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A recent Radio Free Liberty report tells the story of two young anti-war activists, Adelya 
and Ivan from Nizhnekamsk (Tatarstan), who fled Russia after being intimidated and 
threatened with criminal charges. They are not alone. Since the full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine on February 24, 2022, similar experiences have led more than 1.3 million citizens 
to abandon their home country. 
 
Previous research underscores that the international community’s failure to support 
Russian migrants has shifted the burden of support to individual host countries and 
communities. Accordingly, this memo asks: How can host societies support Russia’s 
wartime migrants to enable successful life transitions and build a foundation for sustained 
activism? In this memo, we rely on survey and interview data to explore migrants’ needs 
in their own voices. While most of our respondents strive to be self-sufficient, they face 
several obstacles, including uncertainty regarding their ability to stay in host countries, 
economic struggles (issues with finding/keeping jobs, trouble transferring funds, lack of 
savings, etc.), fears about personal safety, and mental health challenges. These obstacles 
limit their capacity to engage in activism, self-help, community-building, and other 
collective activities. To help, we propose a series of policy recommendations, including 
opening Western countries to some Russian migration; job fairs; language and personal-
safety training; and online mental health support. 
 
We rely on two types of data: an extensive interview project with more than 450 
informants and two waves of a survey conducted by the OutRush team. The informants 
for the interview portion of our study were recruited from the OutRush online panel and 
via chain referral with different seeds in local Telegram self-help channels and personal 
networks.  
 
 

https://www.idelreal.org/a/32520670.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65790759
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/839e7ddf-fba8-5284-8d4e-c44f959161f4/content
https://russiapost.info/society/common_folk
https://outrush.io/eng
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Distinctions within Migrant Communities 
 
Migration from Russia on political grounds began long before the full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. As Vladimir Putin gradually “tightened the screws” in the 
2010s, many political activists, especially LGBTQ activists, migrated to escape the threat 
of prosecution. Migration accelerated following the annexation of Crimea. Finally, after 
Aleksei Navalny’s Anti-Corruption Foundation and its regional networks were labeled 
an “extremist organization” in June 2021, many Navalny activists and independent 
journalists also left the country. These groups constituted the vanguard of wartime 
migration. 
 
The post-February 2022 war-induced migration (members of which are sometimes 
dubbed “Februarists”) began in the spring and summer of 2022. Approximately 200,000 
people left Russia for Armenia, Georgia, Turkey, Serbia, and a variety of European 
destinations. The next wave (“Septembrists”) was triggered by the “partial mobilization” 
in September 2022 and comprised another 600,000 or so people, many of whom chose 
visa-free Central Asian countries like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. In total, 
about one million of the Russians who had left remained abroad in 2023, although 
estimates vary widely. 
 
This large-scale migration provoked a discussion within the migrant community about 
how to refer to themselves. This process of identity-building included bridging terms like 
“relocants” (mostly applied to employees of large companies who had secured remote 
employment), “diaspora” (used specifically to describe those who had already settled 
somewhere), “refugees” (who constitute only a small fraction of the total), “exiles,” and 
“migrants.” This debate over language highlights the substantial differences among 
groups, defined by the timing, motivations, and conditions of their emigration. For 
migrants, this debate represents the first hurdle: transcending differences to forge a 
common community based on a shared identity, purpose, and understanding of shared 
challenges—and thus enable collective action.  
 
Distinctions in wealth also meant that individual migrants have faced different 
challenges. While members of the Russian diaspora who left during the first wave tended 
to be wealthier and better educated than the Russian population (see Figure 1), 
individuals’ resources varied widely prior to leaving Russia and continued to diverge 
after migration. Some were in-demand professionals, such as a risk manager from 
Moscow who graduated from a prestigious private university. Others worked for 
international companies that provided relocation packages or allowed remote work. 
Many migrants had portable skills but no path to immediate employment. As a 
respondent from the movie industry recalled: “We didn’t have much savings. We had a 
business, but we had to leave it and run away” (male, Canada, July 24, 2023). Meanwhile, 
many younger migrants lacked material resources or job prospects. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26565350
https://news.wgcu.org/2017-01-06/political-exile-a-centuries-old-russian-tradition-returns
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65790759
https://www.severreal.org/a/v-2021-godu-rossiyu-pokinuli-1-5-tysyachi-aktivistov-i-zhurnalistov/31654217.html
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2023/08/23/russians-have-emigrated-in-huge-numbers-since-the-war-in-ukraine
https://re-russia.net/en/expertise/045/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/governing-the-commons/A8BB63BC4A1433A50A3FB92EDBBB97D5
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In addition to illustrating the profile of migrants relative to the Russian population, the 
data reported in Figure 1 support the characterization of the Russian wartime exodus as 
a brain drain that has significant consequences for key sectors: higher education, IT, and 
business.  
 
Host Country Dynamics 
 
The conditions in which wartime migrants find themselves vary widely across host 
countries. These conditions shape individuals’ opportunities and resources to work 
collaboratively to support the transnational community of Russian migrants. Table 1 
captures some of the main features of the host countries in our case study: the population 
of the host country, the size of the existing Russian-speaking community, rules governing 
the use of the Russian language, and residency regulations (including the length of the 
visa-free period). 
 
Table 1 underscores that official numbers of Russian-speakers notwithstanding, 
respondents find that Russian is widely used in all host countries except for Serbia and 
Turkey. Many migrants speak some English, but learning the national languages of their 
host countries poses a challenge. Typically, they learn some colloquial words and phrases 
for everyday interactions and offer a choice between Russian and English for more 
complex conversations. Only respondents in Turkey reported difficulties in finding a 
common language. In Georgia, for example, the public authorities are known to interact 

https://fortune.com/europe/2022/08/20/russia-brain-drain-young-russians-leaving-after-ukraine-war-putin/
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in English, while in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, Russian is widely used in government 
offices.  
 
Table 1. Conditions for migrants in selected host countries 
 
Country Population 

2023 
Russian 
speakers 
(official data) 

Russian language 
use 
(respondent 
experience) 

Visa-free period 
(days) and visa 
run 

Serbia 7,221,365 3179 (0.04%, 
2009) 

Can be used 30a 
Visa run 
permitted 

Turkey 85,861,113 N/A Not used 60b 
Visa run 
permitted 

Kazakhstan 19,628,964 3,793,800 (21.2%, 
2017) 

Widely used 90c 
Visa run not 
permitted 

Kyrgyzstan 6,745,552 482,200  
(8.9%, 2009) 

Widely used 90d 
Visa run 
permitted 

Armenia 2,780,469 23,484 (0.8%, 
2011) 

Widely used 180e 
Visa run 
permitted  

Georgia 3,744,385 45,920  
(1.2%, 2014) 

Widely used 360f 
Visa run 
permitted 

ahttps://www.relocate.world/en/articles/residence-permit-Serbia 

bhttps://visaguide.world/europe/turkey-visa/residence-permit/ 
chttps://egov.kz/cms/en/articles/vid_na_jitelstvo 
dhttps://grs.gov.kg/ru/subord/drnags/information_for_foreigners/  
ehttps://www.mfa.am/en/residency/ 
fhttps://migration.commission.ge/index.php?article_id=161&clang=1#:~:text=To%20obtain%20f
a%20residence%20permit,the%20Public%20Service%20development%20agency%3A  
 
The data in Table 1 also illustrate the variations in the complexity of host-country 
residency requirements, which are constantly changing. Initially in Kazakhstan, it was 
relatively easy to get a temporary residency permit (TRP), which allowed one to stay in 
the country for up to one year. A TRP permit can be obtained by opening an individual 
enterprise or acquiring an employment contract. Georgia has the longest visa-free period, 

https://www.relocate.world/en/articles/residence-permit-Serbia
https://www.relocate.world/en/articles/residence-permit-Serbia
https://visaguide.world/europe/turkey-visa/residence-permit/
https://egov.kz/cms/en/articles/vid_na_jitelstvo
https://grs.gov.kg/ru/subord/drnags/information_for_foreigners/
https://www.mfa.am/en/residency/
https://migration.commission.ge/index.php?article_id=161&clang=1#:~:text=To%20obtain%20a%20residence%20permit,the%20Public%20Service%20development%20agency%3A
https://migration.commission.ge/index.php?article_id=161&clang=1#:~:text=To%20obtain%20a%20residence%20permit,the%20Public%20Service%20development%20agency%3A
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at 360 days, while Serbia offers only 30 days (albeit with a relatively easy visa run). Our 
interview data show that few informants have permanently settled in their host country. 
For most, moving between countries has been inevitable, increasing frustration and 
uncertainty.  
 
Migrants’ uncertainty has only been augmented as host countries have responded to new 
waves of immigration—and citizens’ discontent—by changing their visa regulations. In 
January 2023, Kazakhstan introduced a new 90/180 rule, which permits Russians to stay 
in the country for 90 days within a 180-day period without registration, taking away the 
option of a visa run. The interview data reveal that maintaining legal status is a significant 
challenge for respondents. Even if some countries are visa-free, the process of obtaining 
work or residence permits or certifying education or professional documents is often 
cumbersome, limiting migrants’ opportunities to establish residency. 
 
Our respondents also worry about pressure from host countries as exercised through 
entry and residency requirements. Figure 2 relies on two waves of OutRush survey data 
to illustrate respondents’ fears of different types of repression carried out by host 
countries. 

 
 
Anecdotal evidence of immigration experiences fosters the uncertainty that is captured in 
Figure 2. A respondent in Georgia was denied a residence permit even though he was 
already employed by a local company (male, Georgia, July 25, 2023). Media outlets have 
reported that a journalist and NGO employee were denied entry to Georgia because of 
their status as “foreign agents,” as was an anti-domestic violence activist. Similarly, a 
prominent Russian anti-war activist was forced to leave Serbia because of their political 
activity. 
 

https://kz.kursiv.media/en/2023-01-18/kazakhstan-changes-rules-for-staying-in-the-country/#:~:text=On%20January%2026%2C%202023%2C%20the,calendar%20period%20of%20180%20days.
https://lenta.ru/news/2022/09/07/mitya/
https://www.svoboda.org/a/glavu-tsentra-nasiliyu-net-ne-pustili-v-gruziyu-posle-priznaniya-inoagentom-/32267851.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-russia-protests-anti-war-ukraine-volokhonsky-visa-residence-pressure/32534529.html#:~:text=Russian%20anti%2Dwar%20activist%20Vladimir,the%20Kremlin%20to%20target%20them.
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Interestingly, these data do not reflect more recent changes in some host countries. 
Turkey, which granted more than 150,000 residence permits to Russians in 2022, stopped 
issuing new ones in January 2023. Many respondents stated that obtaining a residence 
permit in Turkey is now nearly impossible, which is driving them to leave the country as 
their permits expire.  
 
The volatility of the Russian ruble is another issue that poses a significant challenge for 
migrants, some of whom work remotely or rent out their apartments in Russia to support 
themselves. During the second half of 2022, the ruble remained relatively stable, but by 
2023 those with Russian-sourced income were experiencing a drop in their purchasing 
power due to the depreciation of the Russian currency. One respondent recalled that when 
he entered Georgia in Fall 2022, the exchange rate was about 18 rubles per lari (Georgian 
currency), while by the time of the interview, it was 32 rubles per lari (male, Kyrgyzstan, 
June 11, 2023). Simultaneously, the continued influx of Russians spurred inflation in host 
countries, forcing less-wealthy members of the diaspora to extend their working hours to 
balance budgets. Overall, OutRush respondents report significant financial losses since 
emigration. 
 
While economic challenges are common across diaspora communities, for Russian 
wartime migrants, tensions within host countries—and between host countries and 
Russia—make these pressures even more acute. Similarly, the Western sanctions regime 
and entry restrictions heighten the economic costs of migration and increase barriers to 
establishing bank accounts and gaining employment, both essential for daily life. 
 
Additional Challenges: Employment, Financial Management, and Isolation 
 
As in many migrant communities, employment is a significant challenge. OutRush 
surveys show that 22 percent of migrants lost their jobs either upon leaving Russia or 
between waves of migration. According to one respondent, “Many people don’t have a 
remote job and there’s nothing to strive for and it’s almost impossible to find a job” (male, 
Turkey, June 3, 2023). Many others, meanwhile, have retained jobs in Russia or perform 
other types of remote work. Still others have found jobs that are not commensurate with 
their skills and level of training.  
 
Western sanctions have influenced migrants’ abilities to transfer funds using credit cards 
and local banks. For respondents who managed to maintain remote work or found jobs in 
local companies, it was difficult to open a local bank account and transfer money from 
Russia. Once major payment platforms like Visa and Mastercard cut off Russian 
customers from using their services, they were compelled to rely on alternative routes like 
UniStream and Golden Crown, which charge substantially higher fees. Respondents 
expressed disappointment with these restrictions: “This is an absurd situation: we left the 
country; we clearly express our protest against the war, yes; we refuse to pay taxes there; 
we don’t go to the front as volunteers, yes; we agitate people against the war—but they 

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/01/23/turkey-stops-granting-residence-permits-to-new-russian-arrivals-report-a80018
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/epn2c/
https://daviscenter.fas.harvard.edu/insights/not-loyalty-exit-and-perhaps-voice-surveying-recent-russian-migrants-armenia-and-georgia
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put spokes in our wheels, and [they started] limiting cards” (male, Georgia, April 11, 
2023). 
 
Remote working for Russian firms, as well as financial constraints, contribute to deep 
fears about personal safety and transnational repression. Many respondents fear Russia’s 
2022 censorship laws about “discrediting the Russian military” and “spreading false 
information.” Others expressed concerns that their host countries would collude with the 
Russian authorities to extradite them if their anti-war stance were to attract the attention 
of Russian law enforcement. One of the most common concerns among respondents is 
that the Russian authorities will punish their relatives: “I’m not afraid for myself, because 
I don’t plan to go there [to Russia]. I... this is probably paranoia, but I’m afraid for my 
mother… if there is a potential possibility that my activity could harm my family, my 
relatives, whom I cannot take away, who cannot go anywhere from there...” (female, 
Georgia, July 2, 2023). 
 
Anonymous denunciations are another source of fear. Following the full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine, the Soviet-style culture of denunciation quickly returned. The fear is that anyone 
with an anti-war stance could face an anonymous denunciation from anyone with a pro-
war position. A month after the start of the full-scale war, OVD-Info published an article 
describing how neighbors informed on others who hung anti-war symbols in their 
windows. One young woman indicated: “I’m afraid of denunciations. Really, it is the 
denunciations that scare me the most” (female, Kazakhstan, July 18, 2023). Such fears are 
only increasing with time.  
 
At the same time, the data in Figure 3 suggest that host communities are mostly regarded 
as friendly. Few of our respondents recalled more than one or two unpleasant encounters 
in the countries under study.  

 
 

https://en.ovdinfo.org/enemies-state-how-institution-denunciations-returns-russia
https://zona.media/article/2023/04/14/na_dne
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The fear of popular discrimination varies across host states. This fear is greatest in 
Georgia, where just under one-third of respondents express such a concern. In Turkey and 
Armenia, such fears are significantly lower. In Kazakhstan, Serbia, and Kyrgyzstan, one-
fifth of respondents share similar concerns. Outside our countries of study, almost one-
quarter of respondents fear popular discrimination. 
 
Finally, our respondents consistently report isolation, disempowerment, and mental 
health issues. Some have experienced severe depression; many report constant “doom-
scrolling” through news feeds. Others report issues with personal and national identity. 
A female respondent from St. Petersburg now residing in Georgia explains: “I completely 
lost my Russian identity. And at some point, it was very hard because you don't 
understand who you are. But you don't want to feel Russian” (female, Georgia, June 22, 
2023). For some, the continued restrictions on Russians’ transnational movement 
(especially to Europe) and the lack of international support constrain their plans and 
aspirations. One respondent describes this frustration: “Is anyone helping? No one is 
helping. It turns out that Russia does not need us, and the Europeans do not need us 
either. Although they all talk about the fact that they help refugees, and those who are 
against the war are good guys… Nothing like that” (female, Serbia, June 9, 2023). 
 
Supporting Russia’s Wartime Migrants 
 
Our interviews point to the most critical areas of need, as defined by migrants themselves. 
For most of our respondents, the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine has caused 
enormous mental distress and economic strain. Nevertheless, they have managed to 
establish horizontal connections and navigate multiple host country environments. While 
some studies suggest a significant percentage of Russian migrants would like to return 
home, they will not do so until conditions are safe. The biggest impediments to political 
and social activism within the diaspora are a lack of housing and material support, 
concerns about personal and family safety, and non-integration into the international 
community and market.  
 
If the West seeks to play a role in reshaping postwar Russia, it remains important to 
engage with the wartime diaspora. We argue that the relatively forward-looking German 
model of accommodation of wartime migrants provides an important model for 
combatting migrant instrumentalization, a fear that guides policies in the West and serves 
a political rather than security purpose. Providing Russian migrants with governmental 
and NGO support of the type available to other diasporas that have left their home 
countries due to authoritarian repression would facilitate this. Moreover, supporting 
migrant communities also supports host countries that face economic, social, and political 
pressures from domestic constituencies. To that end, we propose international discussion 
of the following policies that engages all stakeholders: migrants, host countries, 
international financial and political organizations such as the World Bank, UN and EU, 
and non-governmental institutions: 
 

https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/international/20458.pdf
https://www.usip.org/publications/2023/06/future-peaceful-russia-engage-its-exiles-now
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2023C26/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2023C26/
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/if-russia-uses-migration-weapon-europeans-should-respond-kind
https://www.fiia.fi/en/publication/the-war-induced-exodus-from-russia
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● Develop secure screening processes to open Western countries to Russian 
migration to provide opportunities for migrants and reduce pressure on existing 
host countries 

● Work across public-private boundaries to ease access to banking and credit cards 
and thus integrate migrants into local and international markets 

● Create channels of communication among migrants, NGOs, and Western 
governments to craft and educate stakeholders about policy responses  

● Support job fairs to link migrants with local and remote employers and 
educational opportunities; provide training and support for job searches and 
applications 

● Provide training to increase migrants’ personal security: computer and 
communications technology, financial and identity safety, and reporting 
transnational repression 

● Provide community language training in English and host-country languages 
● Provide online mental health support 
● Assist host countries in mitigating the social welfare costs of diaspora 

communities 
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