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Abstract

This paper reports on the experience of developing a double-degree master’s program 
in social work between a Russian and a Spanish university. It focuses on the complemen-
tarity of the existing training programs in social work and on the handling of cultural 
and institutional particularities. Developing international master’s degrees programs 
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is a challenge in terms of both adjustments to the curricula and economic viability.  
A genuine interest in learning from the other country is a sine qua non condition diffi-
cult to meet because the traditions of social work and welfare in each county are deep-
ly rooted in that country’s culture and history. The authors explain how they worked 
to establish a common ground and describe the results they were able to achieve.
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	 Introduction

This paper presents our experience of developing a double-degree master’s 
program in social work between a Russian and a Spanish university. It focuses 
on cultural and institutional particularities that affected this educational ini-
tiative, for which reason our study is comparative in nature. Finding a common 
ground for an international degree requires comparing not only the existing 
curricula in a given field but also the cultures and the societies themselves. 
One way to compare cultures is by analyzing the set of values predominant 
in a given society (Inglehart and Abramson 1994, Schwartz 1994, Inglehart 
and Baker 2000, Hofstede 2001, Inglehart 2006, Schwartz 2006, Minkov and 
Hofstede 2014). Values express ‘shared conceptions of what is good and desir-
able in the culture’ (Schwartz 2006: 139) and thus may be especially helpful in 
the field of social work in identifying societal issues to treat and problems to 
solve. In light of research on global values based on the post-modernization 
theory (Inglehart and Abramson 1994, Inglehart and Baker 2000, Inglehart 
2006), Russia finds itself at the top of the countries with ‘secular-rational’ val-
ues, while Spain is situated in between ‘secular-rational’ and ‘traditional’ (in-
cluding religious) values. At the same time, Russia is characterized by ‘survival’ 
values, while Spain shows a predictable shift, within the abovementioned the-
ory, towards ‘self-expression’ values.

The different weight of religion in society and the fact that Russia tends 
to emphasize ‘survival’ values far more heavily than societies that have not 
experienced communist rule will become points to discuss further in the ar-
ticle. At the same time, to allow for comparison between the two countries 
on a common ground, we focus on the welfare contexts of the two countries,  
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a perspective recently suggested by Rush and Keenan (2014) who claim that 
‘welfare contexts enable and constrain the manner in which social work is 
practiced’ (pp. 1437-1438). Specifically, this approach has been found to be use-
ful in comparing the social work in Ireland, which is characterized by strong 
religious traditions, with those in other states where the church has had less 
influence on state policies.

Values predominant in a given society not only mark the way social work 
is practiced there but also determine the way it is taught and influence ef-
forts to establish international cooperation between educational institutions. 
Schwartz (2006: 156), who maps the countries of the world simultaneously 
on seven cultural orientations, finds that Russia is strongly characterized by 
‘mastery’, which is its polar orientation, as well as ‘hierarchy’ and ‘conserva-
tism’ (Schwartz 1994) or ‘embeddedness’ (Schwartz 2006); however, Spain has 
‘egalitarianism’ as its polar orientation, with ‘intellectual autonomy’ and ‘har-
mony’ as two secondary orientations. In Schwartz’s dimensions, Russia’s val-
ues are very similar to those of the United States, while Spain falls into a West 
European pattern where the culture ‘calls for selfless concern for the welfare 
of others and fitting into the natural and social world rather than striving to 
change it through assertive action’ (Schwartz 2006: 158-159).

Although from a global or multicultural perspective, values come out to 
be ‘more divisive than unifying’ (Healy 2007: 11), especially in Europe, which 
is more characterized by its differences than what its countries and regions 
have in common (Todorov 2008, Messelink and Ten Thije 2012, Minkov and 
Hofstede 2014), we need to be aware of possible value gaps when it comes 
to negotiating between cultures. If we accept that culture consists of ‘collec-
tive standard solutions to collective recurring problems’ (Koole and Ten Thije 
1994), values should be understood as showing ideal (rather than real) situ-
ations or goals and different ways to achieve them in a given society. As we 
will see further, the very process of establishing a joint degree, which was a 
Russian initiative, revealed an attempt of ‘mastery’ of the situation, while the 
Spanish counterpart’s main concern was to keep ‘harmony’ of the natural and 
social world, thus minimizing changes to their existing degree. Even when the 
countries’ goals regarding certain issues coincided (i.e., immigration), the way 
to treat these issues was different: the Russian partner preferred to speak of 
‘management of migration processes’, while the Spanish partner referred to 
the ‘integration and management of religious diversity’ (Table 2). The latter 
example speaks not only for a distinction between ‘mastery’ and ‘harmony,’ 
but it also reveals ‘egalitarianism’ as a Spanish polar orientation. In contrast 
to the immigration issue, the issue of gender equality, which is in line with 
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the Spanish egalitarian ideal, received much less attention from the Russian 
partner, who did not regard this issue as a social problem to consider. This fact, 
which can be partially explained by the stronger tendency towards ‘hierarchy’ 
(Healy 2007: 16) in Russia, cannot be stripped of its social and political context: 
Russian women have formed part of the labor force and have enjoyed voting 
rights for a century, while Spanish women achieved these rights later and had 
them vetoed for a few decades until they were re-established in 1975.

It all demonstrates that the analysis of predominant values needs to be 
complemented by a deeper analysis of the economic conditions, institutions 
and, in particular, welfare provisions in a given country to be able to suggest a 
comprehensive curriculum in the field of social work.

	 Challenges of Double Degrees

The awarding of two degrees by institutions that are located in two different 
countries has been high on the political agenda for more than a decade (Tauch 
and Rauhvargers 2002), and several education researchers have already begun 
questioning the benefits of such programs (Knight 2011, Knight 2013, Maringea, 
Foskett and Woodfield 2013). These researchers ask, ‘What are the reasons for 
awarding two national degrees for one workload?’ and ‘Is it a question of trade 
or a status?’ The answers would vary depending on the universities involved; 
both universities need to see their benefits in the establishment of such a 
partnership.

Currently in Russia, an additional European degree is synonymous with a 
high status education that involved either a period of living abroad or in-campus  
teaching from visiting lecturers. One of the main reasons for Russia’s entry into 
the world educational area is its membership of the Bologna Process, which 
led to changes in the traditional educational paradigm and a renewal of the 
content of education. Regardless, the existing differences between the educa-
tion systems and traditions and the inertia of isolation constrain rapproche-
ment. Although some Russian universities have been developing international 
relations with universities in Europe over extended periods of time, many 
problems still persist; for example, the recognition of diplomas is complicated 
by weak comparability of the content and structure of training (Kupriyanov  
et al. 2015).

In Spain, double and joint degrees have become a means of attracting for-
eign students, and the number of such master’s programs, which are gener-
ally taught in English, is growing rapidly. In 2012, between 75% and 100% of 
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Spanish higher education institutions offered joint degrees, although the per-
centage of students who graduated with a joint degree was between 0% and 
2.5% (Ministerio de Educación 2012: 6).

While European institutions, nation-states and university management 
demonstrate their interest in fostering cross-border education and their reso-
lution to promote it via targeted funding, the development of specific program 
curricula becomes an extra task for the teaching staff. The teachers and coor-
dinators of related programs need to perform analyses of existing curricula, 
evaluate their strong and weak points in relation to a specific audience and 
propose a common curriculum. Additionally, the teaching staff is required 
to offer at least some courses in a vehicular language (usually English) that is 
suitable for foreign students. Changing the language of instruction might be 
difficult for some professors, and a number of local students might find such 
a change discouraging. Another important decision, in this case one made by 
the university administration, is the determination of the type of degree to 
award. As Tauch and Rauhvargers (2002: 42) observed, the awarding of one de-
gree in the name of several institutions, or joint degree in Knight’s (2011) terms, 
is legally difficult due to mismatches in national regulations. Instead, it seems 
preferable to think about double degrees that involve either two separate na-
tional qualifications or, alternatively, a single one national qualification that 
includes some reference to the fact that the degree is an outcome of a joint 
program, which might be in a form of a diploma supplement.

The outlined scenario for establishing double degrees is exacerbated in our 
case by the fact that social work is a highly flexible discipline; its aims, objec-
tives and content are largely determined by the current socio-economic situ-
ation of the society, the dominant social problems, social policy and, finally, 
the local culture. The curriculum design of the courses that are to form part 
of the common curriculum should be relevant to foreign students and ideally 
provide a new perspective that will complement the training received in their 
country of origin.

	 Objectives and Methodology

This paper reports on the experience of developing a double degree master’s 
program in social work between Russian and Spanish universities; in particu-
lar, the Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB) and the Kazan National 
Research Technological University (KNRTU). It should be noted that this new 
project built on already existing Master’s in Economics, Law, Organization 
and Management in Social Work taught at KNRTU and, at its very inception, 
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conformed with the collaboration agreement between KNRTU and the Spanish 
University consortium A4U and a Russian Ministry of Education and Science 
grant that aimed to develop a new master’s program in social work. After ana-
lyzing the existing master’s programs related to social work in the four Spanish 
universities that form the A4U, the Russian counterpart centered its attention 
on the Master’s in Social Policies, Labor and Welfare that was offered at UAB. 
To design our joint master’s program, we found it necessary to follow the series 
of steps described below:

•	 Compare the legislation frameworks for master’s degrees between Spain 
and Russia

•	 Provide an analysis of precedents and similar experiences to determine the 
possible scenarios for our perspective joint program

•	 Outline the social work traditions and describe the evolutions of social work 
training in both countries

•	 Compare the existing curricula of the two master’s programs in the area of 
social work in our universities and develop a joint proposal regarding the 
new double-degree master’s program.

The present paper is similarly structured. It begins by presenting an overview 
of the current higher education systems of Spain and Russia and describes the 
main decisions made by both countries in the process of European conver-
gence. Our foci in this part were on the specific challenges that are currently 
faced by Spanish and Russian master’s programs and the students’ mobility 
between the two countries.

The second part of our paper comprises an analysis of the parallels to our 
joint program that was conducted to learn from past experiences. However, we 
found that the only similar project was developed between Finland and Russia 
and that ours was the first attempt to establish collaboration in the field of 
social work between Russian and Spanish universities. Therefore, we included 
a description of scenarios, including those that were less ambitious, for inter-
national collaboration at the master’s level between our countries.

The third part of our paper is dedicated to developing the content of the 
prospective program in social work. This section begins by looking for com-
mon ground at various levels. The Spanish and Russian traditions of social 
work are outlined at the cultural level, and an overview of the social policies 
that have been implemented by each state at the socio-political level is offered. 
Training in social work in both countries is described at the academic and pro-
fessional levels from a historical perspective. Familiarity with the contexts in 
which the two existing programs are embedded makes it easier to compare the 
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existing curricula and choose the elements that should be shared in our joint  
program.

	 Spanish and Russian Higher Education Schemes

Spain signed the Bologna declaration in 1999 together with another 28 
European countries. Until 2006, there were two types of degrees: three-year 
‘diplomatura’ or ‘ingeniería técnica’ that led to medium-level technical profes-
sions in fields such as social work, and four-, five- or six-year ‘licenciatura’ or 
‘ingeniería’ that provided access to higher-level professions or academic disci-
plines and opened the path to a doctorate. Currently, the predominant scheme 
is 4+1, and Spanish universities prepare their bachelors (‘graduado’) in four 
years (some professions require five or six years) and masters in one year.

The Russian Federation joined the Bologna process of convergence in 2003 
by adopting a declaration in which it committed itself implementing the basic 
principles of the Bologna process by 2010. Russia previously had universal de-
grees called ‘diplom’ that lasted for five years (occasionally six for some profes-
sions), and although it could have easily divided its degrees into a three-year 
bachelor’s (‘bacalavr’) and a two-year master’s (‘magistr’), its current scheme 
is 4+2.

	 Challenges for Spanish and Russian Master’s Programs
Although in Spain the predominant scheme is currently 4+1, each university 
enjoys relative autonomy in defining its degrees and their durations, and a 
number of two-year master’s degrees are also offered. While master’s (in areas 
other than language study) aimed at local and Latin American students last 
for one year and are taught in Spanish, joint master’s with foreign universities 
that are currently being taught and implemented are two years long and are 
generally taught in English. These programs are held by consortia of several 
European universities, and students in such programs are required to spend 
one year at their home institution and the other year at a partner university.

In Russia, the added sixth year and the fact that the resulting two-year mas-
ter’s degree has a cost similar to that of other European countries (Russian 
five-year degrees used to be free) cause students to look for master’s degrees in 
universities other than their alma mater, including universities abroad. The re-
sulting postgraduate students’ reciprocal mobility causes universities to com-
pete for students and question their existing programs and the original designs 
of their master’s degrees while trying to incorporate foreign experiences. The 
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language of instruction is mainly Russian, although some subjects taught in 
English are currently being introduced primarily to foster international stu-
dent mobility. There are some prestigious Russian universities that offer two-
year dual master’s programs with leading European universities under the 
same consortium scheme described above.

	 Student Mobility between Spain and Russia
The mobility of international students between the two countries, although 
facilitated by the inclusion of Russia and Spain in the Bologna process and the 
creation of the common European Higher Education Area, is still strongly lim-
ited. Undergraduate Spanish student exchanges are nearly exclusively limited 
to the area of developing language and intercultural competences for trans-
lation or teaching purposes (Kozlova 2010). Because Russia has until recently 
been excluded from Erasmus scheme funding, these students are the only ones 
who find their personal economic effort of stay in Russia justified. The inverse 
situation in which Russian undergraduate students go to Spain on exchange 
is limited because knowledge of Spanish is not at all common among Russian 
non-language students.

At the master’s level, mobility within Spanish master’s programs is more 
complicated than that at the undergraduate level partially because of the 
application of Bologna imperatives in this country. One problem is that the 
majority of master’s programs in Spain last for only one year, which hinders 
student mobility within a particular master’s program. The result is that the 
majority of Spanish master’s programs are currently incompatible with the 
Russian programs that last for two years. Thus reciprocal mobility with Russia 
can only exist in two-year master’s degrees that are taught in Spain under the 
consortium scheme. Here, the aforementioned language barrier arises again. 
This scheme necessarily requires that both universities offer at least some 
teaching in English and that students have a good command of this language, 
which is a problem that has not yet been solved in these two countries. The 
mobility of Spanish master’s students is likely to increase after the 3+2 scheme 
is implemented in Spain beginning in 2016. This growth in mobility will most 
likely be associated with the use of English as the lingua franca.

	 Precedents

To the best of our knowledge, ours is the first attempt to establish a Russian-
Spanish double degree in social work; thus, the relevant precedents include, on 
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the one hand, double and joint degrees between Spanish and Russian universi-
ties at the master’s level and, on the other hand, international collaborations 
in the area of social work.

	 International Master’s Degrees that have been Established between 
Spanish and Russian Universities

Notably, the collaboration between our countries in the area of education is 
still incipient. To illustrate this, of the ten dual master’s programs that are being 
run at the Moscow State University of International Relations (MGIMO 2013) 
with leading European Universities, none is established in partnership with 
a Spanish university. However, there are examples of consortia in Erasmus 
Mundus, currently Erasmus+ program (European Commission 2015), that in-
volve the participation of both Spanish and Russian universities as full part-
ners. For example, the ERANET-MUNDUS (2011) coordinated by the University 
of Barcelona involved 10 EU and 8 Russian universities and offered a number 
of scholarships to master’s students (30 in total, including 9 to EU and 21 to 
Russian students), although social work did not form a part of this academic 
offer. Additionally, the ERANET-MUNDUS did not seek to establish double, 
dual, or joint master’s degrees between specific universities but rather a flex-
ible mobility scheme. To our knowledge, the current collaborations between 
Russia and Spain in dual master’s programs are limited to the ESCP Europe 
Business School consortium (ESCP 2013), which offers two-year master’s de-
grees that include the possibility of spending one year on a Madrid campus 
(Universidad Carlos III) and another year in the Higher School of Economics 
in Moscow. If students find this scheme to be too expensive, there is an alterna-
tive 1-year master’s program from the International Business School Alliance 
(IBSA 2014) in which students who wish to pursue a master’s degree in the two 
countries can study for one semester at IBS-Moscow and another semester at 
the University of Valencia to obtain an international master’s. Indeed, this type 
of master’s is not a double/dual or joint master’s degree; rather, it is a master’s 
degree that is issued by one university that forms a part of the alliance that al-
lows for student exchange at the master’s level. Creating such an international 
master’s can even be achieved without requiring students to spend a semester 
abroad but rather inviting visiting lecturers (the Master’s in Political Science at 
UAB (UAB 2013) is an example of this type of scheme).

	 International Master’s Degree in Social Work
Leaving aside Spanish-Russian collaboration and focusing instead on the area 
of Social Work, we managed to identify an approximate equivalent to our most 
ambitious objective. A university consortium called Barents Cross Border 
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University (BCBU 2013) provides opportunities for student mobility, particu-
larly in practice training, and includes a common block of subjects. The main 
partners of this program are Lapland University in Finland and the Northern 
(Arctic) Federal University in Russia, and a number of other universities (one 
Finnish and six Russian) are associate partners. This program has the objec-
tive of creating cross-border learning environments between universities in 
Northern Finland and North-West Russia. The project has been funded by the 
Finnish State program on cooperation with neighboring areas. The curriculum 
of the International Master’s in Comparative Social Work was developed col-
laboratively and comprises a block of ‘international joint studies (80 ECTS)’ 
and ‘home university studies (40 ECTS)’. Although each university awards 
its own master’s degree to the students registered at their institution (i.e., if 
they registered at Lapland University, they are awarded a Master’s in Social 
Sciences, and if they registered at their Russian counterpart, they are awarded 
a Master’s in Social Work), the graduates also receive a diploma supplement. 
If they wish, they can obtain a Double Master’s in Comparative Social Work if 
they complete a total of 160 credits.

	 Summary of the Precedents
As we have observed from the experiences described above and summarized 
in Table 1, double/dual degrees are generally established in consortia that have 
at least two main partners and other universities that can either be full part-
ners or associates. To enable students to target a specific degree, extra fund-
ing, either external (state funding for BCBU) or internal (higher fees and/or 
living expenses abroad paid by ESCP or IBSA students), needs to be provided. 
Another condition is that both universities must be interested in issuing cor-
responding degree certificates for either status or economic reasons.

Bilateral student mobility is generally taken for granted in joint programs. 
However, such mobility might be unequal between the countries (indeed, it is 
unequal in most Erasmus Mundus programs such as ERANET) and is limited to 
a single semester (IBSA) or not required at all because teaching staff exchange 
serves as an alternative (e.g., the Master in Political Science at UAB). Finally, 
while similarity in the interests of the participating institutions is a sine qua 
non condition, each institution is expected to provide its unique perspective 
on the discipline; for example, the Master’s degree in Comparative Social Work 
(BCBU) emphasizes an improved understanding of national and global social 
work through a comparative approach to study. Additionally, students receive 
practice training in other countries (in the case of the BCBU, neighboring 
countries) that provides them with the opportunity to familiarize themselves 
with social work in different contexts and societies.
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	 Working toward a Joint Program

The comparison of already existing master’s programs, i.e., the Master’s in 
Social Policies, Labor and Welfare taught at UAB and the Master’s in Economics, 
Law, Organization and Management in Social Work taught at KNRTU, began 
by comparing the titles of their subjects/modules. Notably, in this step, few 
similarities were identified. To account for this difficulty, a comparative table 
with the partial coincidences between the subjects of the two programs was 
composed (published in Kupriyanov and Kozlova 2013). The first conclusion 
was that the Russian master’s program included more theoretical disciplines 
than did the Spanish program. In contrast, the latter exhibited a practical 
approach based on the current problems of the society, such as the gender 
gap, unemployment and immigration (Valeyeva and Babiukh 2013: 5). Given 

Table 1 	 Summary of the precedents

Spanish 
University

Russian  
University as  
its partner

MA degree type 
(double, joint  
or other)

MA degree 
duration

Time spent 
abroad

Specialization 
in Social Work 

Universidad 
de Barcelona

8 Russian 
Universities

Erasmus 
Mundus 
(ERANET-
MUNDUS)

2 years 1 year –

Universidad 
Carlos III 
(Madrid)

HSE (Moscow) Dual Master 
(Consortium 
ESCP) 

2 years 1 year –

Universidad 
de Valencia

IBS – Moscow International 
Master 
(Consortium 
IBSA)

1 year 1 semester –

– BCBU (2 Finnish 
and 7 Russian 
universities)

Double 
Master’s Degree 
(160 ECTS) or a 
National degree 
with a diploma 
supplement 
120 ECTS)

2 years Intensive 
season 
Schools or  
1 year when 
opting for 
Double 
Degree 

Yes
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that the project received funding from the Russian state and mainly sought 
to train Russian professionals, one of the priorities of the new program was to 
maintain the following two theoretical blocks of subjects: the general science 
module, and professional cycle – fundamentals. Simultaneously, the problems 
of employment and immigration seemed especially relevant to the Russian 
counterpart, who expressed an interest in integrating the corresponding UAB 
courses into the new program. Notably, the Spanish subjects are generally be-
tween 10 and 12 credits, while the Russian subjects are traditionally more seg-
mented. If a subject taught at UAB were to form a part of the new program 
addressed to Russian students, it would be necessary to reduce its workload to 
6 ECTS. This condition suggested the possibility that Spanish lecturers could 
teach intensive courses to Russian students, which was later formed into a bi-
lateral agreement on teaching staff exchange between our faculties. While the 
Spanish counterpart was not yet ready to create a new program for Spanish 
students, it was interested in receiving visiting lecturers from Russia to teach 
specific seminars worth up to 2 ECTS as a variable part of the existing program.

	 Developing a New Master’s Program for Russian Students
The new program addressed to Russian master’s students was titled ‘Social 
Work in Industry’, and once composed, its curriculum became the property of 
the Russian state with the possibility of being adopted by other Russian univer-
sities. The interest of the state in developing such a new program with interna-
tional participation is due to the fact that social work is a young profession in 
Russia. Currently, in the Russian labor market, one can find social workers with 
a wide range of qualifications that span from medium-level professionals with 
two or three years of vocational training in social work through a bachelor’s 
to specialists of social work (three to five years of training at the university) to 
masters of social work (six years at the university). This multiplicity of degrees 
causes certain difficulties for prospective employers. Compared to more basic 
levels, training for a master’s in social work is characterized by a wider perspec-
tive on the aims and objectives of social work (Kupriyanov and Kozlova 2012). 
This perspective shifts the objective of social work from individuals in difficult 
life situations to companies’ and institutions’ employees and labor collectives. 
For this reason, there is currently in Russia a great demand for master’s pro-
grams such as the ‘Economics, Law, Management and Organization in Social 
Work’, ‘Social Work at an Industrial Enterprise’ and ‘Social Development of a 
Labor Collective’.

The Russian partner, who expressed interest in the existing Spanish subjects 
of unemployment and immigration, was primarily attracted by the related 
policies at institutions or enterprises, specifically the employment policies for 
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company staff and the integration of foreign workers. It was necessary to ac-
count for this difference in perspective while selecting the contents of these 
subjects, which had to be reduced from the existing 12 ECTS to 6 ECTS each. It 
was also vital for us to consider the context of each individual country because 
unemployment and labor force immigration and the very concept of ‘social 
work’ are strongly linked to the history, welfare contexts and predominant val-
ues of each individual country. Analysis of the context in which social work 
emerged and developed as a profession is closely related to the public policies 
implemented by the state.

	 Contrasting the Russian and Spanish Contexts
As we mentioned earlier, social work has hardly more than a 20-year history as 
a profession in Russia. Currently, the lack of experience perceived of Russian 
scholars in social work translates into their attempts to assimilate foreign ex-
periences while trying to remain loyal to the pre-Soviet value of charity and 
beneficence traditions (Iarskaia 1995) that were strongly influenced by the 
Christian church. In this sense, Spain, which also has deeply rooted religious 
traditions of charity, exhibits similarities. In both Spain and Russia, the church 
and its members have for centuries felt responsible for the care and welfare of 
the underprivileged. In these two countries, scholars have faced the need to 
integrate foreign experience that is strongly marked by the existing Protestant 
tradition into social work. Indeed, the very objective of social work as a profes-
sional activity, i.e., the integration of a person into the society, is a Protestant 
concept (Shanin 1997). As such, this concept clashes with traditional Catholic 
and Orthodox ethos, particularly in relation to concept of charity (Méndez-
Bonito Zorita 2005, Martínez-Brawley and Vázquez-Aguado 2008, Kupriyanov 
2013). However, it still needs to be taken into account that the church has been 
much more omnipresent in Spanish society and has actively participated in 
the shaping of social workers’ training in the 20th century (Hamburger, Sander 
and Wöbcke 2001, Gómez and Buendía 2009). In Spain, the majority of institu-
tions that offer social work training have emerged as related to the church in 
the National Catholic State. In contrast, in Russia, the church has been sepa-
rated from the state and its social policies for the majority of the 20th century, 
and this separation has left its imprint on the manner in which social work 
training is currently perceived.

Although at the end of the 19th century, particularly after serfs’ emancipa-
tion in 1861, Russia experienced a great rise in courses, Sunday schools and 
departments that trained nurses, supervisors and educators in social charita-
ble associations and private higher education institutions (Resanov 2011), the 
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evolution of the social worker as a professional was been interrupted by the 
drastic changes in the political and social atmosphere in 1917. Industrialization 
and urbanization at the turn of the century accentuated class differenc-
es, which elicited a social revolution. The newly created Ministry of State 
Assistance abolished the existing institutions of social help and redistribut-
ed existing funds to meet the needs that were determined by the new state 
policies (Firsov 1999). The very concept of ‘assistance’ was later removed and 
replaced by ‘provision’, which references what we currently understand as a 
social welfare system. Religious and beneficence organizations were relieved 
from this duty at the same time that ‘charity’ was defined as a ‘concept char-
acteristic of a class society’ (Big Soviet Encyclopedia 1927, T.6, p. 466) and was 
no longer welcome in the new state that claimed itself to be classless. Because 
the state provided for citizens’ needs, the very concept of professional ‘social 
worker’ was out of place. The profession had been inexistent for many decades 
until the whole state system collapsed accompanied by a rapid change in the 
value system of its citizens. After 1991, the former Soviet Union’s citizens have 
experienced such a shock in losing their welfare security that this fact shifted 
their value emphasis towards the materialistic (Inglehart 2006: 133). The pro-
fession of social worker then re-emerged to assist those who failed to find their 
place in the new society characterized by ‘survival’ values.

In Spain, as in other European countries, by the end of the 19th century 
industrialization, capitalism and massive population movement into the cities 
created tension in the society that forced the Spanish government to begin im-
plementing policies that ‘could have an impact on the improvement and well-
being of the working class’ (Seguridad Social 2014). Since then, a series of acts 
have been passed and including the following: the Labor Accidents Act in 1900; 
Worker Retirement in 1919; Obligatory Maternity Insurance in 1923; Forced 
Unemployment Insurance in 1931; Medical Insurance in 1942; and Obligatory 
Old-Age and Disability Insurance in 1947. The very titles of some of these acts 
make refer to their ‘obligatory’ characters, the fact that reveals that develop-
ing social security met resistance both on the part of the employers and the 
employees. The lack of coverage was, in many cases, compensated for by mu-
tual funds that were created by worker’s associations. Social work emerged in 
Spain as a profession in 1934 in Barcelona. Although the Republican Spanish 
government made an additional step forward in labor legislation, it failed to 
establish universal social security coverage. The tension still existed in a so-
ciety that needed to be regulated, and this tension laid the foundations for 
the emergence of social work as a profession. Understood as an instrument 
of ‘containment, education and adjustment’ (Báñez Tello 1997: 154, translation 
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ours), social work was primarily aimed at working with individuals who for 
some reason found themselves excluded from the society, and consequently 
from the existing social security. Although this charitable and philanthropic 
activity was initially voluntary and primarily performed by middle-class 
women who could afford to work without pay (Báñez Tello 2008), the train-
ing of corresponding professionals soon became the concern of the state. 
The School for Social Studies for Women was established in Barcelona, and 
in 1934, the first graduates of this school began their activities as profession-
al social workers. Hamburger et al. (2001: 10) traced the origins of this school 
to the Catalonian Women’s Social Movement and referred to it as a branch  
of the Catholic ‘School for Social Services’ that was established in Brussels. 
After the fall of the Second Republic in 1939, the newly created National 
Catholic state confirmed its interest in this area by founding the ‘School for 
Family and Social Education’. Five additional similar schools were established 
by National Catholicism by the mid-fifties, and by the end of sixties, there 
were 42, the majority of which were founded by the Church. In 1964, the state 
authorized the training of non-university officials called ‘social assistants’ in 
medium-level schools. Social work appeared as an undergraduate university 
three-year ‘Diploma in Social Work’ degree in 1983. A Master’s in Social Work 
began in 2006-2007 with both national and international collaboration in 
mind and was closely related to the application of the Bologna imperatives 
(Vazquez-Aguado 2005: 244). The Doctorate in Social Work appeared in 2008 
(Gómez and Buendía 2009).

	 Project Outcomes
Given that the Spanish training in social work has a much longer history than 
its Russian equivalent, it is understandable that it was mostly the Russian part-
ner who was interested in acquiring Spanish experience and not the other way 
around. We identified a number of aspects that made the Spanish experience 
valuable to the Russian partner. First, the beneficence traditions of the church-
es in the two countries seemed to coincide until at least 1917, which created 
common ground between the manners in which social work is understood in 
the two countries. It helped the Russian scholars, backed by the Spanish ex-
perience of continuity, to imagine the lost link between charity traditions and 
social work. Second, after 1991, the social security systems of the two countries 
have been comparable. Public social security is not universal; rather, it coex-
ists with institutions that offer private coverage, and some individuals require 
social assistance. Given that this situation is new for Russia, it is necessary 
that training in social work at the master’s level incorporate the acquisition of 
some knowledge about the European social models, particularly in reference 
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to social and employment policies in the context of negotiated (and not state-
imposed) labor conditions. Third, another common element shapes the cur-
rent labor markets of both Russia and Spain, i.e., the arrival of immigrants from 
neighbor states looking for jobs. This situation represents another new chal-
lenge for Russian masters’ of social work who will have to operate at the level 
of companies and institutions.

As a result of our project, we developed a study program (Table 2) for the 
new master’s degree ‘Social Work in Industry’ that was aimed at Russian stu-
dents and is currently being implemented at KNRTU.

Table 2 	 The final study program of the ‘Social Work in Industry’ Master’s degree

Subject ECTS

General science module
Social culture 2
Contemporary philosophy and methodology of science 2
Foreign language for business purposes 2
Information technologies 2

Variable part
Foreign language 4
Foreign language for professional purposes 3
History of trade unions and their activity 2

Optional subjects
a) Employment policies in the countries of the European Union; [1]

b) Organization of human resources at an industrial enterprise
 
6

а) Social responsibility and social accountability;
b) Professional deformation of social services managerial staff

 
2

Professional cycle
Fundamentals
Pedagogy and psychology of higher education 2
Object- and subject-oriented case technologies in social work 2
Conceptual foundations of contemporary social state and social law 3
Theory and practice of social work management 2
Qualitology in social work 2
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Variable part
Organization of in-company training at an industrial enterprise 3
Labor legislation and human resources documentation support at an 
industrial enterprise

 
2

Public relations, social image and publicity in the context of an industrial 
enterprise

 
3

Optional subjects
a) Social law and labor relations; [2]

b) Social security and safety at an industrial enterprise
 
6

a) Management of migration processes in labor sphere; [3]

b) Social technologies in labor policy
 
6

а) Psychology of a labor collective;
b) Psychology of religion and ethnos

 
2

[1]	 Corresponding to the UAB module ‘Globalization and the European Social Model’.
[2]	 Corresponding to the UAB module ‘Social Law and Labor Relations Compared’.
[3]	 Corresponding to the UAB module ‘Migration Policies, Integration and Management of 

Religious Diversity’.

This program includes three optional subjects that are taught in English by 
UAB lecturers. These subjects are based on the three UAB modules that were al-
ready taught as part of the Master’s degree in Social Policies, Labor and Welfare 
that was coordinated by Prof. Antonio Martín. The new program contains 
jointly elaborated English-language teaching materials. The textbooks, which 
are entitled ‘Comparison of Social Models in Europe: Social and Employment 
Policies’ (118 pp.) and ‘Labor Migration Management’ (128 pp.), were edited 
in English and printed by the KNRTU publishing service and include detailed 
teaching programs and a selection of research articles authored by UAB lec-
turers. A bilateral agreement on teacher exchange was signed between our 
universities to allow for the teaching of these subjects in Russia by visiting lec-
turers from UAB. However, the availability of this option during each academic 
year is subject to additional funding that is required for teaching staff mobility, 
which is also the case for Russian lecturers who were invited to teach seminars 
in English as part of the existing UAB program.

Subject ECTS
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	 Concluding Remarks

Ultimately, it was found unviable, at least at the moment, to establish a double 
degree program in social work between our universities. There were a number 
of obstacles that we could not overcome, the most important of which were 
the following:

•	 Unequal interest of the Russian and Spanish students in the study of social 
work in the other country due to the lack of a Russian social work training 
tradition;

•	 Reduced opportunity for Spanish student mobility within the short master’s 
programs;

•	 Language barriers on both sides that would require the students and teach-
ers to communicate in their non-native language;

•	 The lack of mobility grants between Spain and Russia.

Nonetheless, the experience gained in the process of developing a joint pro-
gram was found to be very useful. First, this experience made it possible to take 
a fresh look at the social worker training of each country through outsider’s 
eyes. It also allowed the detection of common elements and differences, the 
exchange of experiences and the enrichment of each program curriculum due 
to the addition of an intercultural perspective.

Although the effects of our project were unequal between the parts and 
mainly benefitted the Russian partner, the Spanish counterpart received the 
opportunity to host overseas lecturers to complement their program with 
short seminars taught in English. The project contributed to the dissemina-
tion of research performed by the UAB lecturers beyond European borders. 
Finally, the Spanish university expanded its international reach by signing a 
general collaboration agreement with a Russian university and later two spe-
cific agreements related to teacher exchange corresponding to this project and 
student exchange in the area of chemistry and bioscience, which is the stron-
gest area of KNRTU. The lateral effects of our initiative with UAB remain to be  
evaluated.

The joint work experience also indicated the obstacles that stand in the way 
of international collaboration but are beginning to be resolved. The major-
ity of the UAB and KNRTU lecturers demonstrated shortages of oral English 
communication skills and poor motivation to adapt their programs to foreign 
students. Both universities have recently begun implementing policies that 
aim to resolve the problem of the language barrier specifically by offering free 
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language courses to the staff and offering incentives for teaching subjects in 
English rather than in Spanish or Catalan.

To solve the problem of the current mismatch in the duration of the mas-
ter’s programs in Spain and abroad, which jeopardize our goal of developing a 
double degree for master’s students, the Spanish government is now propos-
ing a move toward two-year master’s programs, which will most likely favor 
both teacher and student mobility. The other difference that we detected in 
the Russian and Spanish traditional workloads per subject turned out to be less 
problematic and was solved by selecting only the content that was relevant for 
each partner. The relevance and perceived usefulness of the program content 
in the new socio-cultural context was identified as a key issue in our experi-
ence of establishing an international degree.

If we were to answer the question posed in the title of the article, having to 
choose between the harmonization of standards in higher education at the 
global level and an alternative scenario, defined as a cultural fit, we would 
be more inclined to defend the latter. Not only does harmonization threaten 
the links with local cultures, it also ignores ‘local conditions to which social 
work must respond’ (Méndez-Bonito Zorita 2005: 226). Our experience dem-
onstrated that, in practice, the process of establishing a joint degree between 
two specific institutions situated in different countries has little to do with 
global standards and a lot to do with cultural and institutional particularities. 
We are ready to accept that the societies are developing in a similar direction, 
enabling researchers to refer to the current change as post-modernization and 
to speak of global values. At the same time, as our research confirmed, there 
are considerable cultural gaps that we are generally not aware of until we find 
ourselves in between the two cultures facing the need to negotiate between 
them. We found such a gap in the curriculum share dedicated to gender equal-
ity, in the perspective adopted on immigration and, most notably, in the way 
curriculum is conceived and segmented. We have also learnt that negotiating 
between cultures, and working towards a joint degree program in particular, 
is impossible without a common goal and a shared interest, which needs to 
be complemented by favorable economic conditions and the geographical or 
historical context. For example, the fact that BCBU was more successful than 
us in establishing a double Master of Social Work has its explanation. First, 
Finland and Russia are neighboring countries, making travel more rational. It 
is well-known that Spain is an attractive tourist destination for many Russians, 
but travelling there on business only makes sense when travel expenses are 
covered by some financing institution, which is not sustainable in the long 
term. Second, both Finland and Russia were interested in the abovementioned 
double degree: Russia needs other countries’ know-how in Social Work, and 
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Finland considers Russia its potential zone of influence, hence aimed Finnish 
funding. In contrast, Spain has similar grant programs addressed in Latin 
American countries, while Russia falls out of its zone of interest. This raises 
important questions about the nature and hierarchy of actors in international 
cooperation.

Still, as our research revealed, the societies of Spain and Russia do have a lot 
in common. Their social problems are often the same, although their interpre-
tation and attitudes to these problems vary. Therefore, the solutions adopted 
in the two societies are different, and these differences end up affecting train-
ing Masters of Social Work. Although separated by distance, Spain and Russia 
have been in the past and currently are the countries in contact, which will 
surely facilitate collaboration and research in the medium and long terms.
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