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Introduction

Russia’s social and economic development has been quite impressive in the last few years. 
However, what is still under question, is whether Russia can  not only improve its 
macroeconomic image, but foster a profound change in the quality of its development. 
And one of the most important aspects in this respect is the question about agents of 
such modernization, i.e. those social groups (or economic agents), which possess the 
capacity to influence this change and the interest to promote it.

In this report we draw our attention to yet one of the most poorly studied social groups, 
i.e. highly skilled foreign professionals, who work in larger Russian companies (so called 
‘expats’). We regard them as the carriers of a different ‘cultural code’, which evolved  in a 
different cultural settings, particularly in countries, which have so far proven to be one of 
the most successful both in terms of their economy and the capacity for social progress. 
What we attempt to do in this paper is answer, whether foreign professionals can indeed 
act as agents of modernization in Russia.
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Macroeconomic situation and foreign presence in Russia in 2000s*
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Professional groups of expatriates in Russia 
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Changes in the national composition of foreign professionals 
working in Russia during 2000-2012
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* Notes:
1) Al l  data provided according to official Russian statistics (www.gks.ru). 
2) Data are total number of foreign professionals from corresponding country of origin working in Russia (in thousands of people)
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The first point. Three categories of expatriates
depending on potential of influencing the Russian labour culture

The primary objective is to identify the internal structure of expatriates with regard to their country of origin and 
positions in organizations. Expatriates with different positions usually take different adaptation strategies and as 

a consequence they are extremely different in their capacity to influence, transform and modernize labor and 
management practices of host culture. 

The first category of expats groups consist of expatriates who together with their families were exclusively 
maintained by their companies. These expatriates are usually isolated from ‘host society’ and they do not 
integrate into the host culture. Moreover, the strategy of non-integration is one of the basic principles of their 
employers. The power of influence of this group of expatriates on host culture is dual. On the one hand, their 
interaction with host professionals is very complicated and this circumstance can decrease the efficiency of 
disseminating and adopting new labor and managements practices. On the other hand, these groups of 
expatriates represent a type of professionals who are extremely resistant to the influence of host cultures. We 
would suggest that they preserve the purity of their cultural code. 
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Three categories of expatriates
depending on potential of influencing the Russian labour culture

The primary objective is to identify the internal structure of expatriates with regard to their country of origin and 
positions in organizations. Expatriates with different positions usually take different adaptation strategies and as 

a consequence they are extremely different in their capacity to influence, transform and modernize labor and 
management practices of host culture. 

The next group of expats consists of senior and line managers in the multinational companies or in Russian 
companies with joint ownership. Their tasks and responsibilities mostly concern with providing services to the 
native population. And they usually do not have very strong financial support from their Western employers. 
Their mission is to keep a certain level of productivity for their companies. So they have to be more flexible in 
their adjustment. Their adaptation strategy is more close to the concept of "determination" – they change 
themselves externally, but do not change their internal attitudes and mindset. 
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Three categories of expatriates
depending on potential of influencing the Russian labour culture

The primary objective is to identify the internal structure of expatriates with regard to their country of origin and 
positions in organizations. Expatriates with different positions usually take different adaptation strategies and as 

a consequence they are extremely different in their capacity to influence, transform and modernize labor and 
management practices of host culture. 

Third group of expats consists of professionals or owners of small businesses in Russia, who were somehow 
connected with Russia in the past (for example through their graduate or postgraduate studies in this country). 
This type of expatriates, apparently, has the smallest capacity to influence the host culture and, on the contrary, 
they are more inclined to be transformed by the host culture. For example, they tend to think of themselves as 
Russians with respect to their behavior and mindset. 



Perception of Russian capitalism by expats
as a determinant of potential of influencing the Russian labour culture 

The next point is how expatriates view or perceive the type of capitalism in the country in which 
they work. 

This perception, its flexibility and openness to change is one of the crucial factors which 
determine the capacity of expatriates’ labor and management practices to influence the 

practices in the host culture. Therefore it may influence the success of modernization during the 
interaction between two cultures.
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«Rational Pragmatic» Perception

«Cold War» Perception

Perception «allowing modernization»
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THE LAST POINT. LABOUR PRACTICES OF RUSSIAN PROFESSIONALS

IN THE JUDGMENTS OF FOREIGNERS WORKING IN RUSSIA

The perception of Russian labor and management culture, which was formed during the work of expatriates in 
Russia, seems to coincide with the features, which have been established by direct observations of sociological 
researchers about 10 to 20 years ago. 

So this coincidence allows us to speak about the existence of an “invariant nucleus” of Russian labor and 
management culture. 

These features, in particular, include the following:

- in the labor culture: a certain perception of time (where time cannot be directly associated with or converted 
to money; “time is money” is not for Russians); high working capacity, which, however, appears only under 
extreme conditions – all things being done in the last moment; Russians also seem to avoid taking initiative, 
responsibility and risk; we are highly dependent on the opinion of upper management, and many others. 

- in the management culture: the domination of hierarchies and strict management style, bureaucracy tends to 
become a dominant priority in the everyday working processes, culture of punishment prevails over the culture 
of encouragement and dialog, etc.
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Business qualities of expatriate professionals as judged by their Russian colleagues, including qualities which Russians 
acquire as part of their experience of working along with expatriates
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Business qualities of Russian professionals as judged by their expatriate colleagues, including qualities which expatriates 
acquire as part of their experience in Russia



Some Memorable Citations from the Expatriates working in Russia
(with our comments) 

(1) 
The ‘upper’ level groups consist of expatriates who together with their families were exclusively maintained

by their companies. These expatriates are usually isolated from ‘host society’ and they do not integrate into the
host culture. Citation: “They [foreign employers] knew that individuals who earn over $2000 a week will care about
company policies a lot more than the interests of Russia”.

(2)
Here’s a memorable citation from the expat from Morocco: “We: How would you describe your religious

views now? Him: I don't know...(laughing) It depends on weather conditions". This type of adaptation strategy is
closest to “absorption” type.

(3)
An example of the judgment expressed by one of the foreign top-managers about Russia: "… now foreigners

understand that here [in Russia] nothing would change. There always was corruption and it always will be. There
were always connections and they will be. All upper and middle level occupations in the public sector and
government are corrupt. We understand it now, we didn't understand it earlier". Obviously this is an example of a
type of perception which determines the low probability of productive cultural exchanges.

(4)
It appears that stereotypic perception of "different" capitalisms by some representatives of western

countries can potentially be the source of production conflicts. Here’s an example of such perception: "Russians are
not a welcoming society. Moscow is the hardest city I ever lived in. It’s difficult, it’s an aggressive city. Russians are
generally quite aggressive".

Now here’s an example of another perception: "I long thought, whether I need to change stable, good work
in Germany for adventure in Russia".

Both these judgments contain critical insights about Russian economic culture, but their emotional context is
absolutely different. "Russians are not a welcoming society" and "Russia is an adventure".
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