
their region was moving forward with a
fostering strategy. It is a strategy with quite a
twist, however, as it had been locally legislated
that all social workers should foster a child who
may need care away from the family as they had
the skills and qualifications needed to provide
the care needed. There was a loud gasp
throughout the room. 

Meet the president
One of the highlights of the conference was a
meeting with president Medevev who had
agreed to meet Dr Antonina Dashkina – the
president of the Russian Union of Social
Workers and Social Pedagogues, and organiser
of this big conference – along with 25 social
workers. So, half way through the first day this
group, selected in relation to their work and
their region, went to meet the president.
Pressure from the senior state social care
managers to attend was ignored by Antonina
who took the social workers who had
comforted the families when over 100 children
died in Beslan, the social workers who had
supported people during the summer fires,
social workers who had campaigned to get
resources to extreme rural areas and others who
had worked so hard for very little monetary
reward but for the satisfaction that they will be
improving somebody’s life.  

The result was impressive with the president
offering finances to support social work awards
and the meeting gaining the attention of media
representatives and the public. Social work is
becoming an accepted profession in Russia and
one senses the changes are only just
beginning.
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Growing up in 

Attending a conference in Moscow recently, BASW’s Sue Kent discovered that social
work has come a long way in Russia since its formal recognition in the early 1990s
and while practice in areas such as adoption and fostering remain some way behind
western European models, in other areas the challenges reflect those in the UK

ormal social work in Russia is a
relatively new concept, arriving
only after the ending of Soviet
rule in 1991. As capitalism
advanced and as the layers of

state control peeled away, so social problems
emerged and the need for social work was
recognised.

Returning to Russia after a 25 year gap it was
a struggle to accept the significant changes in
society with not only the apparent abundance
of food (and, of course, vodka) but a huge

increase in wealth. Moscow now has European
cafes, enormous supermarkets, shops from the
west, sparkling new buildings and a huge range
of globally manufactured cars. Gone are the
Ladas and the enormous queues for food.  Yet it
isn’t all better and problems persist for many,
something I quickly understood after attending
a national social work conference where over
1,200 social workers from all over Russia were
given the chance to get together. The event
brought home to me that life today in Russia is
still tough for many people.

The themes to emerge from the conference
were familiar. One was the issue of social
workers being overloaded with work and paid
very poorly, not a concept confined to Russia,
of course. The way services are provided is
another challenge, and one that some social
workers are attempting to address. The event
offered examples of a number of innovative
projects and schemes in which social workers
are in effect challenging central government
and regional legislation to change a somewhat
historic approach to services. Most children are
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smaller workloads, with clearer risk
management and quality assurance schemes.
Are these requests not shared by many social
workers across the world?

Social work training is an important issue in
Russia. There is a general social work education
five year programme at degree level with post-
qualifying training supported in several regions
by the presence of an Institute of Advanced
Training. I had the opportunity to deliver a
lecture at the Moscow Institute to student
social workers and was impressed with the
motivation and passion of the young people
present. They particularly liked the children’s
rights approach and loved the Voice/Children’s
Workforce Development Council film, Beyond
the stationery cupboard, even though it jerked as
the translator interpreted the English into
Russian.

It was interesting to note that some evidence
of historic Soviet perspectives persists. For
example, during a discussion about same sex
foster carers and adopters a number of
questions were asked about the influence this
would have on the development of a child’s
sexuality. Let’s not forget, however, that we
were there barely 20 years ago.

During the event a strong example emerged
of how idealism and the advance of new
concepts has been misinterpreted by officials in
some areas, when a speaker – a member of the
Russian parliament, the Duma – confirmed that

still cared for in institutions, for instance, with
funding tied to this model despite efforts to
advance the concept of fostering. Marina
Loginova, a director of a children and families
service in the Kostroma region of Russia, says
she has worked hard to reduce the number of
children cared for in her institution while
increasing her local fostering facilities. She says
it has been a long hard slog tackling both
government officials and established cultures
but is now pleased to report tremendous
results. She added that her project is now
funded partly by the state and partly by a non
governmental organisation which has enabled
her to move forward with her vision, a vision
which grew, she says, from her knowledge of
UK models.  

Astonishing
Marina’s project mirrored the views expressed
by the main speakers during the conference, all
senior figures in the field of social policy and all
wanting better services for the people of Russia.
Some of the figures cited were astonishing – for
example, over 26 million Russian people receive
some form of social service.

So, what do today’s Russian social workers
want? The responses I heard to this question
are again not unfamiliar. They ask for resources,
in the form of the increased availability of
advanced training, the recognition of success,
awards for good practice, increased salaries,

social work in russia  
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