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What can we learn about policy practice from case study research

In the history of SW profession there are many examples and even large periods when social workers were aiming and successfully achieving the politically significant changes in social order or periods of decline of activism or decrease of the role of so called structural or political social work. Russian situation in social work is featured by under-professionalization and therefore low degree of professional autonomy, as well as lack of activism frames in social services culture, absence of critical reflection of social work practice, and rigidity of governance. This is a background where the initiatives to change the existing social order can hardly be seen. However, there is some evidence that local initiatives promote transformation of the social work and social policy system. The paper presents the results of the study of participation of Russian social workers in the processes of structural changes. 
Russia inherited from the Soviet period a complex system of social security based in public institutions, without professional social work and with the small monetary transfers to different social groups (people with disabilities, single mothers, veterans, etc., altogether more than 150 categories of population), which were in addition irregularly paid.
During the 1990s a wide network of social services were established under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Labor and Social Development (recently Ministry of Health Care and Social Development). This social services network has been expanding rapidly during the last 10-12 years. By now there are about six thousand organizations with more than 500 thousand employees who provide services for the elderly, people with disabilities, families with children. Most of the services are public agencies designed in a similar way according to an exemplary standing order and regulated by common bureaucratic requirements. 
Focus of the case study and the main research question 
The ongoing research project has started in July 2010 when we sent to the university departments of social work a call for prospective participants to collect descriptions of such cases that would be related to the involvement of social workers into the formulation of new rules and principles of work in an organization, local community, in the region or on the national level, which can positively affect well-being of groups of population. The main question we had in mind was “What structural changes in Russian social policy it is possible to implement bottom-up, from below, through the initiatives of social workers, and how these initiatives are structured by the local conditions?” the financing is ended.  

The follow-up research question: What are, if any, the initiatatives of social workers in today’s Russian public social services?
· What types of cases we planned to collect  
· Implementation of a new technique 
· Development of a new service at the existing agency
· Establishment of a new agency
· Legal reform
We have collected a dozen of descriptions mainly related to the changes in well-being of individuals and families, to the individual level of efforts and corresponding effects, several cases presented structural changes and a few others were focused on the formal institutional mechanisms designed to promote changes. The materials exemplify situation in eight big Russian regions: Kazan, Krasnodar, Moscow, Petrozavodsk, Saratov, Saint-Petersburg, Tomsk, Volgograd. In some cases the changes were conducted peacefully, in others the conflicts have taken place that catalyzed or hindered changes. Sustainability of changes induced during the projects sometimes is questioned after 
What did we learn from the data?

The strategies were aimed on legal, institutional and societal changes, and they can be grouped in the following types: mobilization of collective action, consolidation of agents and alliance of resources, introduction of new technologies of case work, and institutionalized conflict (see pict.1).  
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Pict. 1. Strategies implementation of social changes by social workers

New technologies in social services constitute a new focus in social service policy, a part of the Russian establishment policy general concern with innovations. Examples of new technologies include methods that often are adopted from international co-operation: “net of social contacts, mobilization of resources of social environment of a family”; “intensive family therapy at home”; “active support of parents”, etc. (Volgograd, StPetersburg, Saratov). Usually, these changes are rooted in eco-systemic models of social work, and they often affect organizational modification in social services and are induced by changes in ideology.

Consolidation of agents and alliance of resources are the most accessible forms of realization of changes. Sometimes, specialists discover gaps in their own authority or in the system arrangements, which hinder their capabilities to help a client, to solve a problem, and appeal to ombudsman or begin to advocate, calling attention of mass media, public officials and members of local parliaments, succeeding to integrate several fragments of social services system, for instance, through making a special contract between the center of social services and medical-social expertise in order to improve mechanisms of individual rehabilitation program.
In some cases, an individual service user can be a catalyst of changes, for example, a mother of a child with severe disability in Saratov has motivated specialists of rehabilitation center to establish a club for kids with special needs. They have attracted charity and political resources, as a result, several clubs for children and young people with disabilities were established in the city.
Mobilization of collective action is a strategy used by civic groups, charities, NGOs. Parents of children with disabilities often become such an engine of change when they collaborate with active non-governmental organizations, public services and officials.

Institutional forms of conflict are the strategy of non-governmental organizations collecting information about the violation of legislation, of human rights, making official claims and initiating negative sanctions against the violators. For instance, in Moscow in 2006 a NGO “Center for Curative Pedagogics” has initiated court procedure concerning the rejection of social security department to provide possibility for parents of children with disabilities to identify and use proper services for children. Another NGO, Perspectiva in 2008 has successfully proceed in a court a case concerning the rejection of airline Siberia to let a person in a wheelchair on board.
Inclusive education in Petrozavodsk: a case of institutional conflict 
In Russia today children with disabilities are entitled to receive education services in regular schools or special institutions. The psychological-medical-pedagogical commissions have the power to identify a type of educational setting for a child with disability. Social workers in Russia are not very often involved into human rights movement and promotion of a new legislation. Collaboration between the employees of social services with social movements and other public agencies can bring the initiative to the level of structural changes that are aimed to improve well-being of large groups of people. 

Such an exceptional example was presented by Svetlana Driakhlitsyna from the city of Petrozavodsk, capital of a Republic of Karelia situated In the West-North of Russia, near the Russian-Finnish border. She has been working as a social worker of a public agency and at the same time as a leader of the Association of non-governmental organizations of people with disabilities of Karelia. In 2004 she has supported a court suit of a group of parents who claimed pre-school places for their children with disabilities. Prior to that the parents have made several unsuccessful attempts to find facilities for their children in kindergartens appealing to the city administration.  The city court did not satisfy the claim referring to explanation of the city department of education, due to lack of funds to provide accessible facilities.

After a while, when the Supreme court of Republic of Karelia did not change that decision, the parents have arranged for a press-conference in a special library for visually impaired.  They came to the meeting with journalists together with their children, members of association of people with disabilities and several active social workers, including Svetlana. The news about violation of children’s rights were broadcasted on all local TV and published in local newspapers. Rather soon, the case was requested into the Supreme Court of Republic for a supervisory process, and the suit was satisfied in 2006. Some funds were made available through the European project Tacis to pay the lawyer. Further collaboration between the parents’ movement, non-governmental organizations and social workers has led to the next structural changes. In January 2008, the new legislation has been passed – the Law of  Republic of Karelia of 23.01.2008 N 1168 “About introducing changes in some legal acts of Republic of Karelia concerning the provision of social support and social service for children with complex disability who cannot serve themselves” (Political life of North-West, 2008). According to this law, children with disabilities who are enrolled into kindergarten or school, are entitled to have a personal assistant with salary and to receive 1880 Roubles (~77 USD) monthly compensation for transportation.
During the realization of new legislation several issues became apparent, including the low salary of personal assistant and uncertainty of his/her tasks, slow reconstruction of facilities, etc. But it became clear that the alliance between social workers and the public can promote the important changes of political level. Participation in this activity has led to a change in Svetlana’s job situation. Having experienced a pressure from the administration, she has left public social service. She is still working as a chairperson of the Association of non-governmental organizations of people with disabilities of Karelia, and contributed in 2011 to a elaboration and promotion of a proposal of a new legislation “On providing access for people with disabilities and other low-mobile citizens to the public buildings and transportation” , which is now under consideration in the government. 

Institutional conditions limit the initiative and field of possibilities of the employees of social services. According to Svetlana,

“Mostly, possibilities to achieve certain changes are possessed by the managers of social services or their deputies. The specialist in social work has no tools for her own action. From very beginning, they had to perform functional duties, and <…> their own initiative is not motivated, rather, it belongs to those who makes a decision” (interview with Svetlana Driakhlitsyna)
In this case, there were several factors that contributed to the success of social worker’s endeavor. Being involved into international exchange programs, further qualification programs, Svetlana and some other social workers recognized and interiorized professional values of social work. A social worker on a position of management, she increased her autonomy and capabilities to promote and maintain the changes that are justified by the system. Svetlana was inclined to professional reflection and civic activism – she has long experience of combining work in a public service with civic activity. Geographical proximity of Karelia to Northern Europe, to Scandinavia, increases opportunities for international collaboration, for finding various resources and support. 
Conclusion

Contemporary situation in social work in Russia is featured by under-professionalization and therefore low degree of professional autonomy, as well as lack of activism frames in social services culture, absence of critical reflection of social work practice, and rigidity of governance. This is a background where the initiatives to change the existing social order can hardly be seen. However, recently there is some evidence that local initiatives can initiate transformation of the social work and social policy system. Social workers initiate positive changes through counter-actions and compromises, individual activity or collective action, consolidation with social movements and other agents, through implementing fundamentally new methods of case work into the system of social services, or through the practice of institutionalized forms of conflict resolution.   
As we can see, capabilities to promoting social initiatives vary at different levels of organizational hierarchy, while the professional autonomy of specialists is very limited. Several cases in our research exemplify such exceptions when the initiatives of social workers have led to the structural changes. These initiatives have been realized apart of such institutional channels as socio-cultural projects and contests that have been established by the system to stimulate and accumulate such kind of experience.     

It is important for government, foundations and the academic community to focus more on critical issues in social welfare and on the importance of developing conflict resolution skills and to support the development of social services research. Democratic egalitarian and non-discriminatory ideology is required in social services as well as in social work training. It is worthwhile to pay more attention to retraining programs and to raise the level of skills of specialists who already work for social service agencies. 
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