
pedagogical innovation aims at the transformation of the system that represents a dramatic
conversion.

—  Therefore, teachers need to continuously improve their pedagogical and technical skills
and face cope with new challenges associated with online education.
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6. FUTURE TRENDS IN RESEARCH

The survey indicated the future trends in research that could be focused on some other research

questions combined with the online education (Matusova, 2021):

- What has the pandemic in higher education changed?

- What are the possibilities of online education during the COVID-19 pandemic and what
can be the expectations in the post-COVID period? How does online education reflect the
educational needs of students of individual levels of study, fields of study and subjects?

- To what extent has the digitization of education achieved in terms of methods, content and
pedagogical activities of teachers? What new demands on the management of education
and pedagogical staff have been caused by the time of COVID-19?

- How effectively is online education applied in current practice at universities? Is there an
era of real digitization of education?

- How does the management of higher education institutions react and reflect on the chang-
es caused by the pandemic situation in the approach to the education of students (young
adults)? How does university management ensure and monitor the quality of education,
which takes place in the form of online education with technical support? How does online
education affect the quality of education? What measures need to be taken to maintain the
required level of quality of education?

- How do pedagogical staff cope with the new requirements of online education in terms of
the content of subject education and the need for pedagogical innovation?

7. CONCLUSION

A pilot questionnaire survey confirmed that students understand and can properly address the
issue of online education. They are sensitive to the differences between presence and online
education, aware of significant advantages and disadvantages of online education. University
teachers who apply technical platforms for online education are judged soberly. Students appre-
ciate their preparation for online education, the way of presenting the content, communication
with students, creating an atmosphere facilitating interaction among students, the possibility of
presenting their assignments via technology platforms.

Respondents were well aware of the new demands placed on teachers in online education,
which relate to mastering the topic, its new way of presentation in teaching, the need to apply
activation questions to students, the ability to conduct dialogue, to link theory and practice.
They especially appreciate the teacher’s ability to work with the technical platform of online
education, synchronized connection of the image (presentation) and the teacher’s interpretation,
explanation. They draw attention to the need for special training of teachers to work with the
technical platform of online education.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Coronaviruses (CoVs) are a large family of enveloped, single-stranded, zoonotic RNA vi-
ruses. Four CoVs commonly circulate among humans: HCoV2-229E, -HKUI1, -NL63
and -OC43. However, CoVs can rapidly mutate and recombine leading to novel CoVs that can
spread from animals to humans. The novel CoVs severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavi-
rus (SARS-CoV) emerged in 2002 and Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-
CoV) in 2012. The 2019 novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) is currently causing a severe outbreak
of disease (termed COVID-19) in China and multiple other countries, threatening to cause a
global pandemic. In humans, CoVs mostly cause respiratory and gastrointestinal symptoms.
Clinical manifestations range from a common cold to more severe diseases such as bronchi-
tis, pneumonia, severe acute respiratory distress syndrome, multi-organ failure and even death
(Zimmermann, P., & Curtis, N., 2020).

Although coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is characterized by fever and respiratory symp-
toms, some patients have no or mild symptoms (Park, S. K., Lee, C. W., Park, D. 1., Woo, H. Y.,
Cheong, H. S., Shin, H. C., ... & Joo, E. J. 2021). Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) emerged
in Hubei Province, China in December 2019 and has become a global pandemic, with hundreds
of thousands of cases and over 165 countries affected. Primary routes of transmission of the
causative virus, severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), are through
respiratory droplets and close person-to-person contact (Amirian 2020).

This paper aims to analyse and evaluate methods to determine asymptomatic, presymptomatic

or postsymptomatic spreaders. This paper examines the hypothesis that only a sick (symptomat-
ic) person can transfer Sars-CoV-2 to others.
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Used are methods of legal sciences, literature research about the topic, own research with sur-
face and air samples collections in hospital in rooms with only symptomatic and only asympto-
matic patients. Discussions with experts and air samplers companies were done as well.

Discussions if asymptomatic SARS-CoV-2 carrier can spread the virus are still quite inconclu-
sive and there is a lack of methodology to prove such claims. Viral load measurement is one po-
tential way: “study sheds light on the frequency of asymptomatic SARS-CoV-2 infection, their
infectivity (as measured by the viral load) and provides insights into its transmission dynamics
and the efficacy of the implemented control measures.” (Lavezzo, E., Franchin, E., Ciavarella,
C., Cuomo-Dannenburg, G., Barzon, L., Del Vecchio, C., ... & Crisanti, A. 2020).

Cohort study of symptomatic and asymptomatic patients with SARS-CoV-2 infection who were
isolated in a community treatment center in Cheonan, the Ct values in asymptomatic patients
was similar to those in symptomatic patients. Viralmolecular shedding was prolonged. Because
transmission by asymptomatic patients with SARS-CoV-2 may be a key factor in community
spread, population-based surveillance and isolation of asymptomatic patients may be required
(Lee, S., Kim, T,, Lee, E., Lee, C., Kim, H., Rhee, H., ... & Kim, T. H. 2020).

However, there is no scientific evidence that viral load levels can cause that asymptomatic SARS-
CoV-2 carrier can transmit the virus to others. Only one very interesting study proofed scientifi-
cally that such option is maybe possible: “The low concordance of SARS-CoV-2 detection between
filters and nasopharyngeal swabs indicated that the number of viral particles collected on the face
mask filter was below the limit of detection for all patients but those with the highest viral loads.”
(Smolinska, A., Jessop, D. S., Pappan, K. L., De Saedeleer, A., Kang, A., Martin, A. L., ... & van
der Schee, M. P. 2021). However this study was done in a way: “Patients were instructed to breathe
normally into the face mask for between 30 and 60 min during which they were asked to cough 10
times and speak out loud for 1 min.” (Smolinska, A., Jessop, D. S., Pappan, K. L., De Saedeleer,
A., Kang, A., Martin, A. L., ... & van der Schee, M. P. 2021). So, not clear is whether face masks
were in case contaminated by SARS-CoV-2 by loud speaking or coughing or by speaking out loud.

As an epidemic progresses over time, suspected cases are examined and tested for the infection
using laboratory diagnostic methods. Then, time-stamped counts of the test results stratified
according to the presence or absence of symptoms at the time of testing are often reported in
nearly real-time. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the estimation of the asymptomatic
proportion needs to be handled carefully since real-time outbreak data are influenced by the
phenomenon of right censoring (Mizumoto, K., Kagaya, K., Zarebski, A., & Chowell, G. 2020).

There is no clear evidence if presymptomatic people can spread SARS-CoV-2. Some studies
trying to prove this possibility. However such studies are mainly based on mathematical models
or case studies which are not appropriate methods.

As expected, the proportion of pre-symptomatic transmission increased from 48% (95% Crl: 32—
67) in the baseline scenario to 66% (95% Crl: 45-84) when allowing for negative serial intervals,
for the Singapore data, and from 62% (95% Crl: 50-76) to 77% (95% Crl: 65-87) for the Tianjin
data. When the incubation period is larger, it is expected that these proportions will be higher and
when it is smaller, they are expected to be lower. Hence, a large proportion of transmission appears
to occur before symptom onset, which is an important point to consider when planning intervention
strategies (Ganyani, T., Kremer, C., Chen, D., Torneri, A., Faes, C., Wallinga, J., & Hens, N. 2020).
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The possibility of presymptomatic transmission increases the challenges of containment meas-
ures. Public health officials conducting contact tracing should strongly consider including a
period before symptom onset to account for the possibility of presymptomatic transmission.
The potential for presymptomatic transmission underscores the importance of social distancing,
including the avoidance of congregate settings, to reduce COVID-19 spread (Wei, W. E., Li, Z.,
Chiew, C. J., Yong, S. E., Toh, M. P, & Lee, V. J. 2020).

Doubts about above mentioned methods based on case studies and mathematical models were
raised after research done in Wuhan between January 23 and April 8, 2020. All city residents
aged six years or older were eligible and 9,899,828 (92.9%) participated. No new symptomatic
cases and 300 asymptomatic cases (detection rate 0.303/10,000, 95% CI 0.270-0.339/10,000)
were identified. There were no positive tests amongst 1,174 close contacts of asymptomatic cas-
es (Cao, S., Gan, Y., Wang, C., Bachmann, M., Wei, S., Gong, J., ... & Lu, Z. 2020).

2. METHODS BASED ON SARS-COV-2 AIR SAMPLING

Only logic and possible methods to detect whether someone spreads SARS-CoV-2 from his res-
piratory tract (fecal - oral and fecal aerosol route considerations are out of scope of this paper)
can be based on studies focusing on air sampling. Only such an approach can evaluate whether
so called symptomatic or presymptomatic or postsymptomatic persons can be potential SARS-
CoV-2 spreaders.

Studies in this way are quite rare and obviously connected to so called environmental detection.

Viable SARS-CoV-2 was isolated from air samples collected 2 to 4.8 m away from the patients.
The genome sequence of the SARS-CoV-2 strain isolated from the material collected by the
air samplers was identical to that isolated from the newly admitted patient. Estimates of viable
viral concentrations ranged from 6 to 74 TCID, units/L of air and concluded that patients with
respiratory manifestations of COVID-19 produce aerosols in the absence of aerosol-generating
procedures that contain viable SARS-CoV-2 (Lednicky, J. A., Lauzard, M., Fan, Z. H., Jutla, A.,
Tilly, T. B., Gangwar, M., ... & Wu, C. Y. 2020).

However, some studies were inconclusive in this way. SARS-CoV-2 RNA was not detectable by
air samplers, which suggests that the airborne route is not the predominant mode of transmis-
sion of SARS-CoV-2 (Cheng, V. C. C., Wong, S. C., Chan, V. W. M., So, S. Y. C., Chen, J. H. K.,
Yip, C. C. Y, ... & Yuen, K. Y. 2020).

To address the airborne transmission mode of SARS-CoV-2 air samples were collected in the
largest hospital in Iran. Results indicated that all collected samples were negative in terms of the
viral RNA. There were not detected any positive readings 2 m from the patients’ beds (Faridi,
S., Niazi, S., Sadeghi, K., Naddafi, K., Yavarian, J., Shamsipour, M., ... & MokhtariAzad, T.
2020).

3. PROOF OF CONCEPT
On the basis of inconclusive results based on mentioned air sampling studies made in hospital —
the author of this paper decided to make his own research in this way while hypothesis was that

air samplers can detect SARS-CoV-2 in symptomatic Covid 19 patients rooms.
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Patients agreed with the survey and hospital management as well. However later on hospital (in
the Czech republic) did not want to be mentioned in any study and name of the hospital is not
mentioned because of this wish. Symptomatic and postsymptomatic/asymptomatic. Covid 19
patients were located in different areas of the hospital — location for symptomatic (respiratory or
pneumonia) only and postsymptomatic or asymptomatic/postsymptomatic only.

Air dehumidifiers with HEPA filters were used with the volume of dried air 300m3/hour what
was sufficient to recirculate the air in patients’ rooms within 2 hours. Three rooms were investi-
gated in rooms with asymptomatic/postsymptomatic patients and no SARS-CoV-2 was detected
on HEPA filters (swabs were transferred to laboratory). Surface swabs were clean as well even
below patients’ beds and on other places (except one positive sample close to one door — could
be from doctors’ shoes). Toilets were not investigated.

Investigated was one room with one symptomatic patient with respiratory problems (strong
coughing plus pneumonia) and one patient with heavy pneumonia (severe disease). SARS-CoV-2
was detected on HEPA filter of the dehumidifier placed in the room and even on the HEPA filter
placed in the corridor in front of the room of these two patients. This indicates that wind could
move SARS-CoV-2 even into the hospital’s corridor when the nurse opened the door. There was
obviously opened window in this patient’s room. This survey was done in April 2020.

Investigated were surfaces in this room as well with positive swabs below both patients’ beds
and toilets were investigated as well — also positive swabs. Interesting was that positive swabs
were found even in toilet ventilation 2 metres high.

The author concluded that symptomatic or maybe even postsymptomatic patients can potential-
ly spread the virus and asymptomatic persons most probably not.

There is a problem in the definition “symptomatic” and “postsymptomatic” while the patient
has developed dangerous pneumonia but does not have symptoms like coughing or sneezing.
Observed patient with pneumonia was expected by doctors to be sent home soon, however, the
high volume of ground-glass opacities occurred in his lungs within one week.

This small survey brought precious information to the author of this paper despite was not rep-
resentative.

The survey was unintentional proof of concept of the idea to test individuals on SARS-CoV-2
while using their face masks and similar methods. This option found out the author of this paper
after mentioned survey.

4. SARS-COV-2 TESTING FROM AIR SAMPLERS PLACED IN FACE MASKS

In this chapter are summarised findings of clinical studies while air samplers were placed in
SARS-CoV-2 positive patients in the hospital. The test was taken from PVA strips placed in
face masks or from face mask filters. Surprisingly such studies do not have many followers until
now. A novel method to detect SARS-CoV-2 in exhaled breath using sampling strips fixed with-
in facemasks that can be readily removed and analysed using RT-qPCR (face-mask sampling
was introduced (Williams, C. M., Pan, D., Decker, J., Wisniewska, A., Fletcher, E., Sze, S., ...
& Barer, M. R. 2021).
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In 66 hospitalised patients 38% were FMS positive within 24 h of a routinely positive SARS-
CoV-2 PCR by nasopharyngeal swab. Higher FMS viral loads were associated with higher IS-
ARIC (International Severe Acute Respiratory and Emerging Infections Consortium mortality
and deterioration scores) deterioration and mortality scores, respiratory symptoms at the time
of sampling and shorter intervals between symptom onset and sampling (Williams, C. M., Pan,
D., Decker, J., Wisniewska, A., Fletcher, E., Sze, S., ... & Barer, M. R. 2021).

Testing for SARS-CoV-2, using face mask filters and nasopharyngeal swabs collected from
hospitalized COVID-19-patients, showed that filter samples offered reduced sensitivity (8.5%
compared to nasopharyngeal swabs). The low concordance of SARS-CoV-2 detection between
filters and nasopharyngeal swabs indicated that the number of viral particles collected on the
face mask filter was below the limit of detection for all patients but those with the highest viral
loads (Smolinska, A., Jessop, D. S., Pappan, K. L., De Saedeleer, A., Kang, A., Martin, A. L.,
... & van der Schee, M. P. 2021).

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

SARS-CoV-2 testing from air samplers placed in face masks is the prospective way of research
that can potentially influence public health policy worldwide. More robust clinical testing should
be recommended in this way. Conclusions on potential patients’ early treatment should be in-
vestigated collaterally since this approach enables predict severity of the disease immediately.

6. CONCLUSION.

Potential corruption is in scientific claims that PCR testing from nasopharyngeal swabs (or sa-
liva/throat/front nose samples) is so called “gold standard”. Suggested is PCR testing from face
masks samples to evaluate the health condition of the test subject and his ability to spread the
virus”. Protected should be really sick people and not make focus on people with no symptoms
of Covid 19 who do not exhale SARS-CoV-2.
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1. INTRODUCTION

fter the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-2009, the Basel Committee on Banking Supervi-

sion launched the post-crisis regulatory reform with the publication of the so-called Basel
III standard (BIS, 2010) in December 2010. It was implemented in the European Union (EU)
through the Capital Requirements Regulation and the Fourth Capital Requirements Directive.
In 2017, the Basel Accord of 2010 was extended by a document published by the Basel Commit-
tee on Banking Supervision entitled “Basel III: Finalizing post-crisis reforms”. Thus, the Basel
III reform, often referred to as Basel IV (BIS, 2017), should be implemented by the EU Member
States by January 2023.

The post-crisis regulatory reform agenda, which began with Basel I1I, addressed many of the
shortcomings of the pre-crisis regulatory framework revealed in the wake of the Global Finan-
cial Crisis. In 2008 and 2009, banks were not capitalized enough to withstand the worst shock to
the financial system since the Great Depression. The increase in banks’ regulatory capital since
then is a projection of the efforts of policymakers to support the banking system and increase its
resilience. Since June 2011, the level of Common Equity Tier 1 (CET1), the highest quality cap-
ital of banks, in the EU is constantly increasing and at the end of 2020 exceeded 15,6%, which
is far below the minimum required 7%. The development in the leverage ratio is quite similar,
currently over 5,8%, which is again well above the minimum requirement of 3%.

The strong capital position of the European banking sector is one of the key factors in ensuring
that the spread of the coronavirus in the spring of 2020 does not significantly affect the banking
sector. Thanks to the high level of CET 1 and the support measures provided by regulators and
supervisors, banks are able to maintain lending to the economy without having to restrict lend-
ing standards and the flow of credit to their customers, which did not allow further worsening
of the economic recession.
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To a large extent, the developments for the banking sector in Bulgaria are similar. The main
purpose of the paper is to examine the impact of COVID-19 on the banking sector at EU level
and in Bulgaria. The study describes the regulatory response at the global and European level.
The main emphasis is placed on the national regulatory measures and the sustainability of the
banking system in Bulgaria.

2. THE REGULATORY RESPONSE

In 2008, following the shock of the Global Financial Crisis, the regulatory and policy response
was perceived as insufficient and overdue. Now the response to the unprecedented crisis posed
by the COVID-19 pandemic is timely, significant and swift. And more importantly, the Europe-
an institutions and regulators have coordinated a common action plan in different areas, using a
diverse range of tools. As a result, the brief increase in market volatility was quickly contained.

With regard to monetary policy, in March 2020 the ECB announced a comprehensive package
of measures (ECB, 2020a), including quantitative easing, as well as performing additional long-
term refinancing operations in the March-June 2020 period. Significant liquidity under favora-
ble conditions in the most severe months of COVID-19 shock was provided. In June 2020, the
envelope of the Pandemic Emergency Purchase Program (PEPP) was increased by €600 billion
to a total of € 1.35 trillion (ECB, 2020c).

In terms of regulations, in a very short time, EU legislators have undergone the so-called “quick
fix” on changes to capital requirements regulations. It entered into force at the end of June 2020
and allowed a reduction of certain risk weights for certain banks’ exposures, which automati-
cally increased their capital adequacy. On the other hand, also in March 2020, the Single Super-
visory Mechanism (SSM) provided temporary capital and operational reliefs allowing banks to
continue lending without undermining their capital ratios (ECB, 2020b).

Furthermore, the European Commission (EC) has announced a recovery plan for Europe, in-
cluding a €750 billion instrument, the amount of which will be raised through the capital mar-
kets (EC, 2020).

According to EBF calculations (2020), banks in Europe receive a capital relief of about 200
basis points on average from their average level of CET 1, which was used to absorb the initial
hit of the crisis, allowing the banking system to start 2021 without disruption in its resilience
and sustainability.

3. BANKS AND THE COVID-19 CHALLENGE

At the end of the second quarter of 2020, an increase in capital adequacy was observed in the

Bulgarian banking system as a result of some regulatory changes. The first one was due to the

so-called “quick fix”. The second measure was the real increase of the equity of the banks due to

the ban imposed by the Bulgarian National Bank (BNB) on dividends payments. This measure

ensured that an additional BGN 1.3 billion (€665 million)’ would be retained in the Bulgarian

? Regulation (EU) 2020/873 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2020 amending Reg-
ulations (EU) No 575/2013 and (EU) 2019/876 as regards certain adjustments in response to the COVID-19
pandemic

The Bulgarian currency — the Bulgarian lev (BGN) — is pegged to the euro with a fixed exchange rate of
1.95583 BGN for 1 EUR since the 1st of July 1997
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banking system. According to the BNB estimates, cumulatively the two measures increased
the level of the capital adequacy of the banking sector in Bulgaria by about 4 percentage points
(Hristov, 2020).

At the end of 2020, the CET 1 for the entire banking system increased to 21.69% from 19.44%,
as it was at the end of the first quarter of 2020. At a system level, the total capital adequacy ratio
rose to 22.74% from 20.45% for the same period.

The capital adequacy ratios of banks in Bulgaria are above the average levels for the banks
participating in the Single Supervisory Mechanism, which, according to the ECB, at the end of
2020 were 15.62% for CET 1 and 19.51% for the total capital adequacy ratio. The dynamics of
the ratios could be observed in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. CET 1 and total capital adequacy ratio for the banks in Bulgaria
and for the banks participating in the Single Supervisory Mechanism

Source: BNB, ECB

According to Regulation (EU) Ne 575/2013, in the first quarter of 2020, a risk weight of 100%
was applied to the Bulgarian government bonds denominated in euro, which led to an increase
of the risk-weighted assets for the Bulgarian banks. Meanwhile, in relation to the COVID-19
pandemic, in the first quarter of 2020 the BNB announced measures for the banking sector
(Bulgarian National Bank, 2020), including capitalization of the total banking system profit for
2019 in the amount of BGN 1.6 billion (€818 million). The BNB’s decision considering banks
not to distribute dividends offset the effect of the increased risk weight on the Bulgarian gov-
ernment bonds denominated in euro in the second quarter of 2020. The full capitalization of the
total banking system profit is expected to be fully met by the banks after the relevant regulatory
approvals (Association of Banks in Bulgaria, 2020). In addition to the capitalization of all prof-
its in the sector, the measures of the BNB include a significant reduction in foreign exposures
bearing higher-risk and the cancellation of the planned two increases in the Countercyclical
Capital Buffer (CCyB).

According to the decision of the EC from April 2020 for the so-called “quick fix”, part of the
EC’s actions in the banking sector, in response to the effects of the coronavirus, the Bulgarian

government bonds denominated in euro were again equaled to those in local currency, which
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means an applicable risk weight of 0% to 2023. This would lead to a reduction of the weights
of some risk-weighted assets of banks and, accordingly, to an increase in capital adequacy, thus
building stronger resilience and underlining the sustainability of the sector.

According to BNB data, compared to the end of March 2020, the total risk exposures for the
banking system decreased by BGN 6.1 billion (8.9%, €3.12 billion) to BGN 62.8 billion (€32.1
billion). The exposures for credit risk under the standardized approach were the main con-
tributor to the decline (by BGN 5 billion (€2.56 billion), or by 10%), where the impact from
the changes in the Capital Requirements Regulation was greatest. The share of risk-weighted
exposures for credit risk in the total amount of risk exposures decreased to 90.9% at the end of
June 2020 from 91.1% at the end of March 2020. The share of exposures to position, currency
and commodity risk decreased to 0.5% at the end of the period from 0.6% (at the end of the first
quarter of 2020), while the share of exposures to operational risk increased to 8.6% from 8.3%
three months earlier, the BNB data showed. With regard to the amount of capital exceeding the
capital requirements and certain capital buffers, the BNB reported a quarterly increase by BGN
1.4 billion (€716 million) to BGN 4.8 billion (€2.45 billion) due to the decline in the total amount
of risk exposures and in the capital requirements and capital buffers, calculated on this basis.

The desired effect of these measures is related to maintaining the lending activity and providing
relief to banks’ borrowers - companies and households, through the approval of the Procedure
for deferral of loan payments’, proposed by the industry in April 2020. The BNB statistics con-
firm that this effect has been achieved so far (Radev, 2020). As of the end of 2020, not only we
are not witnessing stagnation in lending, but loans to companies and households are increasing
on an annual basis, by 3% and 8.2%, respectively. According to the ECB, credit growth in the
euro area is 7% on an annual basis for corporates and 3.1% for households (ECB, 2020d). Credit
growth dynamics could be observed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Credit growth dynamics in the period from November 2019 to March 2021
(annual rate of change) (%)
Source: BNB

Procedure for deferral and settlement of liabilities payable to banks and their subsidiaries — financial insti-
tutions in relation to the measures taken by the authorities of Republic of Bulgaria to limit the COVID-19
pandemic and its consequences
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Since the European Banking Authority (EBA) provided the opportunity to use public and private
moratoriums back in April 2020, banks in Europe have begun to reschedule loans to their custom-
ers affected by the crisis (EBA, 2020a). According to the EBA, at the end of June 2020, under the
different moratorium schemes in Europe, loans of over €871 billion were rescheduled (EBA, 2020b).
According to the EBF (2020), more than 5 million individuals and more than 2 million legal entities
have benefited from the various rescheduling measures taken by the EU Member States.

In Bulgaria, the measure also benefited many individuals and legal entities affected by the
pandemic. According to BNB data, at the end of 2020 nearly 130,000 requests of companies
and households with a total value of nearly BGN 10 billion (€5.12 billion) were approved. The
data includes deferrals, which expired at the end of the reporting date, as well as for voluntarily
resigned borrowers who initially applied for the moratorium.

4. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Future research directions would be related to the subsiding of the COVID-19 pandemic and
to the analysis of the preparedness of the banking sector for driving the recovery phase of
the economy. It has to be seen what would be the direction which the regulators could follow
regarding keeping, amending or prolonging certain regulation reliefs. A more comprehensive
econometric study could be developed, with the main aim to try to quantify COVID-19 effects
on lending, savings and some financial positions of the banking sector.

5. CONCLUSION

The banking sector withstood the initial shock caused by the spread of COVID-19, in parallel
with the restrictions imposed by governments to limit the negative impact on public health,
through a much stronger position than in the 2008-2009 period. This is an evidence that 10
years since the introduction of the Basel III standards, policymakers, together with the banking
sector itself, have been able to significantly improve the resilience through which banks better
manage significant stress on the financial system.

The conservative approach of the Bulgarian regulator has also prepared the banks in Bulgaria to
the maximum extent. Due to its solid capital position, lending to companies and households in
the country not only did not decline, but even increased, which is a prerequisite for the leading
role that banks play in the recovery phase of the coronavirus crisis.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Durres is one of the most important economic regions in Albania with a significant number
of small and medium-sized enterprises. Being a port city, Durres hosts about 8000 small
and medium-size enterprises becoming the most important economic centre of the country. The
spread out of the Covid-19 pandemic that started on March 9™ 2020 in Albania, had an imme-
diate effect on all country’s economy. Soon after the pandemic was declared, the government
declared a full lockdown by closing all activities but those of supply chain, essential services,
and necessary public services. This had an immediate effect on the small and medium-sized
enterprises, for most of them were forced to stay closed for a relatively long period (until the end
of May 2020) creating a direct negative impact on their overall balance.

2. METHODOLOGY

To get information on the impact of Covid-19 on small and medium-sized enterprises, ques-
tionnaires were compiled. These questionnaires were built to reveal some information on the
effect that Covid-19 had on their operation, financial performance, and employment. They had
to answer the following questions:
*  The company had to declare their juridical status if they were physical persons or juridical

entity, joint venture, or limited responsibility type.
. Their ownership status and the origin of the capital (is it an Albanian or foreign company)
*  They had to declare if their company fall under one of the categories:

— A company with an annual throughput of 5 million ALL,

— A company with an annual throughput between 5-8 million ALL,

— A company with an annual throughput of over 8 million ALL,

“Aleksander Moisiu” University of Durres, Professional Studies Faculty, Marine and Engineering Science
Department, Currila Street, no.1, Albania
Aleksander Moisiu” University of Durres, Lagjia No.l Rruga “Currila” Durres, Albania
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If the company had received any bank loan before the pandemic,
If yes, did they have any postponement of the instalments,

If the above answer was “no”, the reasons:

— Was the postponement request refused?

— There was no answer from the bank.

Has the Covid-19 affected in the due time payment of the duties?
What is the number of employees of the company?

—1-10

—11-20

—21-50

— Over 50

How have the Covid-19 restriction measures affected the company’s activity?
No effect

Little effect

They have significantly affected the company’s performance

They have severely affected the company’s performance

The company has gone bankrupt

SAREI I

How have the Covid-19 restrictions affected the company’s income/revenues?
— They are reduced up to 10%

— They are reduced up to 15%

— They are reduced up to 20%

— They are reduced up to 25%

— They are reduced up to 30%

— They are reduced by over 30%

Has your company benefited from any financial support from the government during the
lockdown period?

If the above answer is yes, please define the amount benefited and its destination (if it was
a support for the staff payment or support to the production/services of the company)
Have you been forced to reduce staff number due to Covid-19 restrictions? If yes, what
percentage of the staff has been reduced?

- 5%

—10%

- 15%

—20%

—-30%

— Over 30%

Has Covid-19 affected the way you normally operate?
— No

— Little

— Has affected

— Has significantly affected

— Has extremely affected
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*  Has your company started preparations to come back to normality after the Covid-19 end?
— We have not started some preparations
— We do not have any idea what to do
— We have started possible options
— We have prepared the returning strategy

All questionnaires were sent to more than 2000 different companies. Only 216 (10,8% of the re-
spondents) companies responded. The questionnaires were sent and collected by using google forms.

3. RESULTS

All the responses were collected and analysed to reveal the effect that Covid-19 had on the Small
and Medium Size Companies in Durres Region. Most of the companies (162) that responded
were companies with limited responsibilities (75%), followed by physic persons (42) or 19% of
the respondents and the rest (12) were joint ventures (6%)

Joint Venture

(5 .
physic person
19%

Chart 1. Juridical status of the companies
Source: Authors’ research

Regarding the ownership type, all the companies (100%) were owned by Albanian owners.
Most of the companies (156) were with an annual throughput of over 8 million ALL (72,2%),
the rest was with a turnover of 5-8 million ALL (19,4%) and 0-5 million (8,4%).

200
156
150
100
50 42
- [
0 I

0-5 million ALL 5-8 million ALL over 8 million ALL
Chart 2. Annual turnover in million ALL
Source: Authors’ research

Most of the companies (120) declared that they had received a bank loan for running their
business (55,5%) and most of them (70%), (84) declared that they had requested to the banks
to re-negotiate their instalment terms due to Covid-19 difficulties they have in paying in time
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their instalments. A part of them (23%) received a negative response from the bank refusing
to postpone their instalment payments, and the rest (77%) declared that they did not receive an
answer at all from the banks.

Responding to the question: “Has the Covid-19 affected in the due time payment of the duties?”
144 of the companies (67%) responded with “Yes” and 72 companies (33%) responded “No”.

The size of the companies regarding the number of employees is shown in the following chart.
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Chart 3. Company size according to No. of employees
Source: Authors’ research

The question on “How have the Covid-19 restriction measures affected company’s activity?”,
referring to a scale from 1 (no effects) to 5 (the company has gone bankrupt) the result was 3,19
which falls between 3 (Has significantly affected the company’s performance) and 4 (They have
severely affected the company’s performance).

Out of 216 companies, 6 responded that they had no effect at all in their overall performance,
while 84 companies (38,8%) responded that they had little effect caused by Covid-19 restriction
measures. Most of the companies (96), (44,4%) responded that they were significantly affected
by restriction measures and 30 companies out of 216 (13,8%) were severely affected in their
overall performance. Only 6 companies declared their activity was not affected by the restriction
measures imposed by the government during the period March 2020 February 2021. Finally, the
respondents stated that their activity in most of the cases was significantly affected to severely
affected with a score of 3,19 (out of scale 1-5). The results are shown in the following chart.

5- bankrupcy 0

3-signircont |
2-little
1- no effect n
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Chart 4. The effect of Covid -19 measures
Source: Authors’ research

Another indicator this study has analysed is income reduction. For this reason, the respondents
(companies) were asked to what degree their incomes were affected by restriction measures
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scaling the effect from 10% to 30% or more. According to the responses collected, all compa-
nies declared that they had a reduction in their incomes. The degree of the reduction was as
follows: 18 companies (8%) declared that they had an income reduction up to 10%, 18 declared
that their incomes were reduced up to 15%, 24 companies (11%) had a reduction of incomes up
to 20%, 12 companies (5,5%) were affected in their income reduction up to 25%. Most of the
companies were significantly affected and heavily affected. Out of 2016 companies, 60 (27,7%)
declared they lost up to 30% of their income and 84 companies (38,9%) declared that their in-
comes were severely affected and reduced by more than 30%.
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Chart 5. Income reduction (%)
Source: Authors’ research

There was no specific information provided by the companies regarding the amount allocated
to them by the government support.

The companies responded to the question: “Have you been forced to reduce staff number due
to Covid-19 restrictions?”, as follows: most of the companies, 102 out of 216 companies (47,2%)
responded that they were forced to reduce 5% of their staffed, and the rest were forced to reduce
more. Only 42 companies (19,4%) were forced to reduce more than 30% of their staff. The fol-
lowing chart shows the reduction of the staff due to the restriction measures. The rest (36%) of
the companies were in between these figures.
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Chart 6. Staff reduction due to restrictions
Source: Authors’ research

Regarding the question “Has Covid-19 affected the way you normally operate?” using a classifica-
tion score 1-5 (from no effect [1] to “extremely has affected [5]). The overall score to this question
was 3,42, which shows that Covid -19 has significantly affected the way they normally do business.

The returning post-Covid-19 strategy of the SME was another issue that was evaluated through
the responses provided. The question was: “Has your company started preparations to come
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back to normality after the Covid-19 will be over?”, and there were 4 possible answers. The
following graph shows the respondents scores:

4. We have prepared the returning strategy

3. We have started possible options 126

2. We do not have any idea what to do m

1. We have not started some preparations l 6

0O 20 40 60 8 100 120 140
Chart 7. How ready are companies to return to normal
Source: Authors’ research

The final score is 2,83 which means that companies are not yet prepared to return, and they have
not prepared any returning strategy to come back to normal.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Covid-19 pandemic, created a lot of difficulties for the businesses due to the restrictions that the
government took to prevent the spreading of the infection. These measures forced businesses to
lock down or work with reduced time. On the other hand, the restriction on people’s movement,
affected severely the demand for products and services, therefore affecting business perfor-
mances. This paper revealed that the Covid-19 pandemic has affected in different dimensions
the performance of the businesses. It showed that businesses had difficulties paying back bank
loans and there was no postponement period granted from the banks to facilitate the payment.

Businesses had difficulties paying taxes and other duties because they suffered a significant
reduction in their incomes and there was no financial support from the government to the pro-
duction. There were some financial supports, to some of the SMEs for employee’s wages, but
this was not to all the SMEs and according to respondents this support was not granted to all the
businesses. No evidence was provided since some businesses did not benefit from this govern-
mental aid. To survive, businesses had to reduce their expenses, and reduce staff number, thus
contributing to the unemployment growth.

Another important issue which deals with returning strategies of the SME is that most of the
Small and Medium Size companies are not ready to adapt themselves to the new post-Covid
environment and have no strategy for how to return to normal.
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1. INTRODUCTION

ourism is a set of activities and relationships of entities in the environment of the market

mechanism. In conditions of strong competition at the international, national and local lev-
els, the economic efficiency of tourism is determined by the requirements of economic, social,
environmental and technological sustainability on the supply side and the requirements to sat-
isfy the needs of the tourism participant on the demand side. Tourism performs important eco-
nomic functions in the country’s economy, contributes significantly to GDP, employment rates
and is linked to other areas of business. It also has a positive impact on the social environment
and the cultural development of the region in which it takes place.

Innovation is an important factor that helps the development of tourism, as well as the develop-
ment of tourism companies. Evaluation of economic effects of innovations in tourism is asso-
ciated with the creation of economic added value of tourism service providers, linked with job
creation and stabilization of employment in localities where other economic activities are not
sufficiently represented. Income, employment and investment multiplier effects can be monitored
in statistical reporting based on data from individual tourism destinations at the national level.

The sustainability of tourism development in the Slovak Republic has been radically disrupted
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and requires consolidation towards standard conditions of sup-
ply and demand. The first consolidation measure in the Slovak Republic was done by the imple-
mentation of systemic support for tourism, which despite the current turbulent period flows into
tourist destinations in the Slovak Republic and the consumption of the local population.

Consumption in tourism by the tourist participant, customer, traveler, is determined by the offer.
Innovation and the innovation environment in tourism are key factors in the supply of tourism
in the current turbulent socio-economic period.
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2. SELECTED ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF TOURISM IN THE SLOVAK REPUBLIC

The Slovak Republic has an ideal geographical location in the middle of Europe. It is adminis-
tratively divided into eight self-governing regions (Picture 1). Its rich history of several thou-
sand years and the influence of surrounding nations have left an enormous cultural heritage
which inter alia include Celtic settlements, Roman fortifications, Old Slavic cult sites, mansions,
fortified castles of nobility, medieval mining towns, Renaissance and Baroque palaces, Greek
Catholic and Orthodox wooden churches.

Picture 1: Administrative division of Slovakia

All of them form majestic jewels, impressively set in beautiful natural scenery. There are the
smallest mountains in the world, the Tatras, the largest Karst area in Central Europe, untouched
by civilization forests. Only a few countries in the world are endowed with as many diverse
underground karst formations as in Slovakia.

Thanks to its location, the cultures of the West and the East have alternated in Slovakia and have
left the mixture of cultures and styles of architecture, from old to new growing cities to current
projects, reflecting the latest trends. The colorful life of ancestors, their creativity and art are
present on the territory of the country, especially by (open-air) museums in nature and monu-
ment reserves of folk architecture. Thanks to these unique exhibits, domestic and foreign visi-
tors can still admire the unique elements of traditional folk architecture and folk culture. Many
unique customs of folk traditions have been preserved up to this day, whether in the form of folk
architecture, music, folk songs and dances, unique customs and costumes, folk art and crafts.

Slovakia is endowed with immense underground wealth and mineral water springs, whose heal-
ing power and beneficial effects on the human body are therapeutically utilized in many spas
and specialized healing facilities which belong to the oldest and best in Central Europe. Thanks
to the dense river network and varied relief, Slovakia provides various conditions for summer
and winter sports, including biking, climbing and river rafting.

Slovakia is also known by its local products, which represent the historic regions through re-
gional brands, including the brands as Kopanice, Zahorie, Hont, Podpol'anie, Ponitrie, Karstic-
um, Malodunajsko-Galantsko, Gemer-Malohont, Horehronie, Pohronie, Nitrava and Novohrad.
The label confirming the originality of a local product can be awarded to a certified product,
service, or experience.
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Picture 2: Regional brands in Slovakia

Tourism as a market service is an interdisciplinary economic activity that connects social, cul-
tural, environmental and economic areas. A realistic and objective overview of the economic
importance of tourism is provided by data in the satellite account, which can determine the ac-
tual share of tourism in the overall performance of the national economy. The satellite account
provides data on the share of tourism in gross domestic product and evaluates the contribution
of tourism to the country’s economy. It also provides analyzes and assessments of the share of
foreign tourists in the country’s tourism, the most visited destinations, number of overnight
stays in the Slovak Republic.

The number of trips of Slovak residents to European countries in the period 2012 - 2019 in-
creased by 51.43 %, from the number of 6,923,939 residents to 13,463,052 with a year-on-year
increase of approximately 1,400,000 residents. This data includes all trips of Slovak residents
aged 15 and over for personal, professional, or business purposes with a minimum of 1 over-

night stay.

Tourism affects direct employment, but at the same time, it also causes indirect employment
in downstream industries. In total, it employs more than 250,000 people in Slovakia. In 2010,
the number of employees was at the level of 231,750 and in 2019 it reached the level of 258,360,
which represents an increase of 11.15%.

In 2019, tourism was one of the most developing and prosperous sectors, making a significant
contribution to national GDP and employment. The increasing tendency of the share of tourism
in the GDP of the Slovak economy for 2011 - 2019 is presented in Figure 1.

At present, tourism is one of the worst affected sectors worldwide, as the Covid-19 pandemic hit
the world in March 2020. The Slovak Republic is no exception, although it does not rank among
the worst-hit countries in terms of the development of tourism. In the Slovak Republic, tourism
also has confirmed a significant share in the development of the economy. The UN estimates
that international tourism will be reduced by up to 60%, which will mean a loss of 840 billion to
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one trillion euros. It is assumed that the number of reservations compared to the same period of
2019 will decrease by an incredible 60-90%, which will have a devastating effect on hotels and
accommodation facilities, travel agencies, all modes of transport and hit their loss of income by
up to 85%. A similar scenario will occur in sectors linked to tourism. About 6 million workers
will lose their jobs directly in the tourism sector alone.
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Figure 1. Share of tourism in the GDP of the Slovak economy
Source: Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic

During the pandemic, there is a significant drop in the number of visitors to accommodation
facilities in Slovakia. If the situation in Slovakia is compared, the number of visitors in 2020
compared to 2019 decreased by up to 50.1% (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Number of visitors in accommodation establishments
in 8 regions of the Slovak Republic
Sources: Ministry of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic

A comparable situation has also occurred in the number of overnight stays of visitors in accommo-
dation facilities. In Slovakia in 2021, there was a drop of 44.7% compared to 2020 and 2019. The
situation in the number of overnight stays in individual regions of Slovakia is presented in Figure 3.

Revenues from tourism by regions are presented in Figure 4 in the observed period of 2018 and
2019. In 2020, the drop in revenues was higher than 60 %.

According to data from DATAcube statistics, the number of foreign visitors to Slovakia de-
creased during the corona pandemics in 2020 from 2,475,094 by 65.5% to 854,011. The number
of domestic visitors to Slovakia in 2020 was 2,355,996, a decrease of 40, 47% compared to 2019.
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In the number of overnight stays of foreign visitors in Slovakia, the drop in 2020 compared to
the previous year 2019 was by more than 62%.
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Figure 3. Number of overnight stays in accommodation establishments
in 8 regions of the Slovak Republic

Sources: Ministry of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic
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Figure 4. Revenues from tourism by regions of the Slovak Republic
Sources: Ministry of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic

The largest number of visitors was registered in the Zilina region. The second most visited
region in Slovakia was the PreSov region, on the territory of which the High Tatra mountains
are located, which attract domestic and foreign tourists with their nature. In 2020 the Bratislava
Region (with the capital Bratislava) took third place. As regards foreign visitors, in 2020, the
most visited was the Bratislava region followed by the Zilina and Presov regions.

The most sought-after regions, which are preferred by domestic visitors and at the same time
with the largest number of overnight stays by domestic visitors, are the regions of Zilina, Presov,
Banské Bystrica and Tren¢in. The Bratislava Region takes fifth place out of eight regions in
Slovakia, as regards the number of domestic visitors. The most preferred region for domestic
and foreign visitors is the Zilina region.
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3. INNOVATIVE ENVIRONMENT AND TOURISM

From the aspect of companies, innovation is becoming a prerequisite for their survival facing to
strong competition. In Slovakia, small and medium-sized enterprises predominate in tourism,
therefore the emphasis is mainly put on the increase and upkeep their competitiveness.

Innovation is defined as the successful creation, introduction and use of innovations in the eco-
nomic and social spheres, the renewal and expansion of the range of products and services and
related markets, the creation of new production, supply, distribution, change management, work
organization, working conditions, qualification and job skills of labor force. These characteris-
tics of innovation can be also found in the field of tourism.

The sustainable supply of tourism products is influenced by how tourism enterprises are able to
transform their own innovative results, as well as their own potential, through inputs into tour-
ism production. The transfer of innovations is also realized at the level of partners of tourism
enterprises within the creation of joint products. In this case, the innovation potential is shared
and its efficiency is promoted. The innovative environment can thus result in positive innovative
achievements in tourism.

The innovative behavior of tourism companies is more focused on non-technological innova-
tion. The results of non-technological innovation are reflected and promote the internal heter-
ogeneity of tourism. Compared to manufacturing, innovation in tourism services is driven by
practical experience rather than research activities. In practice, the consumption of an innovated
product is thus motivated by price and other bonuses from providers that stimulate demand,
thus creating space for a new experience. New product quality or a new service production
process are therefore often imitated and imitations dominate the tourism industry. In addition,
they are seldom accompanied by R&D costs and, in line with the low knowledge intensity of the
tourism services production, imitations are therefore a very logical reality.

On the other hand, non-technological innovations gain justification for tourism service com-
panies and create preconditions for the achievement of financial and non-financial effects. The
reason why to promote marketing and organizational innovations in tourism is that their imple-
mentation is separated from direct contact with the client. It means that their imitation is limited
and thus increases the scope of revenues from innovation. Tourism enterprises are clearly the
users of innovation, not their producers, and do prefer incremental innovation.

The above facts were also confirmed by a pilot survey in a selected region - the PreSov Region
in Slovakia. The target group was represented by travel agencies operating in the region.

The survey aimed to find out:

a) to what extent and which types of innovations are most often used by travel agencies;

b)  which possibilities of product innovations do travel agencies apply;

c)  which innovations in marketing and management, including innovations in I'T and control
systems are applied by travel agencies;

d) how do travel agencies respond to new challenges and trends from the external and inter-
nal environments with regard to innovation.
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Innovations in tourism need to focus on the development, improvement, adaptation and com-
mercialization of processes, products, organizational structures and new approaches and busi-
ness models. The preferences of customers in tourism are also connected with their willingness
to experiment more and try new platforms.

Tourism, due to the nature of its services, is a key market for the implementation of collabora-
tive consumption. Collaborative consumption is the sharing of goods or services by a group of
people. While in normal consumption the individual pays the full cost of the goods and retains
exclusive access to it, in collaborative consumption, more consumers have access to the goods
and share the costs.

The collaborative platform is most often used in the accommodation, transport and catering

sectors, which are key areas of tourism. Depending on the nature of the relationship between

users and providers, following transactions can be distinguished:

a)  P2P (Peer-to-Peer) - goods, services or resources offered by a private individual to other
private individuals.

b) P2B (Peer-to-Business) - goods, services or resources provided by individuals to business-
es and vice versa (thus also B2P).

In the accommodation sector, this platform allows homeowners to rent individual rooms or
entire properties to visitors on a short-term basis. Accommodation is booked through the plat-
form (or website), with the operator/transaction broker receiving a commission. Accommoda-
tion platforms can be divided into three groups: a) platforms for renting accommodation, b)
platforms for exchanging accommodation, c) free accommodation.

Platforms operating in the transport sector represent an environmental approach to saving the
environment by offering excess fleet capacity. They provide registration for the demand and
supply side of the market. They differ mainly according to the type of transport service, such as
a) transport over short distances, b) transport over long distances, c) transport by institutional
cars, d) transport by private cars.

The catering platform is based primarily on activities such as offering meals together in private
homes. With the rapid development of gastronomic tourism combined with the authenticity of
traditional local dishes, the relevant residents began to offer a specific product through plat-
forms - offering food directly at home. In addition to the price advantage, a strong impulse for
the use of this service is the authentic way of getting to know and experience the local culture
of the spot and the possibility of social interactions with residents.

In the survey, it was confirmed that the business activities in tourism in the post-COVID 19 pe-
riod will unnecessarily have to consider other groups of innovations that will help start tourism
in the domestic conditions of the Slovak Republic. It turned out that travel agencies do differ in
their approach towards business as well as towards innovations.

The results of the survey have confirmed that travel agencies identified many approaches how
to create product, process, marketing and managerial innovations. They include, inter alia, the
renewal of proven products, new ways in supply and new products on the tourism market that
include a new combination of existing services. Travel agencies were aware of the need to intro-
duce innovations in products, innovation in forms of offers, innovative ways of marketing, sig-
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nificantly more effective ways of collection of customers” opinions, information, feedback and
communication with customers in the current period of breakthrough digital transformation in
the field of trade in services. It must not be forgotten that all new and unobserved products and
services packaged in new packaging become attractive, and with good management and mar-
keting, above all a competitive product.

In the innovation processes of companies and tourism entities, we have identified specifics that

can be described as accelerators of sustainable growth:

a)  Consumption of tourism products is motivated by price and other bonuses from providers
that stimulate demand, and so in the next phase of the product life cycle in the market,
there is an increase in sales due to increased demand.

b)  Product and process innovations in tourism are limited by the fact that they are mostly in
the group of incremental innovations. Marketing and managerial innovations are imple-
mented in practice without direct contact with the client.

c)  The promotion of incremental, not radical, innovations is due to the low knowledge inten-
sity of the production of tourism services.

d) Consumer adaptation and personalization are key factors in tourism innovation.

e) The quality of the innovative environment of the economy in which the tourism enterpris-
es operate has a positive effect on the penetration of innovations into tourism, and thus on
the performance that tourism achieves.

f)  The key factors in increasing business performance in tourism are determined by consum-
er-oriented innovation management.

The correct choice of evaluation parameters of innovations and innovation performance, as well
as the monitoring methods, have a decisive impact on the analysis and assessment of innovations
referring to the productivity and economic growth of tourism and economic subjects in tourism.

This is confirmed by the definition of a tourism destination’s competitiveness: The competitive-
ness of a tourism destination is determined by the site’s ability to optimize the attractiveness
of a place to residents and non-residents, provide quality, innovative and attractive tourism ser-
vices (eg providing the right value for money) to consumers and gain market and global market
share. available resources to support tourism are used efficiently and sustainably.

4. CONCLUSION

The future of tourism is influenced by the social, economic, political, environmental and tech-
nological challenges posed by new innovative solutions. Innovation is a catalyst for the devel-
opment of tourism.

The cause of the current critical development is the outbreak and impact of the COVID-19
pandemic. Measures taken by governments around the world have responded to threats to hu-
man health and life by introducing strict quarantine measures to reduce the rate of spread of
COVID-19. The measures taken had a significant impact on the slowdown in the countries’
economic activities.

As a result of the measures taken, a large part of business entities and their employees could not
achieve income with a consequent effect on their overall financial condition and ability to pay li-

abilities. The pandemic has left a significant impact on the tourism sector, which has so far been
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considered the largest service sector, leading to many social and economic changes. If we assess
the development of the numbers of visitors, overnight stays of visitors and revenues of tourism
visitors at the national level of the Slovak Republic and in 8 regions in Q1 2019 and 2020, a clear
decline in almost all regions and all monitored parameters is statistically confirmed.

Innovation is becoming an important driver of tourism and travel agencies, as innovation is up-
dating the product portfolio, thus improving the company’s market position, including strength-
ening its competitiveness in the post-coronary crisis.

Therefore, the priority in the coming period will be to ensure sustainable growth and develop-
ment of tourism through innovation. Implement product, process, marketing and managerial
innovation activities that act as a catalyst for tourism development.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Literature on the role of markets more or less deals with the challenge of what value they
can offer, and which should be the role of the collective action to control the market mech-
anisms. Here let us bring in the basic divergence between F. A. Hayek who believed that state
planning means The Road to Serfdom and real socialism, where markets were only partially
allowed. For us, however, another fact will be at the forefront - those markets emerge and func-
tion beyond our will unless regulated of course. We are starting from the Arrow-Debreu model
from 1954 where crucial is the difference in information at the disposition of different economic
agents which should lead to a competitive market, meaning that market equilibrium will thus be
achieved for every commodity.

If so, we must accept the fact that the markets will emerge when in any area of human interest
and activity the conditions presented above will be fulfilled. Humankind has made immense
improvements in all kinds of technology — also in the field of economic policy. But this some-
times drives us into false convictions that we can regulate everything that has been formed (not
by us, but) through our activities. As on the markets (as a rule unorganized) individuals are par-
ticipating, their goals and motives can essentially differ from those accepted as democratically
accepted and formalized values and goals in a certain society. In this way, in a civilized society,
the institutional setting will allow and give the regulators the power to avoid the damage that
the markets could cause to the society and its sustainability if and when they are threatening to
cause negative external effects.

The term “markets” has been in English texts now massively used when discussing financial
markets. The authors of this paper will, however, stick to the original term meaning the place
where all kinds of supply and demand meet.

: DOBA Business School, PreSernova ulica 1, 2000 Maribor, Slovenia
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We will take advantage of the method as applied theory can be built based on empirical facts and
proven experience respectfully. The facts encircling the two examples used, are so evident and
are clearly understood also from a point of view of an average informed person. With the help
of developments marking the migration challenge and “alternative facts” plus hostile speech em-
bedded in some countries’ top-level politics, we will try to prove that there exists a widespread
misunderstanding of what markets actually mean and how they shape our business and social
environment. We will argue that they offer a solid example and empirical experience of how
markets emerge from nothing thus explaining their real nature, emerging and functioning.

This paper tries to answer the question of whether the example discussed here is causing neg-
ative external effects and is endangering the sustainable growth of countries concerned. The
first hypothesis is that a part of political market has been depressed and excluded from national
mainstream policies leading to the fact that benefits of renaissance and enlightenment did not
enter critical mass of pores in regions concerned. The second hypothesis is that the example of
depressed (marginal political) market has been causing negative external effects and should be
treated with the help of measures of market regulation.

Considering the conclusions that the facts presented in this study offer it is clear that apart from
typically environmental and business sustainability public policy should focus also on regula-
tion of political market. Political agents should use the measures at their disposal to assume the
achieved level of enlightenment and civilization standards and thus social sustainability.

2. SUSTAINABILITY AND SUSTAINABLE GROWTH

Although predominantly used in the field of environmentalism, sustainability includes at least
two additional fields: social and economic. Since it is most often elaborated in this chapter, we
consider the environmentalist approach but beware the fact that those are social and economic
issues that are very much connected with markets.

Since 2012 the OECD’s New Approaches to Economic Challenges initiative has attempted to bring
together new thinking about rapid technological change, globalization, and sustainability. The so
called ‘new economic narrative’ consists of three elements (OECD 2019, p. 5): (1) new conception
of economic progress (this means a deeper understanding of the connection between growth, hu-
man wellbeing, a reduction in inequalities and environmental sustainability to be considered by
economic policymaking and politics; (2) new frameworks of economic theory and analysis (new
holistic views on how economies work, and new tools and procedures to help policymakers devise
policy; (3) new approaches to economic policy (including a wider set of policy and institutional
changes, new frameworks and examinations, to accomplish modern social and economic goals).

Sustainability responsibility is more and more handed also to businesses in accordance with
consumers purchasing behaviours. So now, more than 90 percent of CEOs state that sustaina-
bility is important to their company’s success (Hoffman, 2018). Companies develop sustainabil-
ity strategies, market sustainable products and services, and publish sustainability reports for
consumers, investors, activists, and the public. Based on the current surveys (Hoffman, 2018),
this trend will not diminish soon: 67 % of business school students want to incorporate envi-
ronmental sustainability into their future jobs, 88 % think that learning about social and envi-
ronmental issues in business is necessary and advantageous. For business schools it is important
to meet this demand: in the USA, courses dedicated to business and society increased from 34
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% 1n 2001 to 79 % in 2011, and specific academic programs on business sustainability can now
be found in 46 % of the top 100 US Master of Business Administration (MBA) programs. Data
presented at the World Economic Forum’s Sustainable Development Impact Summit in 2019
(Anstey, 2019) prove that ever stronger devotion to market transformation shows effect through
greater demand for products and services complying with (mostly environmental) sustainabil-
ity principles. Another measure of making businesses more sustainable is ranking of compa-
nies. The newest as for now is the Corporate Knights Global 100 Index presented at the World
Economic Forum’s virtual annual meeting in Switzerland in late January 2021. It is aiming to
become a benchmark for corporate sustainability every year (The CEO Magazine, 2021) and is
enlisting top Global 100 companies among 8,080 which competed for this ranking.

In our research, we put focus on social environment. One dimension here would be the sustain-
ability of the business environment. Our analysis (Lazar, Ovin and ASanin Gole, 2021, p. 13-14)
proves that we must distinguish between (political) instability which can propel innovation
and competition (World Bank Blogs, 2014) and instability caused by inappropriate political
discourse and practice, which by abandoning of achieved civilization standards also endangers
basis principles on which internal and external business trust is based. In this way we come to
sustainability which could best be explained by the term sustainability of civilization standards.
Especially our case of political discourse used in this article as well as excessive migration flows
simply endanger the sustainability of the business environment and achieved civilization level
in the host countries. Here one should especially consider the Zupanov (1983) sequence of influ-
ence where business change influences social change. Included in this model the change usually
starts with technology change, while through examples used in this paper it becomes affected by
processes outside the field that up to now resulted in the rise of civilization standards.

3. “NEW” POLITICAL MARKET

When developing the democracy and promoting the values of renaissance and enlightenment the
driving political factors (parties) have been acting similarly as Napoleon’s or Nazi forces when
wishing to conquer Russia — they have been concentrating only on “progressing” units neglecting
the situation in the theatre behind the lines. And yet it proved crucial for the whole campaign and
the outcome of both wars. In the same way, as has proved today, liberal democracy which politics
contributed a great deal to the era of longest peace and economic stability in newer history, has sys-
tematically neglected the developments in the theatre behind. Here typical is the process in the USA
where middle income class position has clearly deteriorated in last decades (for data and analyses
see Krause & Sawhill, 2018). Promoting openness of ideas, trade and people movements established
politics failed to see that in the backstage the economy and people could not culturally and eco-
nomically completely follow and cope with the developments and became losers in these processes.
Regarding the industries typically agriculture, mining and metal industry often representing the
whole regions fell out of focus. Liberal democracy has failed to perform from the perspective of
the backstage and has concentrated only on the sectors and regions (new technologies and regions)
that were predestined to be the winners in these processes — becoming economically and politically
more and more influential. It is important to note, that these levels have stabilized and nurtured the
relations with achieved civilization norms encompassed in the term “political correctness”.

But in an open democracy, this backstage never ceased to be a political market. The robustness
of establishment in parliamentary democracy could only push it away from power. However, the
growing disparity between nominally accepted values and real effects of the developments on
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the backstage enlarged the pressure towards the elite. In the last decades, this pressure could be
more and more materialized by the help of new ICT possibilities enabling communication and
connection also beyond formally prescribed steps and processes — parties, NGOs, trade unions.

From the market point of view therefore in back theatre there always has been the demand for
public services, which was neglected. As it could not achieve anything using adopted political
style and discourse, it adopted a most direct one — ignoring cultivated politically correct ad-
dressing of opponents. Becoming relevant by numbers and strength of its voice it attracted the
supply of parties with standings that from today’s perspective are rightists, and which focused
on the backstage problems and promises to resolve them. To prove that they are sincere, the
suppliers adopted this part of the political market’s discourse.

Now, these parties inhabited the political markets from Europe’s four largest countries — Germany,
the United Kingdom, France, and Italy up to most EU countries like Austria, Belgium, Denmark,
Greece, Hungary, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden, and Switzerland (World Economic
Forum, 2017, p. 23).

Promising to improve the dissatisfied audience’s position they are addressing mass audiences of dis-
satisfied people with populist demagogy, poisoning public discourse and the roots of a democratic
culture, furthermore, enabling politicians to propagate distorted views, misrepresent facts surround-
ing policy issues, defame opponents, and so on. Politicians sense that they can exist and thrive as out-
siders to the mainstream. This favours those who have pre-existing celebrity, or who can find strong
institutional bases of support for their anti-establishment views (Carter-Ruck, 2018, p. 31-32). All this
is combined with social media with Twitter obviously being the most suitable for maintaining the
link to their electorate. The adopted narratives here can have a greater influence on opinions than
rational argumentation (Bayer & Bard, 2020, p. 58), which usually uses more equilibrated discourse.

The need to recognize this part of political market is of utmost importance if we want to protect
the achieved civilization level. We encounter the phenomenon of hate speech, rhetoric that targets,
vilifies, or is intended to intimidate minorities and other groups in society, more and more often also
in politics - by state agents, public figures, and other influential persons. According to Butler and
Collins (1996, p. 33) democratic nature (from a market view) easily becomes a hostage of the person-
al ambition of the founder or current charismatic leader. The approach embedded in the European
Community’s discourse and condemning of political power which disrespects human rights and ig-
nores the values of the international community (Bayer & Bard 2020, p. 60) up to now had practically
no effect on such unwanted practice. As elaborated below we opt rather for a more holistic treatment
of the entire political market.

4. WAKED OUT NATIONALISM AND POLITICAL MARKETS STATISTICS

Nationalism has always been a feature across Europe’s political spectrum. In recent decades, how-
ever, there has been a boom in voter support for right-wing and populist parties across Europe. Let
us start with Germany - the EU’s strongest economy with the biggest population. Here the AfD
(Alternative fiir Deutschland - Alternative for Germany) has become the biggest opposition party
in their parliament - Bundestag. The next example is Spain, where Vox has become the third-largest
force in the Spanish parliament, as they only entered parliament for the first time. The rise of support
for right-wing and populist parties is partly to voters’ frustration with the political establishment,
but mostly it is due to concerns about globalization, immigration, a dilution of national identity, and
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the European Union. The right-wing parties rise is seen also in the European Parliament, where nine
far-right parties formed a new bloc, called Identity and Democracy (ID) (BBC, 2019).

The development of the AfD party and their member numbers in Germany from 2013 to 2019
is rising (Statista 2020). The AfD was formed in 2013 with 17.687 members. Until 2019 the
number of party members rose to 34.751. AfD is a German nationalist and right-wing populist
political party, known for its opposition to the European Union and immigration.

Not much different are trends in other EU countries — below we present the statistics on the per-
centage of votes acquired by nationalist parties in most recent national elections in EU countries
(BBC, 2019): Hungary - Fides 49,0 %, Austria — Freedom Party 26,0 %, Switzerland — Swiss
People’s Party 25,8 %, Denmark — Danish People’s Party 21,0 %, Belgium — New Flemish
Alliance 20,4 %, Estonia — Conservative People’s Party — 17,8 %, Finland — The Finns 17,7 %,
Sweden — Sweden Democrats 17,6 %, Italy — The League 17,4 %, Spain — Vox 15,0 %, France
— National Rally 13,0 %, Netherlands — Freedom Party 13,0 %, Germany — Alternative for Ger-
many 13,6 %, Czech Republic — Freedom and Direct Democracy 11,0 %, Bulgaria — United Pa-
triots 9,0 %, Slovakia — Our Slovakia 80 %, Poland — Confederation 6,8 %, Slovenia — Slovenian
National Party 4,2%, Greece — Greek Solution 3,7 %, Cyprus — ELAM 3,6 %.

The data presented above include only political parties which openly advocate the rightist posi-
tions. Their success on the political market, however, is partially attracting also other spectrums
of political market supply’.

However, just by the changed practice of ruling parties the political market cannot be normal-
ized. There is also a process on the media landscape that should not escape our attention. It is di-
rectly enlarging the wrong informed (other than uninformed, which has less tragic consequenc-
es) electoral body, adds to the disorientation of the public, which then influences and sometimes
completely changes political handling. Here we invite the reader to check the revealing video of
Rosling and Rosling (2014) presentation to the representatives on media. Especially in the EU
transition countries introduction of the media market additionally harmed the transparency when
news on facts and developments are concerned. After the transition in the *90s most public media
in these countries underwent normalization processes regarding the media market. Mostly news-
papers dealing with “serious topics” (at least treated so by public) were privatized owners and
were subject to typical restructuring following business principles. For journalists, the era of un-
stable employment and precariat has started. To keep the job or any kind of professional arrange-
ment they have to perform in a way that helps the sale. Spreading to their online versions most
newspapers came up mostly with the articles’ titles, that promised interesting news to the reader.
Although mostly in the text on shocking news they do not come true, the title itself triggers the
mind of a reader in a direction of typical fake news (Zurnal 24, 2021%; Veder, 2021°). Referring

’ As a good example here serves the Slovenian Democratic Party — earning 24,9% of votes at 2018 elections.

Although aiming at conservative party image after it entered the cabinet at the beginning of the COVID
— 19 crisis in March 2020, this party not only demonstrated sovereigntist but also anti-immigrant and na-
tionalist position and is in a rule earning 20% - 25% of popular votes since.

»I did not vaccinate because I am a minister, but...« such was a title in the news on the Slovenia’s minster for
health J. Poklukar. In the time where everybody was expecting the »fourth delta wave« in Slovenian language
- it implies, that the minister is joining to the naysayers. What effects quite some readers to get their blood
pressure high and wakes hope to the naysayers — »look, he takes the privilege not to take the vaccine as he is
a minister« is in the text explained as one would expect and with completely different effect: »... but because
I believe in science«. Let us add that the author of this news even comes from the State news agency STA (!).
»Are vaccinated people more prone to new COVID 19 variant infection?« such was a subtitle for a new
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to the topic of this paper it seems that known measures are not applicable to regulate the media
market, but we must have the patience and some luck that most people come to their senses. Here
the educational system must fight the publics’ longing for hedonism (of which parts are news
that is fast accessible, interesting, and easy to understand and process) which is an uneven battle.

Here we can only stress that the situation on the political markets in leading western countries
(including the USA of course) requires recognition of the whole political market by all of the
political parties. In a functioning democracy, sustainability will not be achieved by focusing
just on progressive sectors of the economy and society but will have to provide opportunities
also for sectors that once were leading, are today still essential but are exposed to severe inter-
national competition.

Unlike in “old” EU members with quite strong democratic experience in some “new’”” EU members
democratic experience may not be strong enough to oppose deterioration of democratic standards
and normal communication forms and to influence and change the majority voters’ sentiments
towards the democratic outcome. We must not forget that the parties now exercising nondemocrat-
ic policies in those states won their mandates on the political markets and democratic elections.
However, the question remains about how democratic sentiments are embedded in these countries’
voters. As Slovenian anthropologist stresses “according to social and cultural track real democracy
for Slovenians is just a direct democracy and not a parliamentary one — for Slovenians, the last one
is a synonym for the absence of democracy” (Vuk Godina, 2021). It is unreal that one could expect
such personal responsibility to make the Swiss model of referendums work. Her thought can be
completed with the thought of a guest at N1 TV (2021). Here a Serbian journalist S. Stupar stress-
es among others, that “...we are not for democracy, we are old settlers. We do not like processes
requiring from us to do this and then this — no, we prefer to make it short and so we need a leader
and not a parliament — he will solve everything in our name”. He was discussing Serbia, but it is not
hard to recognize that the model is applicable to the belt of former socialist EU members sharing
history and experience of countries who for a certain period had to fight against foreign masters
and share some unpleasant experience with parliamentary democracy (Ovin, 2017, p. 177-188).

Despite the furore that some ViSegrad representatives’ positions are causing in the EU, the latter
should take their attitude seriously in order to analyse and fight long existing similar style in their
home political market. In this way, one could expect sustaining of democratic rule, which can
be based only on the holistic treatment of entire political market. The dimension of this task of
course exceeds academic discussion. It is, however, the fact that in times of instability and clue-
lessness the occurrence of a strong leader represents so much wanted consolidation of (political)
power even if occurring through abandoning of democracy with all its negative consequences.

According to the facts presented above, one could hardly deny that ignoring its role in political
programs of ruling parties the political market containing population and regions out of cen-
tral focus has been causing external costs. Driven by democratization of the media now these
structures no more need an intermediate to present their views, expectations and requirements.
They do not do it in a way that has been established in liberal democracy as an achievement of
renaissance and enlightenment but are expressing them directly and not filtered through princi-

window in an article which soundly discussed the endeavours of public health representatives to attract
more people to get vaccinated. In a separated window the text basing on the Maribor hospital’s statistics
denies such possibility but adds that the journal is still waiting for the answer from Ljubljana central hos-
pital regarding this possibility (?!). So the incriminated subtitle has absolutely no ground in any fact and it
cannot serve anything else then to falsely attract the naysayers to vaccination and to disorientate the public.
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ples of political correctness. Representing a market they have attracted the suppliers of political
power who had adopted the style of political commnunication that means retardation seeing
from achieved civilization standards as those developed in businesses.

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The present research was to prove that due to failure to recognize it as such, in the case used,
relative high external costs have been caused. So it is understandable that the international
community as well as even most developed countries did not develop corresponding market
policy networks. To do so they however could only lean on research. Regarding the (up to now
marginal) political market the literature on the roots of the processes causing negative external
effects in the field of social sustainability is well represented. Again here it is believed that es-
pecially institutional frame regarding conditions for carrying out of political functions should
also be reconsidered. Reorienting of policies here does not need much additional research as this
paper is stressing it is the market that will also in the future define the democratical outcome of
competition in the political sphere.

6. CONCLUSION

This chapter tries to wake awareness of the fact that one of the patterns of human interaction is also
establishing a market as soon as the conditions are fulfilled. This has always been here, will be so
in the future, and has been especially enabled by communication technology’. According to the
facts presented above, the market which we have been using as an example and was considered in
this chapter emerged by itself, however with official policies setting the ground for its appearance.
Their functioning now obviously is endangering social stability and prosperity and is thus directly
endangering social sustainability. So it is of utmost importance that national and international pol-
icies recognize the issue of pauperization of (especially national) policies if their appearance and
functioning are not treated from a market perspective. Measures that could be implemented in the
case of the political market should be based on democratic principles, which means all social actors
should be informed and the majority should support collective action to regulate it.

When the problems, which have been caused by an overlooked part of the political market are
concerned the measures should, by all means, be focused on strengthening of democracy — we
should not allow the reached standards of human dignity and safety developed since the renais-
sance and enlightenment to regress. Regarding the measures, it is a clear case for the governing
policies, and they could consist of:
*  Governing policies of liberal democracy should recognize the fact that certain groups of so-
ciety (and regions) were not included in benefits of liberal democracy and change the policy;
. Bring voters in favour of civilization progress opinion from transparent at the protests to
elections.

However, there is another process arising and which may reduce the government’s market con-
trol measures by reducing the fall of civilization standards. Although brought up by angry des-
perados and using their vocabulary on the top political level, now have to digest it by themselves

Technology is of course enabling markets with strong external effects. So the COVID — 19 pandemics enabled
winners such as controversial “scientist” and anti-vaccination activist Judy Milkovits who attracted millions
of followers with her Facebook and Instagram profiles. If it was proved that they oppose the national cam-
paign(s) for their commercial interest, the juridical system should probably be checked for its tolerance.
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being a ruling party. So in Slovenia, a provision was put by ruling parties in the Parlament so as
to forbid insulting of people, here the meaning of course themselves.

Following the facts presented in this paper, we consider the first hypothesis (a part of the polit-
ical market has been depressed and excluded from national mainstream policies) as confirmed.
Also, the second hypothesis (the depressed marginal political market has been causing negative
external effects) has been confirmed with the help of the facts presented in the article. Consider-
ing the conclusions that the facts presented in this study offer it is clear that apart from typically
environmental and business sustainability public policy should focus also on the regulation of
the political market. Political agents should be using the measures at their disposal to astute the
achieved level of enlightenment and civilization standards and thus social sustainability.

REFERENCES

Anstey, C. (2019). We need an economic model that works for people and the planet. World Eco-
nomic Forum. September 23, 2019. Retrieved June 28, 2021, from: https://www.weforum.
org/agenda/2019/09/how-to-make-markets-more-sustainable/

Bayer, J., & Bard, P. (2020). Hate speech and hate crime in the EU and the evaluation of
online content regulation approaches. Brussels, Belgium: Policy Department for Cit-
izens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs, European Parliament. Retrieved July 2, 2021,
from: https:/www.europarl.europa.cu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/655135/IPOL _
STU%282020%29655135 EN.pdf

BBC. (2019). Europe and right-wing nationalism: A country-by-country guide. Retrieved July
18, 2021, from: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36130006

Butler, P., & Collins, N. (1996). Strategic analysis in political markets. European Journal of
Marketing, 30(10/11), 25-36. https://doi.org/10.1108/03090569610149773

Carter-Ruck (2018). Fake News, Authentic Views (A Carter-Ru