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PREFACE 
 
 
 
This book aims to illustrate the interrelation of political, economic and 
social components in solving social problems in the context of the 
advancement of neoliberalism in the three largest countries of three 
continents: Russia in Europe, India in Asia and South Africa in Africa. 
After reviewing the presented material, readers may possibly come to 
different conclusions about how neoliberal reforms have changed the 
societies in all three countries. This book will be interesting to experts and 
students in political science, economics, sociology, international relations 
and social work.  





INTRODUCTION 

IRINA L. PERVOVA (EDITOR) 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The ideas of classical liberalism were actively developed by such thinkers 
as Charles Montesquieu, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Adam Smith and 
others. The results of their thinking evolved into the development of 
relatively holistic liberal theory by the end of the 18th century, which 
subsequently continued into the next centuries.1 Liberalism is based on a 
number of fundamental principles which are reflected in the International 
Liberal Manifesto2 adopted in 1947. According to this document, 
liberalism is based on the principles of freedom, responsibility, tolerance, 
social justice and equality of opportunities for every member of society. 
Every citizen should have individual freedom, which is a ticket to equal 
access to education, information, freedom of speech, assembly and press, 
freedom of religion, choice of profession, gender equality, freedom of 
private entrepreneurship and equality before the law. The right to private 
property is recognised as unshakable. Man is understood as a human 
creature endowed with the power of thought and action. The state is 
perceived as a tool that should act in the interests of citizens. Liberalism 
emphasises the impossibility of restricting freedom in the interests of the 
state. 
 We recognise the 1930s as the turning point for liberalism. The 
Great Depression in the United States of America, due to the crisis of 
overproduction, questioned Adam Smith’s thesis about the possibility of 
market self-regulation. As a result, millions of people lost their jobs and 

 
1 Soloviev, A. I. “Liberalism: logika istorii i problemy sovremennogo diskursa 
[Liberalism: the logic of history and the problems of modern discourse].” 
Problemnyy analiz i gosudarstvenno-upravlencheskoye proyektirovaniye [Problem 
analysis and state-administrative design], no. 5 (2010): 66-83. 
2 Oxford Manifesto – 1947. URL: https://liberal-international.org/who-we-are/our-
mission/landmark-documents/political-manifestos/oxford-manifesto-1947 
(Accessed: 27 July 2019). 
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the existence of the entire capitalist system was at stake. The economist 
John Keynes found a way out of the crisis by introducing an element of 
state regulation into the market economy.3 The time when Keynesianism 
was central to the economic policy of the United States and other Western 
countries went down in history as the “glorious post-war thirty years” of 
capitalism (1945–1973). During this period, the concept of the “welfare 
state” began to be applied in practice, within which the state increased 
social standards of living through the development and implementation of 
social policies aimed at meeting the basic needs of the population.4 
 However, by the 1970s, the concept of the welfare state crisis was 
already being seen. A slowdown in economic growth occurred, and as a 
result the possibility of reducing the state`s role as an economic regulator 
and also returning to the principles of self-regulating market liberalism 
were discussed in academic and economic circles. The new trend with the 
centre at the Chicago school led by Milton Friedman was called 
“neoliberalism.” From Friedman’s point of view, there were only two 
ways of organising society: through violence and coercion (the path of 
totalitarian states), or through the co-operation of free individuals (the 
clearest manifestation of which is a market economy). At the same time, 
while in classical liberalism the state was assigned the role of a “night 
watchman”, in Friedman’s concept the state becomes an active participant 
in the development process and creates all the necessary conditions for a 
free market to function. Friedman also spoke against the idea of universal 
equality since it can act as a constraint for the development of human 
potential.5 
 Thus, neoliberalism can be defined as a socio-economic and 
political doctrine based on the principles of economic liberalism. 
Neoliberalism is the economic liberalism of modernity, an independent 
belief system regarding the issues of state regulation of the economy. 
Unlike the ideas of classical liberalism, neoliberalism is based on the idea 
of the priority of conditions for unrestricted freedom of competition, due 
to state intervention in economic processes. 

 
3 “Peterburgskaya sotsiologiya segodnya – 2015 [Petersburg Sociology Today – 
2015].” Sbornik nauchnykh trudov Sotsiologicheskogo instituta RAN [Collection of 
Scientific Works of the Sociological Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences] 
(2015): 212. 
4 Weber, A. B. “Razmyshleniya Toni Dzhadta o trevogakh nashego vremeni 
[Reflections of Tony Judt on the anxieties of our time].” Al'ternativy [Alternatives], 
no. 1 (2013):153. 
5 Friedman, M. Kapitalizm i svoboda [Capitalism and Freedom] 36. Moscow: 
Novoye izdatel'stvo [New publisher], 2006.  
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Initially, the concept of neoliberalism did not receive broad 
support in the scientific community but it aroused great interest among 
representatives of the economic community, in particular, among big 
business players. For them, the idea of neoliberalism seemed to be an 
alternative to Keynesianism, in which they were not satisfied with 
government restrictions, high corporate taxes, and the influence of trade 
and student unions. From the point of view of neoliberal representatives, 
these restrictive measures were a brake on the market economy 
development.6 

The first attempt to implement the neoliberal model in practice 
was made in Chile after the military coup of 1973. However, 10 years 
later, Chile’s economy was on the verge of total collapse, the country was 
engulfed by hyperinflation, social stratification reached colossal proportions 
and the unemployment rate was 30 per cent.7, 8  
 Despite the problems that arose during this implementation, the 
“Chilean experiment” is of great importance for neoliberal development. 
Subsequently, neoliberal policy formed the basis of the United States of 
America’s policy during the reign of President Ronald Reagan and also of 
Great Britain’s policy under the government of Margaret Thatcher.9 In the 
press and later in science, this course was called “Reaganomics” or 
“Thatcherism”. 
 Deliberate steps toward the practical implementation of neoliberal 
ideas were made in the 1990s. The active promotion of neoliberal ideas 
was advanced by the crisis and collapse of the socialist bloc, which offered 
alternative ways of economic development and alternative values. The 
countries of the former Eastern bloc that found themselves in the 
ideological vacuum became active consumers of the neoliberal ideological 
product.10 Another factor that contributed to the spread of neoliberal ideas 
was the policy of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

 
6 Arseenko, A. “Chto takoye neoliberalizm v kontekste sovremennoy ‘ekonomiks’ i 
ekonomiki [What is neoliberalism in the context of modern ‘economics’ and 
economy].” Sotsiologiya: teoriya, metody, marketing [Sociology: theory, methods, 
marketing], no. 2 (2011): 80-82. 
7 Harvey, D. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. 18-20. NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2005. 
8 Klein, N. The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. 216. NY: 
Picador, 2008.  
9 Tselykh, M. P. “Sotsial'naya rabota v epokhu tetcherizma v Velikobritanii [Social 
work in the era of Thatcherism in the UK].” Zhurnal issledovaniy sotsial'noy 
politiki [Journal of Social Policy Studies] 12, no. 4 (2014): 569-598. 
10 Gowan, P. “Neo-liberal theory and practice for Eastern Europe.” New Left 
Review (1995): 3-5.  
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(IMF). For example, the IMF developed “the Washington Consensus” 
which outlines the main actions that countries need to take to establish 
neoliberalism and achieve economic growth. Hence, the World Bank was 
active in introducing the global neoliberal economic order.  

Regarding the social sphere, neoliberalism suggests the withdrawal 
from a “welfare state” and moving toward a competitive model of social 
policy. The core ideas are an increase in the responsibilities of citizens and 
the development of a new type of social solidarity. At the same time, it is 
assumed that the state influence in the social sphere should give way to 
private companies. This should not only improve the quality of provided 
services, but also reduce government spending.11  
 The term “neoliberalism” in social, political and economic sciences 
is often used in similar or partially conflicting meanings.12 There are 
various conceptual models of neoliberalism, its interpretations, critical 
evaluations and methods of understanding. In the modern scientific world, 
it refers to the macro-economic doctrine, the key elements of which are the 
valorisation of private entrepreneurship and distrust of the state, along 
with “free market fetishism”, promotion of tariff elimination, currency 
deregulation and development of enterprise models that allow the state 
itself to function as a business.13 

 
11 Lyublinsky, V. V. “Sotsial'naya politika v stranakh Zapada: novyye vyzovy i 
kharakter transformatsii [Social policy in Western countries: new challenges and 
the nature of transformation].” Vestnik instituta sotsiologii [Bulletin of the Institute 
of Sociology] (December), no. 1 (2010): 124. 
12 Klein, 32; Ferguson, J. The Uses of Neoliberalism. Antipode. 41, no. 1 (2009): 
166-184; Harvey, 16; Wilson, S., Spies-Butcher, B., Stebbing, A. and St John. 
“‘Wage-earners’ welfare after economic reform: refurbishing, retrenching or 
hollowing out social protection in Australia and New Zealand.” Social Policy & 
Administration 47, no. 6 (2013): 626-646. 
13 Ablazhey, A. M. “Kontseptsiya neoliberal'noy nauki v zapadnoy sotsial'noy mysli 
[The concept of neoliberal science in Western social thought].” Vestnik 
Novosibirskogo gosudarstennogo universiteta. Seria Filosofia [Bulletin of the 
Novosibirsk state university. Series: Philosophy] 10, no. 2 (2012): 74-81; 
Khmelinin, A.A. and Rusakova, O. F. “Problema kriticheskogo analiza neoliberalizma 
v sovremennoy politicheskoy filosofii [The problem of a critical analysis of 
neoliberalism in modern political philosophy].” Sotsium i vlast' [Society and 
power], no. 2 (2014): 41-48; Fyson, R. and Cromby, J. “Human Rights and 
Intellectual Disabilities in an Era of ‘Choice’.” Journal of Intellectual Disability 
Research 10, no. 11 (2012): 1365-2788; Wacquant, L. “Three steps to historical 
anthropology of actually existing neoliberalism.” Social Anthropology 20, no. 1 
(2012): 66-79. 
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 Neoliberal reforms in the economy as a whole are aimed at the 
reduction of barriers to the movement of both goods and capital. State 
policy in the field of economics has a monetarist orientation as a rule, and 
one of its main aims is to fight inflation. The reduction of state control 
over the economy and the redistribution of powers (ensuring a distance 
from the state) are integral parts of neoliberalism. In the social sphere, the 
privatisation of state-owned companies takes place and privatisation of 
certain state functions may also be possible. 
 Neoliberals suggests that the state should give priority, not to the 
regulation of economic processes, but to behaviour forms and the 
establishment of rules of economic entities. Furthermore, according to 
neoliberals, the basis of a society rooted in principles of freedom and 
democracy provides the ground rule of competitive order in the economy. 
It is also emphasised that a society has to develop comprehensively, and 
economic and political sides should complement each other. Neoliberals 
compare what was evaluated earlier by processes of economic life with 
macro-economic, not micro-economic, indicators.14 
 Practice shows that modern neoliberalism becomes detached 
from real processes in world politics and economics. In the neoliberal 
political and economic model, this crisis has social problems and forms a 
transformation that developing countries face. These problems are often 
different for countries in Europe, Asia, and Africa, but they have a 
common foundation: the global impact of such processes as financial 
liberalisation, reduction of barriers to migration and social dumping 
practised by some under-developed countries with direct support from 
leading countries of the world economy. 
 National policies of different countries and the forms of their 
social policies are linked together but an understanding of their internal 
and external interactions is far from clear. There is a never-ending 
controversy between neoliberals and their opponents about whether 
neoliberal regimes ignore poverty and leave it “to be torn to pieces” by the 
market, or give way to social movements and allow them to influence 
social policy.15 In this connection, data on the three largest states of three 

 
14 Kosov, M. E. “Perspektivy formirovaniya sotsial'no-oriyentirovannoy rynochnoy 
ekonomiki [Perspectives for socially-oriented market economy development].” 
Ekonomika i upravleniye narodnym khozyaystvom. Vestnik Finansovogo 
universiteta [Economy and management of the national economy. Bulletin of the 
Financial University], no. 2 (2015): 29-37. 
15 Muslim Zade, D. M. “Neoliberalizm o rynke i svobode i kritika marksizma 
[Neoliberalism about market and freedom and criticism of Marxism].” Mir 
obrazovaniya – Obrazovaniye v mire [World of Education – Education in the 
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continents – Russia, India and South Africa in Europe, Asia and Africa, 
respectively – and the identification of unique characteristics and common 
features of national models of social policy and welfare become relevant. 

According to class-oriented studies, neoliberalism is understood 
by many as a policy that enriches those who have the capital and leads to 
increased inequality, reduced security, social security losses and a general 
decline in the quality of life of the poor and working class. Advocates of 
this concept are significantly fewer than its opponents; however, not 
everything is so simple.16 For example, social spending in some countries 
that adopted the macro-economic doctrine, such as India and South Africa, 
in particular, had increased significantly by the first decade of the 21st 
century.17 Speaking of these two countries and the influence of neoliberalism 
on their social policies, it is necessary to take into account the great 
number of the rural population who are unemployed and will not become 
“wage workers” soon and who are usually categorised as the “informal 
sector”, despite representing the largest proportion of the population.18 
 If social democracies and social support systems in the world of 
the 20th century were built on the figure of a “worker” (including social 
programmes for the elderly, infirm, children, disabled, dependents, etc.), 
then the “informal” category of the populations of India and South Africa 
represents a very special social group and requires welfare measures other 
than those seen in the Western world.19 The concept of social assistance in 

 
world], no. 3 (2010): 49-53; Fishman, L. G. “Liberal'nyy konsensus: Dreyf ot 
neoliberalizma k kommunitarizmu [Liberal consensus: A drift from neoliberalism 
to communitarianism].” Polis. Politicheskiye issledovaniya [Policy. Political 
research], no. 4 (2014): 152-165; Khmelinin, A. A. and Rusakova, O. F. “Problema 
kriticheskogo analiza neoliberalizma v sovremennoy politicheskoy filosofii [The 
problem of critical analysis of neoliberalism in modern political philosophy].” 
Sotsium i vlast' [Society and power], no. 2 (2014): 41-48; Cromby, J. and Willis, 
M. “Nudging into subjectification: Governmentality and psychometrics.” Critical 
Social Policy 34, no. 2 (2013): 241-259; Ferguson, J. “The Uses of Neoliberalism.” 
Antipode 41 (S1) (2009): 166-184; Harvey, 134-143; Mulheirn, I. “The Myth of 
the ‘Welfare Scrounger’.” New Statesman, 15 (March). ONS (2013). Labour 
Market Statistics, May (2013). Office for National Statistics.  
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/may-2013/index.html 
(Accessed: 29 October 2018). 
16 Ferguson, 173. 
17 Ferguson, 169; Harvey, 111-117. 
18 Davis, M. “Planet of Slums.” New York: Verso, 2007. 
19 Collier, S. “The Spatial Forms and Social Norms of ‘Actually Existing 
Neoliberalism’: Toward a Substantive Analytics.” International Affairs Working 
Paper. New York: New School University. 2005; Ferguson, 182; Foucault, M. The 
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the world, in general, has changed significantly at the beginning of the 
21st century due to the emergence of completely capable groups of the 
population (in particular, young people) who cannot find a job and need 
social support in both Europe and America,20 not to mention Asia and 
Africa. 
 Russian statehood has also faced the onset of neoliberalism in 
political, economic and social systems. However, the assessments of its 
influence are ambiguous and there are significantly more votes “against it” 
than “for it”.21 At the same time, the Russian social service system has 
adopted elements of “marketisation” in the form of paid services and is 
expanding the participation of private organisations in servicing a number 
of needy citizens’ categories. 

 
Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the College de France, 1978–1979. Translated by 
Graham Burchell. NY: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008; Miller, P. and Rose, N. 
“Governing the Present.” Malden, Massachusetts: Polity Press, 2008. 
20 Clarke, J. and Newman, J. “The Alchemy of Austerity.” Critical Social Policy 
32 (2012): 299-319; Wiggan, J. “Telling Stories of 21st Century Welfare: The UK 
Coalition Government and the Neo-liberal Discourse of Worklessness and 
Dependency.” Critical Social Policy 32 (2012): 383-405. 
21 Brovchak, S. V. “Pensionnoye obespecheniye. Rossiyskiy i zarubezhnyy opyt 
[Pension benefits. Russian and foreign experience].” Moscow: SU – HSE [State 
Management – Higher School of Economics], 2008; Vinokurov, M. A. “Novaya 
ekonomicheskaya real'nost' i ekonomicheskaya politika sovremennoy Rossii [The 
new economic reality and economic policy of modern Russia].” Ekonomika i 
politika [Economics and politics]. Izvestiya ISEA [Notes of Irkutsk state economic 
academy] 93, no. 1 (2014): 5-13; Greenberg, R. S. “Riski i shansy rossiyskoy 
ekonomiki [Risks and chances of the Russian economy].” Ekonom [Economy], no. 
1 (2013): 40-47; Dobrenkov, V. I. and Kravchenko, A. I. “Cotsiopoliticheskiy 
aktivizm: kritika i dissidentstvo” [Sociopolitical activism: criticism and dissidentism].” 
Vestnik Moskovskogo un-ta. Seriya 18: Sotsiologiya i politologiya [Bulletin of the 
Moscow University. Series 18: Sociology and Political Science], no. 4 (2014): 5-
18; “Ideologiya: poiski i nakhodki [Ideology: searches and findings]” Edited by I. 
I. Kalnoy. Moscow, 2015; Minervin, I. G. “Sovremenniy kapitalizm i gosudarstvo: 
modeli vzaimodeystviya [Modern capitalism and the state: models of interaction].” 
Ekonomicheskiye i sotsial'nyye problemy Rossii [Economic and social problems of 
Russia], no. 2 (2014): 39-71; Nochvina, B. A. “Problema sozdaniya sovremennoy 
strategii v oblasti sotsial'noy politiki (na primere FRG i RF) [The problem of 
creating a modern strategy in the field of social policy (example of Germany and 
the Russian Federation)].” Vlast' [Power], no. 3 (2014): 93-97; Romanov, P. and 
Kononenko, R. “Globalization processes in Russian social work.” International 
Social Work 57, no. 5 (2014): 435-446. 
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 Nevertheless, the management business transition in this area 
contradicts the basic values of social work in the world and its commitment 
to social justice and social transformation toward universal well-being.22 
 The analysis of solutions to the socio-economic issues in the three 
countries under investigation, each of which is the largest by territory in its 
region, is already important by itself. Russia is the largest European 
country from a demographic point of view (population: 144,5 million), 
India ranks second in Asia (population: 1,353 million), and the Republic 
of South Africa is the fifth largest in Africa (population: 57,8 million)23 
and is called the “gateway to the African continent”. Despite the fact that 
in these countries there are different socio-economic models and different 
civilisations, they have much in common: India began economic reforms 
simultaneously with Russia in 1991 and South Africa has been building a 
democratic state after the elimination of apartheid since 1994. 
 India and South Africa traditionally have close relations because 
both countries were colonies of Great Britain and there is still a large 
Indian diaspora in South Africa. The current relationship between India 
and South Africa is built on a strategic partnership (since March 1997). 
Relations between India and Russia have never been controversial. The 
history of Russia’s relations with South Africa is well known. In 2013, a 
joint declaration was signed on the establishment of a comprehensive 
strategic partnership, which determined the conditions for bilateral co-
operation in various fields, including trade, investment and humanitarian 
action. However, the cultural ties between South Africa and Russia are not 
sufficiently pronounced compared with the long-standing relations 
between Russia and India. Currently, South Africa enjoys the high moral 
authority in the international arena, taking an active position in 
peacemaking and mediating conflicts. 

 
22 Oganisyan, Yu. S. “Sotsial'nyye tupiki liberal'nykh reform v Rossii. Problema 
neravenstva [Social deadlocks of liberal reforms in Russia. The problem of 
inequality].” Neravenstvo v sovremennom obshchestve. Politicheskiye i 
sotsial'nyye aspekty [Inequality in modern society. Political and social aspects].” 
Seriya: Soglasiye v obshchestve kak usloviye razvitiya Rossii [Series: Consent in 
society as a condition for the development of Russia], 3 (2015): 58-73; Bloch, C. 
and Bugge, M. M. “Public sector innovation – from theory to measurement.” 
Structural Change and Economic Dynamics, 27 (2013): 133-145; Rogowski, S. 
“Social Work: The Rise and Fall of a Profession.” Beacon House, UK: The Policy 
Press, 2010. 
23 The World Bank data.  
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=IN-CN-BR-ZA-RU 
(Accessed: 22 January 2020). 
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 Both India and South Africa embarked on their neoliberal path of 
development, resulting in various socio-political structures and ideological 
frameworks in each country. As a result, this affected the volume and 
quality of social services for families and other categories of citizens in 
need. An example of this is the Growth, Employment and Redistribution 
Program (GEAR) in 1996 in South Africa, which was a macro-economic 
strategy aimed at increasing public and private investment, runaway 
capitalism and the logic of the open market. This strategy was criticised by 
many public institutions of the country and was replaced by the Large-
Scale Act on Empowering the Economy for the Black Population (Broad-
Based Black Economic Empowerment Act) in 2003, which was 
supplemented by a number of other acts aimed at improving the social 
sphere.  

The Indian Constitution is based on a philosophy of liberalism 
and the importance of socio-economic transformation and social change, 
but it does not indicate any economic model to follow for the country, 
except the directive principles of public policy: the principles of morality 
and conscience. The lack of a specific development direction for a 
reoriented economy toward marketisation reduced social control, and 
increased competition and private sector roles, which led to unpopular 
social sphere reforms. The process of liberalisation and privatisation in 
India began in the 1990s and has continued for 30 years. Thus, over 300 
million people in India still live below the poverty line and over 3 million 
people in South Africa are very poor (every fourth citizen is on social 
benefits, which accounts for one-third of government spending)24. 
 Issues of social inequality, the provision of necessities for the 
population, assistance to vulnerable social groups and improvements in the 
welfare of the general population are paramount in the social policy of all 
three countries. 

As a whole, this book is aimed at illuminating rational national 
strategies and the gaps in socio-economic development, as well as their 
compatibility with neoliberal reforms. It considers the systems of social 
policy and the development of social services in the geopolitical and 
socio-economic conditions at the end of the 20th century and in the first 
two decades of the 21st century in three developing countries: Russia, 
India and South Africa. 
 

 
24 Global Multidimensional Poverty Index 2018 https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content 
/uploads/G-MPI_2018_2ed_web.pdf (Assessed: 22 January 2020).  



 



CHAPTER I 

SOCIAL POLICY AND WELFARE PROVISION 
 IN THE CONTEXT OF NEOLIBERAL 

 REFORMS IN RUSSIA 

IRINA L. PERVOVA  
AND VIACHESLAV N. KELASEV 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The collapse of the USSR has influenced Russia considerably, and capitalism 
dipped the majority of the population into poverty and unemployment. Only 
by the turn of the millennium Russia started to recover from the “shock 
therapy” of the 1990s and build a civil society with the involvement of 
social business, volunteering and non-governmental organisation in the 
social sphere. This process is not easy to perform, but it is in progress and 
Russia is open to further steps forward. 

This chapter discusses the changes in the social situation and 
social policy dynamics in Russia after the collapse of the USSR up to the 
first two decades of the 21st century. During this time, the main emphases 
were put on the population’s well-being, changes in healthcare, education 
and social care. The chapter reflects a short history of social care in 
Russia, which underlies current social work tendencies. It also shows the 
role of civil society which solves social problems through the efforts of 
social business, volunteering and paid social services providers, as well as 
the role of non-governmental organisations in social services provision. 
We study the government’s attempts to improve the well-being of the 
population and the social welfare of the state in the process of trying to 
strengthen a top-down command and control system, the National Strategy, 
and two stages of National Projects (2005–2014 and 2019–2024). In 
conclusion, the chapter demonstrates advantages and disadvantages of the 
social sphere neoliberalisation in the country. 
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The process of introducing neoliberal principles in Russia began 
in 1991. The collapse of the USSR and the crisis of socialist ideology led 
to the change in the political and economic orientation of the Russian 
state. As a result, a course was chosen for liberal reforms, which were 
supposed to be implemented not only within economics but also in the 
social sphere.  

The process of introducing neoliberal capitalist ideology in 
Russia and its post-1991 policies contributed significantly to the political, 
economic and social focus of the Russian Federation thereafter. A new 
way of organising society was introduced overnight, whereby citizens – 
formerly reliant upon the state for economic and social needs – were 
forced to become active, independent economic agents responsible for 
their own well-being. As a result, the society had to reconceptualise the 
welfare state, poverty, quality of life, personal responsibility and civil 
society.  

According to class-oriented studies, open market relations are 
still widely understood as an economic practice that enriches those who 
already have capital and leads to: (a) even greater inequalities; (b) reduced 
security and losses in social security and services for the rest of the 
population; and (c) a general decline in the quality of life of the poor and 
the working class. Social democracies and social systems of support for 
the world’s population in the 20th century were built on the status of an 
“employee” (including social programmes for the elderly, frail, children, 
people with special needs, and dependents). In Russia in 1991, an 
“informally employed category of the population” appeared which 
received, and still receives, salaries in “envelopes”, does not pay taxes on 
it and does not receive a social package. It represents a very special social 
group which is at risk of unemployment (people can be dismissed at any 
time without severance pay or the right to return to work), loss of 
entitlements and benefits (in case of injury at work and becoming 
unemployed or redundant) and reduction of pensions. 

In Russia, the process of transformation turned a passive 
consumer of services into an active social entity personally responsible for 
his/her destiny. Conversely, during the Soviet epoch a generation of 
citizens got used to paternalism and meekly expected the state to help 
solve their problems. People got accustomed to receiving government 
subsidies and benefits, which became unacceptable in the new open 
market conditions (Yadov 2011). 

From the moment Russia adopted the open market orientation 
concept, it was expected that the introduction of neoliberal relations to the 
social sphere would have a positive effect on the quantity and quality of 
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social services provided, save the state budget funds and enhance the well-
being of persons receiving services.  

However, these expectations came with the excessive polarisation 
of society, violation of justice principles in the distribution of public 
goods, difficulties in the allocation of fund flows between the public and 
private sectors, and insufficient development of the legal framework for 
social business, as well as pronounced paternalism of the population, its 
unawareness of non-governmental social service providers, and a lack of 
professional staff in social business. All of these imposed certain 
restrictions on the implementation of a neoliberal approach in the state’s 
social policy, and revealed that the Russian civil society was not ready to 
solve social problems through the efforts of social business, volunteering 
and paid social services providers.  

Soon it became clear that the role of the state in social policy 
implementation had to be strengthened. It was reflected in the first stage of 
National Projects (2005–2014) in the social sphere, which prepared a base 
for the implementation of the second stage in 2019–2024. These projects 
mainly cover three areas: human capital, a comfortable living environment 
and economic growth. A general goal of these projects is to provide a 
higher quality of life for Russians. 

A Short History of the Russian Social Welfare System 

Social assistance in Russia dates back to the period of the ancient “Slavs”1 
and the formation of “the Kievan Rus”.2 During the period of the early 
Slavs, assistance to the needy (widows, orphans, lonely elderly people, 
victims of natural disasters – famine, fire, flood, etc.) was provided by the 
community, and it was often in-kind since money was not used extensively 
at that time. However, the ideology and social assistance changed due to 
the stratification of Slavic society, the emergence of the nobility and the 
adoption of Christianity. Helping the needy was considered a godly deed 
in which both the Orthodox Church and the nobility played an active role. 
One type of help was to give donations and handouts. The development of 
church charity not only resulted in providing basic needs for destitute 
people, but also promoted literacy training, made it possible to receive 

 
1 Ancient Slavs – a tribal society that lived in the 9th century in Eastern Europe, 
northeast towards the Volga River.  
2 The Kievan Rus – a loose federation of East Slavic and Finnic peoples in the 9th 
to 13th centuries. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volga_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kievan_Rus%27
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interest-free loans from the church treasury and protected destitute people 
from oppression.  
 The consolidation of the Russian society and the state after the 
unification of the Russian lands around Moscow led to the establishment 
of shared values enshrined in the special set of “Domostroy”3 rules 
governing behaviour in all spheres of public and private life, including the 
family, in which special attention was paid to helping those in need. 
 The reforms of Peter the Great completely changed the face of 
Russia. Peter the Great changed the state social policy, including matters 
of social assistance. A number of decrees concerning assistance to the 
needy were issued; shelters for illegitimate children, hospitals for the 
military and almshouses were opened. Legislatively, it helped to identify 
the needy and sources of funding. During this period, the state became 
actively involved in issues of social charity; the church was crowded out 
and put under control in the matter of helping those in need. Many 
undertakings of Peter the Great laid the foundations of the state social 
policy for the subsequent periods of history concerning socially 
unprotected segments of the population. 

Later, during the reign of the Romanovs in Russia, we see that 
further development and differentiation of social assistance and social help 
took place. Authorities solving social issues in provinces and districts were 
established, educational homes were opened for illegitimate children, the 
orphan court was established to appoint guardians to orphans of the 
nobility and orphans were raised in peasant families with the help of 
patronage. The establishment of national schools began, women’s 
education became the norm, the development of medicine accelerated, 
there was a reduction in infant mortality, population growth took place, 
and charitable societies began to cooperate with government organisations.  

The liberalisation of society during the reign of Alexander II led 
to the strengthening of church charity and the expansion of private charity. 
New charitable societies and unions were established. Further, they 
refocused their efforts on studying the causes of social issues (poverty, 
alcoholism, orphanhood). Hence, the Department for Social Charity was 
opened; one of its founders was Peterim Sorokin, a famous sociologist 
who immigrated to the United States after the 1917 socialist revolution. 

The revolution and the Soviet period gave rise to new beginnings 
in the development of social assistance. Social insurance and labour 
legislation started to develop, and state foundations were laid for the social 

 
3 Domostroy (Domestic Order) – a 16th-century set of household rules and 
instructions regulating various religious, social, domestic and family behaviours in 
Russian society. 
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protection of motherhood, childhood and youth work. Medical care and 
education became free, with the latter also being compulsory. Regulatory 
acts were issued concerning social assistance to various segments of the 
population. At the same time, charities and church organisations were 
liquidated, and private charity was banned. The state became the basic and 
main provider of social assistance in the country. The state took each 
person under complete control, providing the necessary opportunities for 
life and work. The social security system gradually took shape. 

In the aftermath of World War II, a law on pensions was 
introduced and the pension fund was shaped into an independent form. A 
network of free public medical care, sanatoriums, children’s camps, 
orphanages and a system of kindergartens, nurseries, and nursing homes 
were developed. This system of social assistance and support of the 
population persisted until the 1990s. However, social work as a profession 
was not allocated to an independent sphere of professional activity and the 
main role of social work was to assist the needy (mainly the single elderly 
and disabled) with food and medication. 

The Russian Social Welfare System after 1991 

In 1991, with the collapse of the USSR, the Soviet economic model – 
based on rigid centralisation, state planning and the absence of private 
property – went down in history. It was replaced by a new political and 
economic course based on the principles of liberalism and neoliberalism. 

It is impossible to call the socio-economic reforms of the 1990s 
in Russia fully neoliberal, due to the combination of radicalism with the 
so-called “pure liberalism”. Thus, the ideological and political trend of 
radical liberalism was established, which cannot be attributed to purely 
neoliberal theory since this rejects extremes. 

It was assumed that liberal transformations based on large-scale 
privatisation would revive the economy, allow private entrepreneurship to 
enter the areas of the state monopoly, improve the quality of products and 
services through competition, and also save budget funds. However, the 
planned transformations did not go as expected. Privatisation and “shock 
reforms” led to the emergence of an oligarchy and the impoverishment of 
the overwhelming majority of people in the country. Instead of healthy 
competition, monopolies arose, dictating their conditions to the consumer. 
The lack of social control and regulatory framework in the regulation of 
economic and social processes led to the criminalisation and corruption of 
power structures and society as a whole. 
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The reduced funding for state-owned enterprises in social 
services, education and healthcare led to a sharp decline in the quality of 
services provided, and the impoverishment of the population sharply 
increased the need for social protection and social help. The period of 
professional social work development in Russia started in 1991 when it 
became clear that the need for better educated specialists was alarming. It 
was a period of the gradual destruction of the systems of free education, 
medical care and social security. Social problems increased and the quality 
of social support was insufficient, and these factors negatively influenced 
the socio-psychological climate of society.  

In the early 2000s, the economic situation in the country began to 
improve and this recovery led to an increase in household incomes. Due to 
Vladimir Putin coming to power in 2000, a course for the development of 
Russia began to be based on the following priorities: 1) strengthening the 
centre of state power through the introduction of a system of federal 
districts; 2) separation of power and property; 3) removal of oligarchs 
from direct power; and 4) liberalisation of economics and social relations.  

There are two notable features of neoliberal policies introduced in 
Russia during the 2000s. First, social welfare reforms took place after a 
decade of “shock therapy” that had paralysed economic and social 
institutions across the country. Hence, the delivery of the new directives 
was weak, at best. Second, while socio-economic state transformations 
were being implemented, certain previously provided welfare obligations 
were preserved, causing confusion among the citizenry and service 
providers.  

The Russian economy of the first stage of neoliberal reforms 
maintained high rates of economic growth due to energy resources, 
exports of raw materials, and the preference of large Russian private 
business interests over state interests. It led to a disparity between the 
export-oriented and nationally oriented sectors of goods and services. 
Enterprises of light and heavy industry started to close all over the 
country. People who worked often experienced long delays in monthly 
payments or were paid in kind through the products being manufactured, 
the unemployed did not receive any allowance and pensions (as small as 
they were) were also delayed in many regions of the country.  

The state system of social services in these conditions was unable 
to cope, and private social services proved to be expensive and 
insufficiently developed, which made them inaccessible to the majority of 
those in need. Major attempts at reforming the social sphere began in the 
early 2000s when a system model for managing it began to form at the 
state level (Vasiliev 2011). 
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New principles of social policy organisation suggested the rejection 
of equalising, distributive, situational and projective principles of social 
management. The equalising and distributive principles assumed the 
distribution of growing resources in target groups needing social support 
without taking into account social dynamics, but in turn, the situational-
project approach was focused on a more rational distribution of funds but 
differed by their non-systemic distribution and fully depended on political 
conjuncture in the country.  

So, between 2000 and 2003 a review of the state role and 
functions in social management began, with particular attention being paid 
to the interaction of the state and non-state structures – non-profit 
organisations, the public and charities – in order to develop the most 
effective methods of social management. Until 2019, the lack of a 
sufficient degree of non-state structure involvement in social policy was 
obvious, which contributed to the lack of quasi-market development for 
social services.  

Neoliberal social policy is essentially formed to facilitate the 
design of a new horizontal social contract, entailing the need to create civil 
society institutions. The Russian peculiarity of liberalisation is that the 
local authorities in the social sphere create the so-called “playing field”, in 
which the third sector can compete with the state and private institutions to 
obtain contracts for the provision of social services to the population 
(Romanov et al. 2008). 

Attempts to introduce the neoliberal concept into the social 
sphere in 2005 included the monetisation of benefits and the transfer from 
the state to quasi-private ownership of some social institutions, e.g. 
hospitals, universities, schools and museums. 

The reforms aimed at the commercialisation of the social sphere 
had negative consequences. The great rejection of innovations in society 
by pensioners and other vulnerable groups was caused by the monetisation 
of their benefits. Some categories of citizens lost their privileges such as 
free public travel, medication and sanatorium treatment, etc. in exchange 
for a non-equivalent monetary compensation (The Federal Law 2004). 

The reason for the adoption of the Federal Law (FL) on 
monetisation was that the existing system of “natural benefits” did not 
correspond to modern realities. Free medication in pharmacies became a 
scarce commodity and beneficiaries were forced either to buy them with 
their own money or to wait months for them to appear. A difficult situation 
arose in the transportation sector: a large number of beneficiaries led to 
huge losses for public transportation carriers, who were forced to either 
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raise prices for their services or require regional authorities to cover these 
losses (Ovcharova and Pishniak 2006). 

The living standards of unprotected groups of the population 
further decreased and a wave of protests swept through the country, 
headed by former beneficiaries: pensioners, “liquidators” of the Chernobyl 
nuclear power plant disaster (people who were under radiation while 
working on closing the reactor), disabled people and the military. Despite 
the fact that the real goal of the reforms was to save inefficiently spent 
budgetary funds, it was perceived by the population as an “anti-people” 
action (Zhukov 2005). Due to the mass protests, the state was forced to 
make certain concessions. Consequently, there was a partial return from 
monetisation to the former system of benefits (Monetization 2014). 

Examples of neoliberal reforms that produced negative results 
manifested themselves in social services, healthcare and education. The 
reduction in budget expenditures for these areas in the 1990s led to a 
decline in the quality of services provided and had a detrimental effect on 
both suppliers and consumers. The introduction of the principle of 
“profitability” led to a systematic reduction of both medical and 
educational institutions. This process continued until 2018. As a result, 
compared with 2005, the number of state medical and educational 
institutions in Russia had decreased. However, it was a boom time for 
private clinics, schools and the higher education private sector. According 
to the Russian Federal Statistics Agency, in 2010 the proportion of private 
clinics was 13 per cent and universities - 41 per cent (Rosstat 2016). 

Starting in 2013, spending on healthcare and education steadily 
decreased. This was due to both the decline in the price of oil and the 
increasing priority of national defence and pensions. In Russia, prices rose 
by an average of 9.5 per cent per year (Indeksy 2019); therefore, nominal 
monetary indicators were not capable of providing a complete picture by 
themselves due to inflation covering the increase in spending on those or 
other items of the budget. Thus, the real growth of expenses did not occur. 
Hence, the reduction in nominal expenses was even greater if inflation is 
considered. 

The peak of the reduction in the number of beds in medical 
institutions was between 2005 and 2007. The number of hospital 
organisations in the Russian Federation between 2000 and 2013 decreased 
by 44.9 per cent (Issledovaniye RBC 2016). 

Between 2012 and 2016, the federal budget expenditures on 
healthcare decreased by 46.8 per cent (in nominal terms). The reduction was 
most severely reflected in the financing of inpatient medical care (hospitals) 
(from 2012 to 2016: 39.6 per cent; 2018: 63.3 per cent). However, federal 
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spending on outpatient care increased (polyclinics) – between 2012 and 
2016: 65.9 per cent; in 2018: 69.5 per cent (Issledovaniye RBC 2016, 
Shishkin et al. 2016, Nazarova and Borisenkova 2017). Private healthcare 
partially complemented the state sector by offering other types of medical 
services but it mostly acted as an alternative. 

Between 2012 and 2018, federal spending on pre-school 
education decreased by 54.5 per cent, expenses for general education 
decreased by 87.1 per cent and higher education decreased by 25.8 per 
cent (Issledovaniye RBC 2016).  

In 2003, the Russian Federation became a participant of the 
Bologna process4 and began to reform the higher education system in 
order to meet the norms and standards established in European countries. 
The changes that took place in Russia included the implementation of a 
two-level education system (bachelor’s and master’s programmes), the 
introduction of a credit system and a number of other changes. As a result 
of the reforms, Russian fundamental science fell into decay and the 
competitiveness of Russian diplomas on the world market palpably 
declined; student mobility was quite limited which was largely due to 
Russian students having insufficient knowledge of foreign languages. The 
profit orientation of commercial universities and bribery in both non-state 
and state institutions turned education into a “paid service”, which could 
be obtained without learning and without gaining knowledge (Bobrova 
2018). According to Russian Public Opinion Research Center data 2019, 
68 per cent of young respondents believed that it was possible to build a 
successful career and life without higher education (compared to 45 per 
cent in 2008).5 

The modern Russian education system requires adjustments to 
both the forms of implementation and the content of university educational 
programmes, updating the material and technical base, sustainable financing, 
increasing the mobility of teachers and students to gain international 
experience, and strengthening of practical-oriented education. 

In the long run, obtaining high-quality educational and medical 
services has become difficult for a large number of citizens. Over time, the 
prestige of professions related to medicine and education has declined 
significantly compared to Soviet times, when being a doctor or a teacher 
was considered a high-level occupation. Nowadays, the low salaries in 
state institutions push graduates of vocational and technical schools and 

 
4 A series of agreements between European countries on comparability in the 
standards and quality of higher-education qualifications.  
5 Russians are disappointed in higher education:  
https://www.kp.ru/daily/27004/4066022/?from=nnn (Accessed: 7 August 2019). 

https://www.kp.ru/daily/27004/4066022/?from=nnn
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universities to either choose occupations that are not related to their degree 
or go to the private sector where salaries are much higher. Citizens who 
have money seek medical assistance and education abroad. 

The social business and public organisations that provide social 
services are still at a very early stage of development in the country. 
Entrepreneurs do not rush into this sphere due to its unprofitability and 
high risks, but prefer to enter other more profitable areas. The state social 
policy that attempts to attract private entrepreneurs to the social sphere has 
not yet been able to bring about the desired results. Despite the growing 
understanding of social responsibility and a wish to participate in various 
projects, a social business does not receive the necessary support from the 
state (Johnson et al. 2016). Only recently in 2019 a legal framework for 
social entrepreneurship in the social sphere was articulated. 

In 2006, the state National Projects started to operate in the social 
sphere, such as education, health, housing and maternity capital. 6 In 2007, 
the peak of foreign investment into the Russian economy was noted, which 
was reflected in a steady increase in economic indicators between 2003 
and 2008. The initial period of the new stage of neoliberal reforms in 
Russia up to 2008 can be characterised as a time of noticeable 
disproportion among GDP growth, and changes in per capita income and 
wealth distribution, as well as growing income inequality and social 
stratification. 

In 2008, the Concept of Socio-Economic Development of the 
Russian Federation until 2020 was adopted; however, the subsequent crisis 
in the global economy affected Russian reality and the economic growth 
indicators drastically dropped. The fall in demand for products and 
reduction in industrial production contributed to the rise in unemployment 
and an increase in the number of the population with an income below the 
subsistence minimum. 

Thus, the concept had to undergo a number of changes in 
connection with, first of all, the crisis (2008–2009) and, later, Western 
economic sanctions which started in 2014. The actualisation of the concept 
was carried out in general and in particular in the field of new social 
policy. It was obvious that Russia needed to develop a qualitatively new 
economic model, which was partially reflected in a new document – The 
National Strategy (2020) – as the second version of the concept of the 
long-term socio-economic development of Russia, passed in 2008. The 

 
6 Maternity capital is a measure of state support to Russian families when a second 
child (or third child or subsequent children) was born (or adopted) from 2007. 
Starting on 1 January 2015, the amount of maternity capital was 453,026 roubles. 
Starting on 1 January 2020 it is 466,617 already for the first born child. 


