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The profound socio-economic and political transformations that have oc-
curred in post-Soviet Russia had a significant impact on Russian emigration. 
Emigration is becoming increasingly threatening for Russia since it can lead 
to the loss of its demographic, socio-economic and intellectual potential. Ac-
cording to our estimates, the actual Russian emigration over the past 30 years 
significantly exceeds the official statistical figures. The present study identi-
fies three main periods in the evolution of Russian emigration from 1990 to 
2020 as well as different determinants of emigration, socio-economic charac-
teristics of emigrants, and the emigration channels and routes. The study of 
the transformation of ‘push’ factors, the list of which tends to shift in the di-
rection of narrowing the spectrum and increasing the influence of economi-
cally deterministic reasons for emigration, plays an important role in the re-
search. The transition from one period to another was caused by socioeco-
nomic and political changes in Russia, as well as by some changes in the mi-
gration legislation. At the third stage, which ended in 2020 because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the list of reasons for emigration narrowed significant-
ly. Russian emigration in the specified became more diverse in terms of emi-
gration channels and destination countries. To a certain extent, new Russian 
emigrants considered themselves as global citizens who were well aware of 
peculiarities of living and working abroad; they speak one or more foreign 
languages and have fewer difficulties in adapting to a new country. The study 
is based on the data from the Russian Federal State Statistics Service 
(Rosstat), foreign statistical agencies, the OECD and the UN DESA Popula-
tion Division. 

Keywords: Russian emigration, emigration attitudes, international migration, 
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Introduction 

The word ‘emigration’ comes from the Latin word ‘emigro’, meaning ‘to leave a place’. 
Emigration is the act of moving from one's country of nationality or habitual residence to 
another country, so that the country of destination effectively becomes one's new coun-
try of habitual residence. The definition of who is an emigrant may vary from one country 
to another (IOM 2019: 63–64). 

Depending on the motives for moving, emigration can be either voluntary or forced. 
Voluntary emigration means that the country a migrant is leaving has inferior condi-
tions or prospects of life compared to those in the countries to which he or she is mov-
ing. Forced migrants are people who are forced to leave their place of residence because 
of current circumstances, such as violence committed against them or the possibility of 
being subjected to such violence, as well as due to the existing danger (military, reli-
gious or political), natural or man-made emergencies. 

The term ‘Russian emigrants’ includes people who went abroad from Russia to take 
up permanent residence in different historical periods. At the same time, after naturali-
zation (acquisition of citizenship of the host country) some countries stop considering 
foreigners as immigrants. As a result, they are no longer counted in foreign statistics as 
immigrants, but are included into the indicator ‘foreign-born’ (‘born in Russia’). In turn, 
naturalization abroad may be accompanied by the retention of Russian citizenship 
(Ryazantsev 2018). 

Changes in the political, economic and social spheres of life in Russia that occurred 
following the collapse of the Soviet Union have led to a radical transformation of migra-
tion processes in the post-Soviet space and exacerbated the problem of emigration of Rus-
sian citizens. Over the period of 30 years (from 1990 to 2020), millions of Russians were 
left their homeland. The largest migration flows were to developed countries: the USA, 
Germany, Israel, Canada, Spain, Italy and France. Migration flows varied both in terms of 
size and category of migrants, as well as in terms of the main reasons for emigration. 

The conducted studies of emigration from contemporary Russia, as well as data 
from Russian and foreign sociological research, indicate that the factors determining 
Russian emigration, the structure, channels, intensity and direction of emigration have 
changed in the post-Soviet period. 

The objective of this study was to develop a periodization of Russian emigration in 
the post-Soviet period according to the factors determining the resettlement.  

Methods and Data Sources 

According to the push-pull theory of migration, there are four groups of factors that set 
the direction and intensity of migration flows. The first group represents the ‘push’ fac-
tors associated with the country of emigration, and it creates emigration attitudes. 
The second group represents the ‘pull’ factors associated with the country of potential 
emigration and includes positive factors that shape a person's attitude toward moving to 
that country. The other two groups of factors represent ‘confounding’ circumstances 
and factors related to subjective characteristics of migrants (Lee 1966: 47–57). This 
study, however, focuses on the first two groups.   

Our research is also based on the human capital theory as applied to population mi-
gration. Within this theory, one can identify three main factors influencing the decision 
to emigrate, that is, the employment conditions in the home country and in the potential 
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country of destination, age, and the moving costs (Schultz 1981: 23). In the context of 
emigration from Russia, one has to make sure the employment conditions abroad will 
cover the possible moving costs, so that Russians strive for the maximum capitalization 
of their human capital.  

Analyzing the reasons for migration published by Federal State Statistics Service of 
Russia (Rosstat), one can see that the so-called personal and family reasons as well as 
‘other reasons’ traditionally dominate among them (Rosstat 2000–2021). At the same 
time, these reasons are very vague and often include a number of other reasons, and do 
not provide complete information about the reasons for emigration. The factors influ-
encing the decision to emigrate can be identified by indirect methods in the course of 
sociological surveys of the population's migration intentions or migration attitudes. One 
should note that the emigration attitude only implies the individual's desire or plans to 
emigrate, but not their actual implementation.  

As part of the study, we identified a number of so-called ‘instrumental’ reasons that 
influence the statistics on Russian emigration. These include the desire to be able to 
move freely between countries and conduct business or work abroad. For these purpos-
es, the practice of obtaining a second citizenship (or residence permit) abroad without 
renouncing Russian citizenship is widespread.  

The theoretical base of the study is formed by the works of Russian and foreign sci-
entists on the issues of emigration from Russia (Akhiezer 1999; Aleshkovski et al. 
2018; Aleshkovski et al. 2020; Baykov et al. 2018; Chudinovskikh and Stepanova 
2020; Denisenko 2003, 2013, 2020; Denisenko et al. 2003; Herbst and Erofeev 2019; 
Iontsev et al. 2001; Iontsev et al. 2016; Mukomel 2005; Polyan 2005; Potapova 2017; 
Ryazantsev 2016, 2018; Riazantsev et al. 2018; Ryazantsev and Grebenyuk 2014; Rya-
zantsev and Khramova, 2018; Savoskul 2016; Vishnevsky and Zayonchkovskaya 1991; 
Vorobyeva, Grebenyuk 2016; Ushkalov and Malakha 1999; Zayonchkovskaya 2003). 
The empirical base of the study is data from the Rosstat and those of the main countries 
of destination of Russian emigrants, the OECD and the UN DESA Population Division, 
as well as data from Russian and foreign sociological research (WCIOM, LEVADA, 
ROMIR, Atlantic Council).  

Results  

Our analysis of emigration flows from Russia using the theory of ‘push-pull factors’ and 
theory of human capital allowed us to single out three periods in the evolution of Russian 
emigration from 1990 to 2020 (see Table 1). Every period was characterized by push fac-
tors, the emigration potential of population, qualitative changes in the intensity and struc-
ture of emigration flows, and the directions of emigration. The transition from one period 
to another was due to socio-economic and political changes in the country, as well as 
changes in Russian and foreign migration legislation. 

Table 1 
Periodization of Russian emigration in 1990–2020 

Period Time interval 
Emigration scale estimates, 

mln people 
First 1990–1999 3.03–4.1 
Second 2000–2011  0.83–1.5 
Third 2012–2020 0.53–0.75 
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First period (1990–1999) 
The transformation of the socio-economic and political conditions of life in the USSR 
led to dramatic changes in international migration in Russia at the turn of the 1980s and 
1990s. The deterioration of the general socio-economic situation in Russia, a decline in 
living standards combined with political instability and inter-ethnic conflicts, on the one 
hand, and the fall of the Iron Curtain, on the other, unleashed a powerful wave of emi-
gration (Akhiezer 1999; Vishnevsky and Zayonchkovskaya 1991). The scale of emigra-
tion began to grow in the late 1980s. Thus, in 1990, 103.7 thousand people left Russia, 
although the USSR remained formally a closed country. It was not until late May 1991, 
that the USSR adopted a law permitting its citizens to travel abroad freely (Law of the 
USSR of 1991). The right to travel abroad and return home was enshrined in the Rus-
sian Constitution of 1993. In just a few years, Russia has gone from being a closed 
country to an active participant in international migration processes, acting simultane-
ously as a country of origin, a country of destination and a country of transit for mi-
grants). 

According to official Russian statistics, about 3 mln people emigrated from Russia 
in the 1990s (see Table 2). However, the Rosstat counts as ‘emigrants’ only those Rus-
sian citizens who, upon their leaving Russia, cancelled their permanent residence permit 
at their permanent place of residence in Russia. At the same time, this procedure is ob-
ligatory, and many Russian citizens, while living permanently abroad, keep their resi-
dence permit in Russia. Therefore, some of the emigrants are included in the official 
Russian statistics. According to the research conducted, foreign sources more accurately 
reflect the scale of Russian emigration (Aleshkovski et al. 2018; Chudinovskikh and 
Stepanova 2020; Denisenko 2003, 2013; Ryazantsev 2018; Ryazantsev et al. 2021; Vo-
robyeva, Grebenyuk 2016). 

Table 2 
Dynamics of Russian emigration in the 1990s 

Year 
The number of emigrants, 

thousand people 
% compared  

to the previous year 

1990 103.7 218 
1991 88.3 85 
1992 704.1 797 
1993 493.1 70 
1994 345.6 70 
1995 347.3 100 
1996 291.6 84 
1997 233.0 80 
1998 213.4 92 
1999 215.0 101 

Note: The number of persons who received permission to move to another country for permanent 
residence in 1990–1991. 

Source: Data were collected from the Russian Federal State Statistics Service Database (EMISS 2021). 

Our comparison of Rosstat data with the OECD and UN data on the number of 
Russian immigrants in the main destination countries reveals an underestimation of the 
intensity of emigration from Russia. Thus, according to Rosstat data, emigration from 
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Russia to Germany amounted to 570,832 people in the 1990s, while according to the UN, 
the number of Russian immigrants in Germany in the 1990s increased by 826,459 peo-
ple (UN 2019; Rosstat 2000: 320). According to our estimates, the total number of emi-
grants from Russia in the 1990s exceeded 4.1 million people (Aleshkovski et al. 2018; 
Vorobyeva and Grebenuk 2016). 

The dynamics of the number of emigrants is closely related to changes in the socio-
economic and political situation in Russia. Surges in emigration can be caused by the 
influence of a number of factors, including temporal and situational ones. A number of 
socio-political events in the 1990s (the Ossetian-Ingush and Chechen armed conflicts, 
the political crisis of 1993) became catalysts for emigration, involving a wide range of 
social groups (Iontsev et al. 2001).  

In 1992, the number of Russian emigrants reached an all-time high of more than 
700,000 people. That year, the decline in real GDP reached 15 per cent, the level of 
consumer prices increased 26-fold and more than 3.5 million people became unem-
ployed (Rosstat 1996: 93, 285, 376). In the early 1990s, some Russian and foreign ex-
perts made apocalyptic prediction that millions of people would leave Russia in the 
coming years and that the country would lose most of its intellectual elite. The survey 
conducted in 1991 by the Center for Human Demography and Ecology showed that 2 to 
5 mln citizens would leave the country in the next five years. Proceeding from the re-
sults of a survey conducted by the University of Toronto in 1991, the emigration poten-
tial can be estimated at 4.75–8.9 million people. The maximum estimates made by some 
experts were 30–40 million of potential emigrants (Aron 1991; Vishnevsky and Za-
yonchkovskaya 1991; Brym 1992: 390). 

In addition to quantitative losses of the population, Russia suffered significant losses 
of human capital. It is estimated that in 1991–1994 alone, the country lost 150,000 peo-
ple working in the field of science, education, and the medical industry. By 1994, more 
than 30,000 Russian scientists were working in the United States and Israel, 4,000, in 
Germany, and more than 600 in France (Ushkalov and Malakha 1999). 

With the stabilization of the internal political and socio-economic situation in Russia 
and tightening of the immigration policy in Western countries, the scale of Russian emi-
gration has been steadily decreasing. The 1998 Russian financial crisis led to a short-term 
increase in the number of emigrants from Russia, but the rate of emigration began to slow 
in April 1999, signaling the normalization of the economic situation in the country. 

Considering the geographical structure of emigration, one should note that in the 
1990s, the main countries of destination for immigrants from Russia (excluding the post-
Soviet countries) were Germany, Israel and the United States. Thus, these three countries 
received 94.9 per cent of Russian emigrants in 1992, 95.6 per cent in 1995, and 92.6 per 
cent in 1999 (see Table 3). 

In the first half of the 1990s, due to the scarcity of citizens' financial savings, the 
opportunities for resettlement abroad depended largely on the immigration policies of 
the host countries. Ethnic migrants and representatives of the country's intellectual elite 
(scientists and highly qualified specialists) had the best chances of receiving support in 
the host countries (Akhiezer 1999: 171–172). In the first half of the 1990s, the main chan-
nels of emigration from Russia were ethnic emigration (a significant proportion of those 
leaving were families of ethnic Germans, Jews, Greeks, Meskhetian Turks, while Rus-
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sians tended to leave as part of mixed families) and ‘brain drain’ (intellectual emigra-
tion). In the 1993–1995 period, about 62 per cent of all Russian emigrants were ethnic 
Jews and Germans (99.8 per cent of Germans went to Germany, and about 50 per cent 
of Jews went to Israel and about 35 per cent to the United States). One in five Russian 
emigrants had a higher or incomplete higher education, including 32.5 per cent of those 
who went to Israel, 48 per cent to the USA, and 59 per cent to Canada (compared with 
13.3 per cent of the Russian population as a whole) (Ushkalov and Malakha 1999: 68). 
Despite the ethnic nature of migration, economic factors were the main determinants of 
migration for many emigrants, with nationality becoming a channel to facilitate move-
ment abroad (Savoskul 2016).  

Table 3 
The share of the main destination countries in the emigration flow from Russia 

Year Germany Israel USA Total 

1990 32.6 % 58.8 % 2.2 % 93.6 % 

1991 38.2 % 43.9 % 12.5 % 94.5 % 

1992 60.8 % 21.3 % 12.8 % 94.9 % 

1993 64.1 % 17.9 % 13.1 % 95.1 % 

1994 66.0 % 16.1 % 13.1 % 95.1 % 

1995 72.1 % 13.8 % 9.7 % 95.6 % 

1996 66.6 % 14.8 % 12.7 % 94.2 % 

1997 61.5 % 17.0 % 14.7 % 93.2 % 

1998 58.8 % 20.2 % 12.9 % 91.8 % 

1999 48.8 % 33.5 % 10.2 % 92.6 % 

Note: Except for emigrants to the post-Soviet states. 
Source: Calculated from the data of the Demographic Yearbook. Мoscow: Goskomstat, 2001. P. 336. 
 
In the second half of the 1990s, as members of the above-mentioned ethnic groups 

left the country, and host countries tightened the rules for accepting immigrants from 
post-Soviet countries, the importance of the ethnic component diminished, and the pro-
portion of Russians leaving on their own or as part of mixed marriages increased in em-
igration flows (from 18.7 per cent in 1993 to 40.4 per cent in 1999) (Lokosov and Ry-
bakovskiy 2014: 69).  

During those years, new channels of emigration developed: 1) labour migration 
(Russian migrants filled various niches in the labor markets of foreign countries); 
2) forced migration (the exodus from the Chechen conflict zone was one of the few 
grounds for granting refugee status to immigrants from Russia); 3) educational migra-
tion, which in a significant number of cases became an intermediate stage to further 
emigration; 4) marriage migration of women (‘bride migration’) who left Russia in 
search of a foreign husband or went to their spouses' country of permanent residence; 
5) children's migration through international adoption (Aleshkovski et al. 2018; Den-
isenko 2003; Vorobyeva and Grebenuk 2016; Ushkalov and Malakha 1999; Zajonch-
kovskaya 2003). The primary accumulation of capital in Russia was still ongoing, so 
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there was no large-scale business migration with the aim of investing or starting a busi-
ness abroad. 

In the second half of the 1990s, residents not only of Moscow and St. Petersburg, 
but also of other Russian regions became increasingly involved in emigration. In 1992, 
Moscow and St. Petersburg accounted for 40 per cent of all emigrants, while in 1999, it 
was only 11 per cent. The main exodus regions were the Altai and Krasnodar territories, 
Volgograd, Kemerovo, Novosibirsk, Omsk, Orenburg, Rostov, Saratov, Sverdlovsk and 
Chelyabinsk regions, and the Jewish Autonomous Oblast (Ushkalov and Malakha 1999: 
68; Rosstat 2000: 330).  

The geography of destination countries was expanding. Communities of migrants 
who left Russia in the 1990s were formed in Australia, Austria, Bulgaria, Ireland, 
Spain, Italy, Canada, the Netherlands, Norway, the Republic of Korea, Turkey, Czech 
Republic, Finland, Switzerland, Japan, and Cyprus. According to the UN, in 2000 im-
migrants from Russia lived in 98 countries of the world (UN 1999).  

The analysis of the results of sociological research and of publications in the 1990s, 
allows making a conclusion that the key factors of emigration in the 1990s were power-
ful socioeconomic and political push factors (collectively characterized by respondents 
as ‘the current state of society’). At the same time, the emigration constraints during 
that period included ‘uncertainty about a successful survival in a new place’, ‘language 
barrier’, ‘lack of funds for moving’, ‘family circumstances’ and ‘fear of hostility from 
local residents’. Russian emigrants of that period faced unfamiliar conditions and had 
difficulties with adapting to the peculiarities of living in the host countries (Ushkalov 
and Malakha 1999: 68; Zajonchkovskaya 2003; Osipov 2014). 

The second period (2000–2011) 
A new period in the development of post-Soviet migration from Russia starts in the 2000s. 
According to the Rosstat, about 828,000 citizens left Russia from 2000 (see Table 4).  

During this period the discrepancies between Russian and foreign statistics became 
more noticeable (see Table 6). The reasons are given above. For example, in the 1990s 
the discrepancy between Russian and German data was 25–30 per cent, but in the 2000s 
it increased to 45–78 per cent (see Table 5). According to our estimates, at least 1.5 mil-
lion Russians went abroad for permanent residence in the 2000s. 

Stabilization of the domestic political situation and improvement of the socio-
economic situation in Russia (in 2000–2010 the country's real GDP increased by 
1.75 times, the population's real expendable income increased by 2.79 times, the num-
ber of people living below the poverty line decreased from 29 to 12.6 per cent, as well 
as reforms of immigration legislation in a number of countries of destination preferred 
by Russian migrants (at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries, changes in immigration 
policy were made, in particular, in Australia, the UK, Germany, Italy, Canada, the Nether-
lands, the USA, Sweden) contributed to a steady decline in the number of Russian emi-
grants and the transformation of the structure of emigration flows (Council of Europe 
2006; Denisenko et al. 2003: 70; Osipov 2014; Rosstat 2010b: 36). The adaptation of 
Russian citizens to the new socioeconomic conditions also contributed to the decrease 
in the scale of emigration from Russia. 
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Table 4 
Dynamics of Russian emigration in 2000–2011 

Year 
The number of emigrants, 

people 
% compared to the previous year 

2000 145,720 67.8 
2001 121,166 83.1 
2002 100,732 83.1 
2003 89,971 89.3 
2004 76,570 85.1 
2005 66,820 87.3 
2006 51,791 77.5 
2007 45,071 87.0 
2008 37,982 84.3 
2009 30,869 81.3 
2010 31,734 102.8 
2011 29,467 92.9 

Note: The number of citizens of the Russian Federation who left in 2002–2011. 
Source: Data were collected from the Rosstat 2001–2012. 

Table 5 
Comparison of Russian and German statistics on the emigration  

of Russian citizens to Germany in the 1990s and 2000s 

1992 1997 2002 2005 2007 2009 

Data from the Federal Statisti-
cal Office of Germany, people 

84,509 67,178 77,403 42,980 20,487 18,615 

Rosstat data, people 62,700 48,363 42,231 21,458 6,486 4,115 

Discrepancy between Russian 
and German data 

21,809 18,815 35,172 21,522 14,001 14,500 

The proportion of the migration 
flow unaccounted for by 
Rosstat 

25.8 % 28.0 % 45.4 % 50.1 % 68.3 % 77.9 % 

Source: Rosstat 2000: 320; Rosstat 2012b: 113. Destatis 2021.  

In the 1990s, most of the Russian emigrants went to three countries (Germany, Is-
rael and the United States). In the 2000s, however, the geography of the emigrants' des-
tination broadened significantly, and the distribution of emigrants among countries 
gradually levelled off. In 2000, 83.4 per cent of Russian citizens emigrated to Germany, 
Israel and the United States, while in 2010 only 49.6 per cent of emigrants settled in 
these countries (Rosstat 2001a; 2010a). 
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Table 6 
Comparison of Rosstat and OECD statistics on the emigration  

of Russian citizens in the 2000s 

Countries of Destination 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 

Australia, Data from the 
OECD, people 

599 704 901 673 1,213 1,090 

Australia, Data from the 
Rosstat, people 

184 146 209 139 172 249 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, people 

415 558 692 534 1041 841 

Canada, Data from the OECD, 
people 

4,073 3,718 3,972 2,983 2,931 1,963 

Canada, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

812 701 628 571 457 471 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

3,261 3,017 3,344 2,412 2,474 1,492 

Czech Republic, Data from the 
OECD, people 

712 1,841 3,300 6,695 4,115 2,146 

Czech Republic, Data from the 
Rosstat, people 

158 172 215 372 288 298 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

554 1,669 3,085 6,323 3,827 1,848 

Finland, Data from the OECD, 
people 

2,539 1,665 2,081 2,488 2,336 2,795 

Finland, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

980 737 737 692 685 480 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

1,559 928 1,344 1,796 1,651 2,315 

France, Data from the OECD, 
people 

1,401 2,380 3,027 2,895 3,408 3,784 

France, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

140 174 204 221 198 272 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

1,261 2,206 2,823 2,674 3,210 3,512 

Italy, Data from the OECD, 
people 

2,291 4,256 2,881 3,004 4,061 4,269 

Italy, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

163 186 249 254 265 370 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

2,128 4,070 2,632 2,750 3,796 3,899 
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Table 6 (continued) 

Countries of Destination 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 

Spain, Data from the OECD, 
people 

4,644 4,636 7,752 7,276 5,288 7,635 

Spain, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

220 255 320 388 318 405 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

4,424 4,381 7,432 6,888 4,970 7,230 

USA, Data from the OECD, 
people 

20,313 13,935 18,055 9,426 8,238 7,944 

USA, Data from the Rosstat, 
people 

4,527 3,199 4,040 2,108 1,440 1,422 

Discrepancy between Rosstat 
and OECD data, % 

15,786 10,736 14,015 7,318 6,798 6,522 

Source: Rosstat 2007: 124; Rosstat 2012b: 113; OECD. 2021. 

Table 7 
Main destination countries for Russian emigrants in 2000–2011 

Destination country Number of emigrants 
Share in the total number  

of emigrants 

Germany 247,904 64.2 % 

Israel 33,874 8.8 % 

USA 29,000 7.5 % 

Finland 9,305 2.4 % 

Canada 7,554 2.0 % 

Spain 3,694 1.0 % 

Estonia 3,495 0.9 % 

Czech Republic 3,170 0.8 % 

Italy 2,995 0.8 % 

Lithuania 2,912 0.8 % 

Latvia 2,835 0.7 % 

China 2,778 0.7 % 

France 2,480 0.6 % 

UK 2,414 0.6 % 

Australia 2,139 0.6 % 

Note: Except for emigrants to the post-Soviet states. 
Source: Data were collected from the Russian Federal State Statistics Service (Rosstat 2001–

2012). 

In the 2000s, the list of countries where Russians go for permanent residence ex-
panded. According to Russian statistics, the main countries of destination for Russian 
emigrants during this period were: Germany, the USA, Israel, Finland, Canada, Spain, 
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Estonia, the Czech Republic, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, China, France, the UK and Aus-
tralia (see Table 5). According to the UN data, in 2010 immigrants from Russia lived in 
100 countries, their number exceeding 19,000 people in 15 countries (see Figure 1), and 
1,000 people, in 60 countries. In 2000–2010, the most significant increase in the num-
ber of Russian immigrants was observed in Italy (by 64,792 people), in the USA (by 
56,864 people), in Spain (by 50,161 people), in France (by 37,333 people), in the Czech 
Republic (by 21,888 people), in the Netherlands (by 20,792 people), in Canada (by 
22,690 people), in the UK (by 11,673 people), in Norway (by 10,699 people), in Swe-
den (by 8,988 people), and in Cyprus (by 8,260 people) (UN 2019). During the same 
period, the naturalization process in some countries contributed to a formal decrease in 
the number of Russian immigrants (among others, in Germany, Greece, Israel and Fin-
land) (Denisenko 2003; Ryazantsev 2018). 

The age structure of emigrants, compared to the Russian population in general, is 
shifted toward younger ages, mainly due to a larger share of the working age group 
among the emigrants. The emigration flows have been dominated by women. Thus, in 
2009 women accounted for 61 per cent of Russian immigrants to Germany, 68 per cent 
of immigrants to Spain, 83 per cent to Italy, 62 per cent to Norway and 59 per cent to 
Finland. This phenomenon is largely due to the emigration of women through marriage 
(Iontsev et al. 2016; Ryazantsev et al. 2018). 

 

Fig. 1. Countries with the largest number of immigrants from Russia in 2010 
Note: Except for the CIS countries, Georgia and the Baltic countries. 
Source: Data were collected from the UN (2019). 

The main channels of emigration during that period were: 1) labour migration (the 
globalization of the labor market facilitates transnational movement of highly skilled mi-
grants, while the developed countries complicate the immigration of unskilled labor); 
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2) intellectual migration (the ‘brain circulation’ becomes predominant, when Russian sci-
entists work abroad for a certain period of time, mainly doing experimental work on ad-
vanced equipment); 3) forced migration (in the 2000s, several thousand Russian citizens 
applied for asylum abroad every year); 4) educational migration (the growth of the popu-
lation's income and globalization contributed to the increase in the scale of educational 
emigration, there is a tendency for an increase in the number of students who did not re-
turn to Russia after completing their studies abroad); 5) marriage emigration of women 
(5,000–6,000 Russian women are estimated to have annually emigrated abroad with the 
purpose to marry, whereas the importance of economic factors of marriage emigration 
decreased, the main urge for Russian women to marry abroad was caused by a crisis of 
the Russian family model); 6) business emigration (a stratum of wealthy emigrants was 
formed by those who had made a fortune in the 1990s, the emigration being accompanied 
by the export of capital); 7) emigration of children through international adoption (in 
2000–2011, almost 66,000 Russian children were adopted by foreigners); 8) family reuni-
fication (an increase in the communities of Russian immigrants in foreign countries facili-
tated the process of moving and settling for new emigrants) (Aleshkovski et al. 2018; 
Denisenko 2013; Mukomel 2005; Potapova 2017; Ryazantsev 2015, 2016; Ryazantsev 
and Khramova 2018; Riazantsev et al. 2018; Ryazantsev et al. 2021; Savoskul 2016; Vo-
robyeva and Grebenuk 2016).  

Analyzing the results of sociological data of the 2000s, we can conclude that in this 
period the ‘focus’ of push factors shifted from the crisis reasons to the socio-economic 
reasons for emigration (Savoskul 2011). At the same time, a number of problems of the 
1990s lost their sharpness and ceased to be of decisive importance in the formation of 
emigration attitudes. The content of socio-economic factors changed. Economic growth 
largely helped to solve the problem of unemployment, the severity of political confron-
tation in the country and the threat of its disintegration decreased, and the crime situa-
tion improved. However, the problems of the quality, security and stability of life came 
to the fore.  

In the second period, emigration to non-CIS countries loses its ethnic character, and 
ceases to be the lot of the elite. On the whole, emigrants were relatively young, had 
a relatively high level of education, spoke foreign languages, knew the peculiarities of 
the host countries' immigration policies, which allowed them to integrate fairly easily 
into the host societies. In the 2000s, communities of new Russian immigrants increas-
ingly became a significant numerical and socio-economic component in many countries. 
In some cases, they became intermediaries for projects with Russian partners in the field 
of business management, trade, education, scientific and technical cooperation. In that 
period, Russian citizens were increasingly involved in ‘soft emigration’, moving abroad 
for a certain period of time or living in two countries (having real estate and business 
abroad, and sometimes a residence permit or second citizenship). Also, the return migra-
tion (re-emigration) of Russian citizens was evolving (one re-emigrant in every five new 
emigrants) (Mukomel 2005: 59; Ryazantsev and Grebenyuk 2014; Ryazantsev 2015). 

The third period (2012–2020) 
The third period of post-Soviet emigration from Russia began in 2012 and ended in 
2020 because of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the Rosstat, about 530,000 
Russian citizens left Russia from 2012 to 2020. According to our estimates, more than 
750,000 Russians went abroad for permanent residence in the 2010s (Aleshkovski et al. 
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2018). However, the aggravation of the internal political and socioeconomic situation in 
Russia resulted in a steady increase in the number of Russian emigrants from 2015 to 
2020 (see Table 7). 

Table 8 
Dynamics of Russian emigration in 2012–2020 

Year 
The number of emigrants, 

people 
% compared to the previous year 

2012 46,687 158,4 
2013 47,439 101,6 
2014 52,235 110,1 
2015 51,846 99,3 
2016 58,739 113,3 
2017 66,735 113,6 
2018 73,344 109,9 
2019 73,382 100,1 
2020 57,476 78,3 

Note: The number of citizens of the Russian Federation who left the Russian Federation. 
Source: Data were collected from the Russian Federal State Statistics Service (Rosstat, 2013–

2021). 

One should note that from 2011, the methodology for registering migrants changed 
in Russia. Migrants who were registered in the place of residence for a period of nine 
months or more (previously, more than one year) began to be counted as permanent 
residents. In addition, since 2012, international migrants who exceeded the authorized 
period of stay in Russia were automatically removed from the register and included in 
the number of those who left the country. The new methodology for registering migra-
tion since 2012 has radically changed the recorded characteristics of the emigration 
flows from Russia, including the distribution of emigrants by destination countries. The 
largest number of those who left Russia began to be recorded in labor-exporting coun-
tries (Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Ukraine, China, North Korea, etc.). In this regard, in order 
to assess the real scale of Russian emigration, it becomes necessary to single out only 
Russian citizens in the total number of those who left (Ryazantsev 2018; Ryazantsev et 
al. 2021; Chudinovskikh and Stepanova 2020). 

According to the UN, migrants from Russia lived in over 100 countries in 2019, 
their number exceeding 28,000 people in fifteen countries, and 1,000 people, in 64 coun-
tries (see Fig. 2). In 2010–2019, the most significant increase in the number of Russian 
immigrants was in Germany (138,056 people), the Netherlands (29,382), Spain 
(28,912), Bulgaria (13,739), the UK (12,119), Canada (10,777), France (10,370) and 
Austria (10,081). A decrease in the number of Russian immigrants in Greece and Cy-
prus, as well as their slight increase in Israel is explained by the naturalization process 
(UN 2019). 

According to both Russian and foreign statistics, the third stage of emigration flows 
from Russia retained high indicators of the quality of human capital, that is high edu- 
cational levels, and a relatively young age of emigrants. In 2019, the share of people 
with higher and incomplete higher education among Russian emigrants to Australia was  
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44 per cent, the United Kingdon – 42 per cent, Germany – 36 per cent, Israel – 37 per 
cent, Canada – 52 per cent, and the USA – 39 per cent (Rosstat 2020). According to the 
2015 microcensus, about 25 per cent of Russians had higher or incomplete higher edu-
cation, so the immigration policy of developed countries has also been aimed at stimu-
lating the influx of young educated people from Russia. The average age of Russian 
emigrants remains significantly younger than the average age of the country's population 
as a whole, mainly due to the larger share of the working age group. Thus, in 2019 about 
80 per cent of Russian citizens who left the country were of working age. 

 
Fig. 2. Countries with the largest number of immigrants from Russia in 2019 

Note: Except for the CIS countries, Georgia and the Baltic countries. 
Source: Data were collected from the UN (2019). 

One can hardly ignore another practical aspect that became a significant factor in 
emigration in the 2010s. The steady depreciation of the Russian currency in 2014–2020 
led to a significant increase in wages abroad in ruble terms, thus making employment 
abroad even more lucrative.  

In the above-mentioned period, the main channels for emigration were: 1) labour 
migration; 2) educational migration; 3) forced migration; 4) marriage emigration of women; 
5) business emigration (the programs ‘citizenship in exchange for investments’ are 
spreading, investment migration becoming an important channel for the legalization of 
Russian migrants); 6) family reunification (there has been a growing contribution of the 
‘other relatives’ group, which includes brothers, sisters, nephews, grandmothers, grand-
fathers and distant relatives) (Aleshkovski et al. 2020; Baykov et al. 2018; Denisenko 
2020; Iontsev et al. 2016; Potapova 2017; Ryazantsev and Khramova 2018; Riazantsev 
et al. 2018; Riazantsev et al. 2021; Savoskul 2016; Vorobyeva and Grebenuk 2016). 
The channel of child emigration through international adoption practically ceased to 
operate by 2019. Thus, just 289 Russian children were adopted by foreigners in 2019.  
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The analysis of the results of sociological research in the 2010s allows concluding 
that the emigration was characterized by a continuing shift of the push factor towards 
economic determinants (WCIOM 2012, 2018; Levada 2015, 2019; Herbst and Erofeev 
2019). At the above-mentioned stage, the increasing scale of emigration from Russia 
was accompanied by involving new social groups, including entrepreneurs and mem-
bers of their families, former government officials, their families, relatives of the mem-
bers of the political and financial elite. Family reunification became one of the main 
channels for the entry and naturalization of immigrants from Russia. Communities of 
Russian immigrants in the main host countries were magnets for close and distant rela-
tives and acquaintances of emigrants. The new generation of Russian emigrants, having 
the freedom of movement, were, more or less, people of the global world (‘global Rus-
sians’). They had a good idea of the peculiarities of life and work in a particular coun-
try, speak foreign languages, and adapted more easily to the host society (Riazantsev et 
al. 2021). 

Discussion 

Even though in this work we have analyzed the data from both Russian and foreign sta-
tistics, it is hardly possible to precisely estimate the scale of Russian emigration in the 
period from 1990 to 2020. Our estimates of the number of Russian emigrants, based on 
the data from the statistical services of the main destination countries for Russian emi-
grants and the figure provided by the Rosstat, range from 4.3 to 6.3 million people. It 
should be noted that the geography of Russian emigration has expanded considerably in 
recent years. In the course of the study, we found statistical information on immigration 
in a number of new destination countries for Russian emigrants to be incomplete, which 
considerably reduces the accuracy of our estimate. 

Another important issue requiring a more detailed study is the assessment of the 
loss of national human capital because of emigration. The high level of education in 
Russia makes a wide range of professions wanted abroad. However, the opportunity to 
obtain higher education at the expense of the state followed by the freedom to move 
abroad and find a job there, results in direct financial losses for the state. These losses 
amount to billions of US dollars. This problem is not unique to Russia, and many coun-
tries face it. It needs to be discussed, and a solution for it should be searched for at the 
multinational level. 

As part of further research on Russian emigration, it is necessary to answer the 
question which becomes more and more relevant at the current stage of emigration from 
Russia: ‘Does any resettlement abroad mean emigration?’ Within the framework of the 
current stage of development of Russian emigration, we have identified a trend towards 
an increase in the resettlement of Russians to countries that, in terms of the socio-
economic development, significantly lag behind the leading countries in terms of re-
ceiving Russians. In the 2010s, the emigration of Russians to Estonia, the Czech Repub-
lic, Latvia, and Poland increased considerably. For example, 1,692 Russians migrated to 
Estonia in 2019, which is 4.7 times more than in 2010. This trend may be indicative of 
Russians being granted a second citizenship or a residence permit abroad for traveling 
unhindered between European countries and doing business there. As a result, it is not 
emigration that is taken account of in this case, but a legalizing procedure, or the format 
of a Russian's life in two countries.  
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The study has established a decrease in the severity of ‘push’ factors in 1990–2010. 
The analysis of the results of sociological research conducted during the 2010s (WCIOM 
2012, 2013, 2018; Levada 2015, 2019) allows concluding that at the present stage the 
main push factors are: unfavorable economic situation, volatility of the national currency 
exchange rate, risks of external and internal ‘shocks’ to the national economy, lack of 
confidence in the future, reduced employment opportunities and career growth, lower 
wages, insufficient social protection of the population, unfavorable business conditions, 
low social mobility, feeling that the country is not progressing or even deteriorating, 
limited opportunities for career advancement, low quality of healthcare, deteriorating 
quality of education, political situation, threat of persecution for account of one's own 
social and political stance, distrust of law enforcement agencies.  

The main ‘pull’ factors in foreign countries are: higher wages, opportunities for real 
improvement in living standards, more comfortable living conditions, great opportunities 
for self-realization and career, a developed social infrastructure, guarantees of good social 
security, stable and safe life, a more comfortable climate, high quality medical services, 
better opportunities for receiving quality education, favorable business and investment 
climate, an opportunity to gain new experiences, guarantees of citizens' rights and free-
doms, political freedoms, and the desire to secure a good future for children. 

Another issue that requires a separate study is the influence of natural, climatic and 
environmental factors on the emigration of wealthy strata of Russians. The geographical 
location of most of Russia in rather harsh climatic zones can be a considerable ‘push’ 
factor that manifests itself in internal Russian migration. In many ways, the high rates 
of emigration to Spain, Italy, Turkey, and Cyprus can be explained, among other things, 
by the favorable climate, temperature regime and environmental conditions. 

An important debating point is the forecasting of emigration from Russia in the peri-
od up to 2030. Proceeding from the data obtained, the extrapolation method does not fully 
meet the requirements of such a study. The transformation of ‘push factors’, the closure of 
borders during the COVID-19 pandemic, the unstable global economy, the possible 
weakening of ‘pull factors’ and the departure of the majority of the most mobile social 
groups from Russia require the development of multifactorial scenario-based predictive 
models. This line of research is of practical importance primarily for Russia, as well as 
for potential host countries for Russian migrants.  

It is a peculiarity of our research that, along with the specific scientific results ob-
tained, we have managed to identify the directions for further emigration studies. We 
believe that the results of this work can be of both theoretical and practical importance. 
In theoretical terms, they can be used to further expand the understanding of the charac-
teristic features of migration processes associated not only with Russia, but also with 
host countries for Russian emigrants. The practical focus of the study implies using its 
results to improve the migration policy of Russia and other countries involved in the 
processes of international migration, as well as the Russian policy towards compatriots 
living abroad. 

Conclusion 

Our study of the emigration flows from Russia in the period from 1990 to 2020 allows 
making the following conclusions concerning the evolution of the Russian emigration. 
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For Russia, emigration is a negative social process, primarily associated with de-
mographic, socioeconomic and intellectual losses (Akhiezer 1999: 172). However, the 
concept of the state migration policy of the Russian Federation for the period up to 2025 
does not duly address emigration issues (‘The emigration outflow from the country con-
tinues ... The tasks of the state migration policy of the Russian Federation ... the crea-
tion of conditions and incentives for resettlement to the Russian Federation for perma-
nent residence of compatriots residing abroad, emigrants and certain categories of for-
eign citizens’), which complicates the implementation of an effective migration policy 
(The concept of the state migration policy… 2018). In the action plan for the implementa-
tion of the Demographic Policy Concept of the Russian Federation in 2021–2025 there 
are no measures in the field of emigration (Action plan for the implementation… 2021). 

Russian emigration from 1990 to 2020 was accompanied not only by quantitative 
but also qualitative losses. The common features of the entire post-Soviet period emi-
gration are the high level of education and qualifications of emigrants, as well as their 
relatively young age composition. The countries that hosted Russians, apart from solv-
ing their demographic problems, received a powerful impetus in the development of 
various sectors of the economy, including science and education. For example, in the 
1990s Russian emigrants contributed to the development of nuclear physics and medical 
science in Israel, computer science, laser physics and mathematics in the United States, 
and bioengineering and chemistry in France. At the same time, the losses of the intellec-
tual capital of the 1990s in Russia were not fully made up by 2020. 

The present study found that there was a significant transformation of the emigra-
tion flow from Russia from 1990 to 2020. The Russian emigration became more diverse 
in terms of emigration channels, geographic coverage of regions of departure and coun-
tries of destination, and socio-demographic characteristics of emigrants. We have sin-
gled out three periods of emigration (1990–1999, 2000–2011 and 2012–2020), differing 
in the determinants of emigration, the population's emigration potential, socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of migrants, channels and directions of emigration. 

Over the three decades of Russian emigration from 1990 to 2020, the ‘push’ factor 
played a major role in the formation of million-strong flows of Russian emigrants. Over 
the years, it undergone a dramatic transformation. At the first stage (1990–1999) the range 
of reasons for leaving the country was very wide, from a threat to life to unfavorable soci-
oeconomic conditions. At the third stage (from 2012 to 2020) the list of reasons narrowed 
considerably. Among these reasons, socio-economic factors became to the fore, many of 
them were characteristic of emigration from various countries.  

In the 1990s, the most popular destinations for Russian emigration were Germany, 
Israel, and the United States, which accumulated over 90 per cent of the emigration 
flow. At the present stage, the geographical directions of emigration have remarkably 
diversified. Nowadays, immigrants from Russia live in 100 countries of the world, in-
cluding Australia, Canada, the United States, practically in all European countries, most 
of the Latin American and Asian countries, and a number of countries in Africa and 
Oceania. Emigrants from Russia make up one of the largest socio-demographic groups 
of migrants in the world. 

The main channels of emigration in post-Soviet Russia were: ethnic emigration, in-
tellectual migration, forced migration, educational migration, labour migration, emigra-
tion of women for marriage, emigration for business and investment, emigration of 
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children through international adoption and family reunification. The existence and ex-
tent of each of these channels were determined by specific historical events or process-
es. In the 1990s, ethnic and intellectual emigration was of particular importance. In the 
2000s, this was forced migration, migration for education, emigration for work, busi-
ness emigration, international adoption of Russian children, family reunification. In the 
2010s, emigration for education, migration for work, emigration of women for mar-
riage, emigration for business and investment, and family reunification were of great 
importance. At the present stage, the scale of the so-called ‘soft’ emigration is increas-
ing, whereby Russian citizens effectively divide their time between two homes, owning 
real estate and / or businesses, having a residence permit or a second citizenship abroad. 
At the same time, they formally remain permanent residents of Russia, without being 
included in the statistics of emigrated citizens. 

In 2010s, the character of emigration from Russia changed. It acquired a more 
‘economic’ leaning, mainly due to the differing level and quality of life in Russia and in 
the main host countries. A striking example confirming this idea was the emigration of 
Russian IT specialists, whose departure is influenced by the difference in wages at 
home and abroad. It should also be noted that the socioeconomic situation in Russia in 
2010s encourages the emigration of entrepreneurs and the transfer of their savings 
abroad. 

We can conclude that in 2020 by beginning COVID-19 pandemic present-day Rus-
sian emigration became more diverse, and its development trends are largely in line 
with global trends. It determined the need for a diversified state policy in the field of 
emigration in Russia. Special attention should be paid to the study of the socio-
demographic structure of Russian emigrants in the host countries, the channels of their 
emigration and their motives for emigration. 
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