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interview

TOP RUSS: Olga, many Russians first mistake you as Spanish, I’ve seen 
it many times first-hand, while for the Catalans you are, above all, “The 
Russian”. How long have you lived in Barcelona? 
OLGA SOLOVIEVA: Almost 17 years now. I’m married to a 
Spaniard who courted me for four years, like the gentleman 
of old. Such faithfulness eventually overcame my patriotism, 
my love for my job, my family. I moved to Barcelona, 
although at that time it was a real ordeal for me. I’m not of 
those people who moved here because they fell in love with 
the city or because the saw Barcelona as a place with more 
possibilities for self-realization. Quite the opposite. My life in 
Russia, a girl from of good family, in love with Moscow, my 
work – I taught Russian literature at Moscow University, and 
had received an invitation to work in TV – filled me with joy. 
But... one day I took the leap and I don’t regret it. 

TR: I know that you are the daughter of a highly renowned Russian 
doctor. Tell me, your father didn’t insist that you follow in his footsteps? A 
family of doctors is quite normal in Russia…
OS: Well, my father is an absolutely extraordinary man, and 
the amazing thing isn’t that he didn’t insist, but that it never 
even occurred to me to pursue a medical career. I’ve loved 
literature since I was a child. Since I was ten I think I read 
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a book a day. So I chose literature, defended my doctoral 
thesis…I loved teaching literature, as much as reading! 
“Infecting” students with my love of books, helping them 
discover something new in an already familiar text. I myself 
had a fantastic literature professor, Anna Alexandrovna 
Manykina, whose classes I can remember by heart even 
today, 25 years later. Her classes were very structured, but 
absolutely explosive at the same time: so much energy and 
charm! An example to follow for me. By the way, what I 
learned from her back then helps me a lot in my work today. 

TR: I know what you mean: you have a reputation as a great lecturer! I’ve 
watched you many times and it amazes me how you keep up the energy 
in any auditorium. You never use notes and speak with such passion that 
you’ve been compared to an atomic bomb!
OS: I’m not afraid to speak in public; on the contrary, I like it. 
Incidentally, there is a wonderful tradition of toasts in Russia. 
This prepares us to speak in public. My father, for example, 
has been an accomplished artist of giving toasts his entire 
life: charming and a lover of people (it is necessary to love 
and inspire the people around you in order to become an 
expert at toasts), paradoxical and new. These are the essential 
characteristics of a good speaker. 

OLGA SOLOVIEVA

«You can’t work here without… what 
the Spanish call “ilusión”… It’s when 

your eyes light up!»
IntervIew and photos prepared by the edItors.
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I think we need to encourage children to give toasts. 
For example, I like to improvise toasts: it’s a great way to 
unexpectedly express all the good which is a little awkward 
to say in everyday life.

TR: You’re not a doctor, even though after reading your interviews 
one might get the opposite impression. But destiny has linked you to 
medicine, although indirectly. How did that happen?
OS: At first I gave lessons on Russian culture and literature 
in Catalonia and I took it fairly easy because I wanted to 
dedicate more time to my family. But seven years ago, my 
children older, I began to think about projects that were less 
academic (which is the reason I got my Master’s 
Degree in Public Relations and then started an 
MBA), and one day I read in the “La Vanguardia” 
newspaper about an international project that 
brought together the best Catalan hospitals… 
Back then, that project had a different name 
and was very different than it is now, but it gave 
me the opportunity to do something beautiful: 
primarily, help people in difficult situations, 
contact the health systems of other countries and 
work for hospitals. If I had to leave my beloved 
teaching – in Catalonia almost no one studies 
Dostoevsky or Tolstoy – I would only do it for 
such a wonderful project! I have always had 
great respect for doctors, and twice as much 
for Catalan doctors, some of whom I’ve been 
fortunate enough to know. I volunteered every 
Saturday at the Republican Children’s Hospital 
when I lived in Moscow. So it probably wasn’t by 
accident that I landed in this project.

TR: Catalonia truly has one of the best healthcare 
systems in the world, evidenced by the WHO reports and 
assessments by the most prestigious publications. But 
why do Russians, for example, know so little about this? 
They go to Germany for treatment, Israel, but Barcelona is 
hardly ever associated with medical advances.
 OS: I’d go further; yesterday I read an 
unfortunate remark in a Russian medical forum: 
“What are these Spaniards doing? With their 
[economic] crisis, how they can compete with 
Germany?” In terms of the crisis, yes, it’s true. But in terms of 
competition… medicine is one of the few areas (we could also 
point to our architecture or fashion designers) where Spain, 
and especially Barcelona, its medical capital, beats Germany 
in many quality and efficiency indicators. Not without reason 
do delegations from many European countries come to 
Catalonia to take advantage of our expertise in organizing 
public health systems: for example, senior management 
from the German National Transplant Organization recently 
visited Barcelona to learn about our model, a benchmark. 

TR: I don’t think anyone chooses Barcelona as a place to live exclusively 
because of its healthcare system, but it is one of the things people end up 
valuing the most when they live here. 
OS: That’s right. Catalonia is the best place to give birth: the 
infant mortality rate here is the lowest in Europe at 2.6 per 
1,000 live births. It is also the best place for growing old: life 
expectancy here is the highest in the world, and it’s more 
than just the Mediterranean diet or people’s upbeat nature; 
it’s also because of an effective and democratic health system. 
When you look at efficiency and quality indicators of medical 
care (there are different scales for each disease that measure 

survival rate, complications, repeat operations, results), 
hospitals in Barcelona rate among the best in the world, and 
are at the top of the field in many areas. Not to mention the 
universal health coverage enjoyed by all Catalans.

TR: And that’s the first thing any former citizen of the USSR looks at…
OS: Right! When I take delegations from different countries 
to the Guttmann Institute Neurorehabilitation Hospital, 
where an expert multidisciplinary team is dedicated heart 
and soul to the patient six hours a day, where patients can 
even practice diving (and then are later taken on a real sea 
dive on the Costa Brava) and learn to work with a computer, 

even patients who can only move their pupils, I always point 
out that 85% of Guttmann’s patients are ordinary Catalan 
people, from wealthier citizens to those with more modest 
resources. Everyone receives equal treatment at Guttman. 
And that’s fantastic, of course! 
Moreover, the Catalans have achieved this in a very short 
time and with an exemplary cost-results ratio. Catalonia, 
for example, spent almost twice as less in public health than 
France, while the indicators, if we look again at survival 
rate, complications and other indices of specific diseases, 
the ratings in France are significantly lower. So medicine in 
Catalonia deserves a no less honorable spot than Gaudí!

TR: BMA was created precisely because patients from other countries 
began to come to Barcelona for treatment thanks to the excellent results 
in medicine, and hospitals are interested in admitting and caring for 
these patients. Last year, if I’m not mistaken, 20,000 “medical tourists” 
from all five continents visited Barcelona.
OS: True, but the term “medical tourism” in reference to 
Barcelona bothers me. Unlike many other countries and 
cities, the patients who come to Barcelona come primarily 
for treatment in highly complex cases, the most serious 
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ones. In this sense the cases of patients from Russian-
speaking countries or countries in the Persian Gulf speak 
for themselves: approximately 30% of patients who come to 
Barcelona from these regions come to treat serious cancers. 
Barcelona is the European leader in this field today, especially 
in oncology research, clinical trials and the introduction of 
innovative techniques and drugs. 
There’s more: nearly 25% of all foreign patients are children 
who come for extremely complex operations and cancer 
treatment. We have one of the best children’s hospitals in the 
world in Barcelona, the Sant Joan de Déu, where many of the 
procedures are performed nowhere else in the world. Other 

procedures rate among the best in the world, 
for example, infant heart surgery, where we 
can say we are the best in the world and 
back that statement with evidence. Many 
patients also come for neurorehabilitation 
at the aforementioned Guttmann. I can’t 
allow these patients to be called “medical 
tourists”. These people have serious health 
conditions, and sometimes it’s a question of 
life or death. This has very little to do with 
tourism; the only thing they share is that 
both deal with travel. 

TR: BMA is the association of Barcelona’s top 
hospitals, while Barcelona Medical Consulting 
provides support services in terms of all the issues 
related with the organizing treatment for foreign 
patients in these centers…right? 
OS: Primarily, Barcelona Medical Agency 
is the non-profit association founded by 
Barcelona’s major hospitals with institutional 
support. It is the only organization created 
and controlled by the directors of the 
hospitals themselves… While Barcelona 
Medical Consulting (BMC) is a consulting 
and service company that Barcelona’s 
top hospitals entrusted with both the 
international promotion of Barcelona 
medicine and the care of their patients. 
Our team has organized health services 
for over 3,000 foreign patients with the 

most complex diseases and cases. We are trusted by charity 
foundations, sports federations, insurance companies, 
hospitals, multinational companies and governments from 
several countries, and this is a guarantee of the company’s 
professionalism.. And, of course, no other recommendation 
is as valuable to us as the excellent reviews we receive from 
our patients. 

TR: I know that patients really appreciate that you can always back up 
why you suggest certain specialists or hospitals to contact in different 
situations. And the entire Russian-speaking community in Barcelona 
comes to you, Olga, as the best consultant on the subject. You also know 
all the big names in medicine personally and are friends with many of 
them.
OS: I think our organization is very valuable for the patient 
for different reasons and at different stages before, during 
and after treatment. But, of course, one of the key moments 
is choosing the hospital and specialist. Hospitals share their 
database of all procedures, operations and specialists with 
us. When we receive the request of a patient who needs 
radiofrequency ablation for arrhythmia, for example, our 
staff will not simply direct the patient to a good specialist in 

one of Barcelona’s many hospitals, but will choose the leading 
specialist in this technique in Europe, in this case Doctor 
Brugada, who has performed more than 30,000 ablations with 
a 0% mortality rate and the best efficiency indicators. And we 
attach these results, together with the doctor’s qualifications, 
to our recommendation to the patient. Moreover, we can 
provide outstanding responses in any medical specialty, 
from transplants to odontology. One of our obligations is 
an objective and reasoned choice of a specialist. And I can 
proudly say that we are one of the few organizations in the 
world that can provide that.

TR: I know that ВМC provides organizational support and reliable 
interpretation to patients. What other responsibilities does BMC handle? 
OS: In addition to coordinating and providing support to 
foreign patients, we also cover another essential line of work: 
public relations, communication and institutional relations 
at an international level. We represent Barcelona’s medical 
centers abroad and promote Catalan medicine at international 
fairs and congresses, in the media of other countries, we 
work with delegations and develop various collaborative 
projects with the ministries of health of different countries, 
etc. We also contribute to the development of cooperation 
projects between Barcelona hospitals and state and private 
organizations, medical centers, foundations and insurance 
companies worldwide.

TR: You are now the General Representative of Barcelona Medical 
Agency and the Director of Barcelona Medical Consulting. What are your 
responsibilities?
OS: I am responsible for strategic planning, marketing and 
communication, and I handle institutional relations with 
ministries, large corporations, foundations, etc. Moreover, I 
lead the team responsible for caring for foreign patients. My 
position is not an easy one: I answer to the hospital boards 
on one hand, and I always feel responsible for patients in any 
difficult situation on the other. 

TR: What do you appreciate most about your team?
OS: We have an amazing team! Really professional people 
who are enthusiastic about their work and committed to 
continued growth. For example, patients greatly appreciate 
our case managers, who become a trusted ally for the patient, 
especially when the patient is facing a serious illness. Case 
managers therefore need excellent “technical” knowledge 
and training, but even more delicacy, warmth, empathy, and 
the ability to inspire trust and confidence... and all this with 
a positive attitude but without false compassion. This job, like 
those in the medical field, is one you should be born to do; 
you can’t work here without what the Spanish call “ilusión”, 
passion, enthusiasm… it’s when your eyes light up! I think 
we’ve created a team of people like that.

TR: Working with patients requires a high level of empathy. There are 
often extremely difficult cases and people don’t always handle it well. 
Olga, how do you always stay positive and win people over? How do you 
manage to radiate enthusiasm and keep that contagious smile on your 
face?
OS: I simply love what I do... and I love people, who aren’t 
always perfect, who aren’t always good and sometimes fail 
to measure up… it has always been easier for me to focus 
on peoples’ virtues rather than their flaws. I’m inspired by 
beautiful personalities. And I have so much material about 
this “infatuation” between famous doctors and sometimes 
incredible patients! Also I’m also incredibly lucky: 
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I can’t cure patients, but I can help them during treatment, 
and every day I witness really beautiful cases! 

TR: Olga, visiting Barcelona’s hospitals with you is a completely 
unexpected experience. Everything you taught and explained filled 
us with excitement, and to see how all the staff – from the hospital 
directors and “star” surgeons to the nurses – welcomed you is really 
impressive. While we were with you at one of the hospital’s cafeterias 
five members of the medical staff stopped by to give you a hug. How 
have you managed to engender such affection?  
OS: By doing my job with love, happiness and self-discipline. 

TR: Tell us about those patients who you remember the most. What cases 
stick with you?
OS: Nowadays I rarely accompany patients personally, but I 
try not to lose touch with it completely. My duties include, 
for example, accompanying all “strategic” patients who come 
for treatment, but I also try to personally accompany my first 
patients, many of whom are now friends. I remember them 
all clearly... I don’t know, about two hundred patients who 
I’ve dealt with over the years. But the most unforgettable 
cases are always the children.
Children with severe birth defects cannot be treated in 
many countries in the world, and the best doctors there tell 
families that the child will never breathe or eat without help, 
will never sit, stand and walk, like in cases of serious forms 
of arthrogryposis or severe neurological damage after an 
accident, for example. So when the child is treated on here 
at Guttmann or Sant Joan de Déu and a boy who couldn’t 
breathe on his own before takes his first unassisted breath, 
or a 12 year girl who has never been able to sit in a chair 
because her arms and legs were unable to bend, and to see 
her sit and then stand up and take her first step… how could 
you not love this job?  

TR: Olga, I know that these two hospitals often treat young patients 
from Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, etc. and that the board at these 
hospitals have entrusted you to take care of organizing Russian-speaking 
volunteers for these patients. 
OS: Yes, and I’d like to take this opportunity to talk about this 
very subject. At these two hospitals, especially at Sant Joan 
de Déu, Russian-speaking children often arrive with their 
mothers for a long treatment, like cancer cases, for example. 
These children are often from very poor families, supported 
by charitable foundations. Moms spend months in the 
room with their child. Although doctors and other medical 
and ВМC staff try to lend support and be at their side, and 
the hospital brings in clowns and dogs for animal-assisted 
therapy and much more, the absence of Russian-speaking 
volunteers is noted. If any of the magazine’s readers feels the 
desire and commitment to become a volunteer, please send 
an e-mail to our business e-mail (listed on the last page of the 
interview) for more information, which represents altruism, 
tact, empathy, teamwork, responsibility and perseverance.

TR: Let’s talk a bit more about you. Your schedule (*the interview was 
held at eleven o’clock at night) is not for the faint-hearted. You’re in the 
office every day until night-time. I’ve seen you give three speeches at 
three different auditoriums in one day. Where does such a tiny woman 
find such massive strength?
OS: I’ll say it again: I really love what I do. Sometimes I’ll 
complain that I work a little too hard, but on the other 
hand… I like it like that! Although this schedule is also the 
result of a serious defect: it’s called perfectionism, combined 
with the unfortunate location of the office, a mere 10 minute 

walk from my house. On the one hand, it’s a privilege to be 
able to walk to work, not to mention working on Paseo de 
Gracia (from her office window Olga has fantastic views of 
Gaudi’s Casa Batlló just across the street!). But since it’s so 
close there’s always the temptation to go work! But I must 
say that, contrary to the common belief that the Spanish 
are “relaxed”, many doctors here work at breakneck pace, 
and compared to some of them I’ve almost got it easy! For 
example, the admirable Ramon Cugat, the surgeon who 
operates on all the stars of international football, often 
operates until five o’clock in the morning and with the same 
level of precision and efficiency as 10 hours before. That’s 
truly amazing. Compared to that my schedule is peanuts; 
at the end of the day I’m not working with a scalpel until 
dawn...

TR: How does your husband handle all this? By the way, is this the same 
husband who courted you like a crazy man for four years?
OS: The one and the same! But not for nothing did he 
court me for all those years: now he has to put up with me! 
But seriously, my husband deserves an ode in his honor! 
I wouldn’t get very far on only my enthusiasm for my job 
without his support and love. Only when you have your back 
covered can you afford extravagances like that.

TR: You don’t regret that out of all your admirers you chose a Spaniard?
OS: I object to the question! I don’t regret having chosen 
Aure. 

TR: Your two children want to become doctors. Do you support them in 
that dream?
OS: In Spain half the students in high school dream of being 
doctors, although only the most outstanding students make 
it. Among all the careers this is the one that requires the 
highest grades. So I could say that my children are just like 
most of their peers. Although in their case I think they’re 
serious and that they have the right skills for this profession: 
empathy, delicacy, self-discipline, a thirst for knowledge. 
I think all the stories I tell at home have influenced their 
decision quite a bit. I’ll be happy if they become doctors. 
It’s the most beautiful profession in the world. And all good 
doctors are almost always very happy people.

TR: Do you have free time or is that the stuff of science fiction? If you do, 
what do you like to do? Skydive? I saw your photo in WhatsApp. 
OS: Well… I’ve only skydived once, although I’d do it again. I 
don’t have much free time, and when I do, with my character 
I have trouble just sitting and relaxing. Last Christmas we 
went to Munich, and by the third day my children were 
joking, “Now Mom will take out the whip and say, ‘Come 
on, we only have 17 churches left to see’!” For me a change of 
activity is rest. I love to travel, I also like to take 15 km hikes 
on mountain trails with music and dancing. I like writing... 
I’ve almost finished a book of stories. And dance: my 
husband reluctantly had to learn tango. I like spending time 
with my friends, sitting together around the fire, even better 
with a barbecue and having a blast with a “jam session”.

TR: Do you have true friends here? That’s not something you can 
improvise when you move to another country. And the Catalans, in 
general, are quite circumspect. 
OS: I’ve been very lucky with friends, both here and in my 
home country. Here in Barcelona my closest friends are two 
wonderful and brilliant people, and both are Catalans… one 
is a well-known person in Catalonia for whom I have great 
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affection and enormous admiration: I’m always 
learning from him. The second is a “Renaissance 
man” who, besides being a great professional, 
knows how to do everything and how to do it 
extremely well: play the piano, sing, fly a plane, 
sail a yacht, do tricks on skis. One can feel a real 
inferiority complex next to him – unless you’re 
“infatuated” with him. For me being with them 
is always fun and interesting! I’ve also had the 
enormous fortune of meeting a Russian girl here, 
my best friend Irina. She’s the most radiant person 
I know. I don’t often have a chance to get together 
with my friends. Irina gave me the nickname 
“The Myth” because even though they all believe 
in my existence, nobody ever sees me. But when 
we finally do get together there’s never a loss for 
words. We can brag, cry, sing together, have fun 
just watching a movie. Being with these people is 
as comfortable as being alone… but better! 

TR: Olga, what have you learned from your job?
OS: First of all, to separate what really matters from 
what doesn’t and focus more on the former. It’s a 
shame to be bitter over nothing, when every day 
you see human examples of true pain and heroism. 
Also, as time goes by, I don’t know if it’s because I’m 
older or more experienced, but you become less 
categorical, more tolerant. And one more thing 
I learned through my job: human happiness is 
very fragile, and always has two components. One 
doesn’t depend on us… we can’t be happy when, 
for example, we lose a loved one. But the second 
component depends entirely on us: be generous, 
make the people around you happy, especially 
those closest to you… and remember that every 
day is a gift to enjoy: a smell, a curve, a touch, a 
setting sun, a cup of coffee, an open gaze of a little 
boy who looks at you in the street...

TR: I’m sure that you still miss the Motherland a bit. 
OS: I’m really lucky, because thanks to my work 
I’m always around fellow Russians and I often go to 
Moscow. My parents are there, many of my friends, 
my students, my beloved church, the best forests 
in the world and the best Christmas, with the 
indispensable “The Irony of Fate”, either the film 
or the real stories. But over the years Barcelona 
has also become my home. It’s a fabulous city, 
with great energy and friendly, positive people. 
I love “the mysterious Russian soul”, but also 
the Catalan sympathy and benevolent character, 
the Russian ambition and excessiveness and the 
Catalan dedication and attention to details. Ah, if 
it were possible to combine the two… it would be 
an intangible ideal, something like the centaurs of 
legends! ¥
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