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1. Introduction 
In the 1990s, large population movements in and out of the former Soviet Union 

(FSU) took place as a consequence of the breakdown of the Communist regime. Sev-

eral million people of different nationalities left their country of residence for their 

titular country or migrated to Russia. In terms of numbers, the biggest movement was 

the migration of 2.7 million ethnic Russians to the Russian Federation between 1989 

and 1999. Apart from movements between countries of the FSU, a mass exodus of 

members of national groups who had the opportunity to leave the commonwealth for a 

rich Western country was taking place. Close to 2 million ethnic Germans migrated to 

Germany. More than one million Jews left, mainly for Israel, but also for the US and 

Germany. 

This paper investigates migration between and out of the newly founded 

countries of the FSU, focusing on the impact of nationality. In the FSU, people have 

both their citizenship and their nationality reported in their passport. The nationality 

defines to which ethnic group someone belongs and is determined by the nationality 

of her parents. Rules about the determination of a child’s nationality in case her par-

ents belong to different nationalities vary between countries, nationalities, and over 

time. In Soviet times as well as today, a person’s nationality plays an important role 

due to open and disguised discrimination against members of certain ethnic groups. 

As nationalities reflect ethnicities, we use the terms “ethnicity” and “nationality” as 

synonyms in this paper.  

Using data on net migration rates of ethnic groups between and out of the FSU 

countries from 1989 to 1999 we investigate the role of economic variables, of indica-

tors for political stability and transition, of country and ethnic group size as determi-

nants of migration. First, we expect people to migrate from less to more successful 

countries with regard to economic and political transition. Next, we expect a negative 

spurious correlation between the size of a country and migration rates, because larger 

countries should tend to encompass a relatively larger share of movements within 

their own boundaries (cf. Schultz, 1982, p. 573). These are disregarded in our data. 

Last, we expect migration to take place in a way that leads to a sorting of ethnic 

groups. This is because people seem to have a preference for living surrounded by 

members of their own ethnic group. Also, governments might foster policies of ethnic 

sorting. We will discuss these points in more detail in the second section of this paper.  
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So far, the literature on post-Soviet migration concentrated on the discussion 

of two main trends (Robertson, 1996). First, ethnic groups migrate to the newly inde-

pendent nations in which they form the titular group. These movements are denoted as 

return migration. Indeed, the overwhelming majority of these migrants originate from 

their country of destination, which they or their parents left – voluntarily or in-

voluntarily – under the Soviet regime. Figures 1 and 2 depict the respective numbers. 

Net migration rates for ethnic groups to their national state from 1989 to 1999 are 

positive in 13 out of 15 cases, with Georgia and Estonia as the only exceptions. Most 

of the attention in the literature was given to the return migration of ethnic Russians to 

Russia (Brubaker, 1998; Flynn, 2002). As can be seen in figure 1, in terms of numbers 

this is indeed by far the largest movement, exceeding the depicted scale by a multiple. 

However, Russians also are by far the largest national group in the FSU. Comparing 

net migration rates, the migration rate of Russians to Russia is only sixth in size, with 

an increase of the Russian population in Russia through migration by 2.2%. Figure 2 

shows that Belarus, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Armenia and Turkmenistan experienced 

higher rates of return migration than Russia. 

The second trend that has been discussed in the literature is migration to the 

Russian Federation by members of all nationalities. Figures 3 and 4 depict the respec-

tive data. In terms of numbers, Armenians, Ukrainians and Tatars have migrated the 

most to Russia, apart from ethnic Russians, of course. Looking at figure 4, which re-

lates the numbers to the size of the national groups in the Russian Federation in 1989, 

we see that Transcaucasian and Central Asian national groups experienced particularly 

large in-migration to Russia. Yet, note that Russia also experienced net immigration 

from two out of three Baltic countries.  

The common explanation for return migration of people to their own titular 

nation is stated to be a preference for living in one’s own nation. The explanations that 

are put forward for migration to Russia are Russia’s good economic performance as 

compared to other CIS countries and the condemnation of the Russian culture outside 

Russia. Since the breakdown of the Soviet Union, the newly founded states of the 

FSU have been reviving their own culture. Being a member of the titular nationality is 

graded up, and members of other nationalities, among them Russians, have to assimi-

late. In particular, the official language is not Russian any more, but solely the lan-

guage of the respective newly founded nation, which makes life difficult for those 
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who do not share the titular nationality of their country of residence.1 Thus, given this 

sudden change in policy, it is not surprising if those who assimilated to the Russian 

culture react by migrating to Russia, where Russian remained the official language. 

Russian policy makers, on the other hand, are quite open to accept these migrants, 

even if they are not of Russian nationality (Flynn, 2002).  

The goal of this paper is to analyze more closely the reasons for migration 

within the FSU. So far, research on migration within the FSU has concentrated on 

case studies (Heleniak, 2002; Robertson, 1996). Though interesting, these papers do 

not provide an econometric analysis testing for common features in the different 

countries’ migration waves. In contrast to that, we neglect the idiosyncrasies of dif-

ferent countries, but try to filter out some universal patterns. We confront different 

explanations given in the literature for return migration and migration to Russia with a 

single explanation for both phenomena, namely ethnic sorting. Ethnic sorting takes 

place if people migrate from countries in which their ethnic group is small to countries 

in which their ethnic group is larger. This may explain migration to Russia and return 

migration at the same time, because usually the two largest subgroups of a national 

group live in their titular nation and in Russia. Assessing the relative importance of 

three explanations for migration to Russia, namely ethnic sorting, condemnation of the 

Russian culture outside Russia, and Russia’s economic success; we find that ethnic 

sorting can explain almost all the effect of migration to Russia, whereas the two other 

points play a minor role. 

As to emigration from the FSU, our results indicate that it is determined in the 

same way as migration within the FSU. Migration rates of ethnic Germans and Jews 

have been slightly higher than those of other ethnic groups. However, the difference is 

surprisingly small, even if we do not correct for the high gap in wealth between the 

FSU countries on the one side and Germany, Israel and the US on the other side. 

Apart from Germans, Jews and the 15 national groups of the 15 constituent states of 

the FSU, there are three other national groups depicted in figures 3 and 4, namely 

Tatars, Bashkirs, and Chuvashs. In the 1989 Census, the Soviet Union listed 128 na-

                                                 
1 For example, a good command of Kazakh is a necessary condition for a job in the public sector in 
Kazakhstan nowadays, in spite of the fact that many Kazakhs are more fluent in Russian than in 
Kazakh. Even worse, less than one percent of Ukrainians and Russians in Kazakhstan, which made up 
more than 40% of the population in 1989, are able to communicate in Kazakh (Khazanov, 1995). 
Belarus and Kyrgyzstan are the only countries in the FSU, which have both Russian and their titular 
nation language as official languages. 
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tional groups. Some of these groups are of considerable size. The largest among them, 

the Tatars, has 6.6 Mio members, which means that they outnumber nine out of the 15 

national groups that have a constituent state (Vishnevsky, 2002). Many national 

groups who do not form a constituent state own an autonomous republic, region, or 

district (rayon) instead, usually located within the Russian Federation. In our estima-

tions, we try to distinguish between return migration and migration to another FSU 

country. However, for these groups, this is not possible. Migration of Tatars to Russia 

may be return migration, if they migrate to their autonomous republic within the Rus-

sian Federation, Tatarstan, but it may also be migration to a region in Russia that does 

not belong to Tatarstan. What is more, we cannot observe migration within Russia to 

Tatarstan in our data.2  

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In section 2, we discuss eco-

nomic and ethnic reasons for migration in the FSU. In section 3, we introduce the data 

and discuss our estimation methods. In section 4, we present the results. Section 5 

concludes.  

 

2. Who goes where? Reasons for migration 

2.1 Economic reasons 
The first reason for migration between and out of FSU countries may be differences in 

expected lifetime earnings. Utility maximizing individuals migrate to the place offer-

ing the highest expected future income stream. Differences in expected lifetime earn-

ings are a common motivation for migration in economic models of migration. The 

models by Harris and Todaro (1970) and Borjas (1987), to quote two out of many ex-

amples, have been tested empirically in a series of papers about internal migration. 

Fields (1979) discusses the choice of different labor market variables measuring ex-

pected income. Schultz (1982) and Borjas et al. (1992) concentrate on the migration 

behavior of different educational strata, both regarding the direction and the size of 

migratory movements. 

There is no reliable labor market data available for all successor states of the Soviet 

Union, and of course, the data we have does not allow us to split up people according 

                                                 
2 For population movements within the Russian Federation see Heleniak (1999). Migration from the 
poor and underdeveloped Transcaucasian and Central Asian countries to Russia takes place 
analogically within Russia. People move from the relatively poor Russian North to the western and 
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to their educational level. However, we expect people from all ethnic groups to tend 

moving to countries that have a higher GDP per capita, higher growth rates, and per-

form relatively well in transition and institutional quality indices. With respect to all 

these measures, there are considerable differences between the countries of the FSU. 

In general, the Baltic countries and Russia are relatively well off, whereas Central 

Asian countries like Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan form the taillight. There 

are several ethnic groups in the Soviet Union that have the possibility to emigrate to a 

country outside the FSU. For those among them who could migrate to a rich Western 

economy, i.e. Finns, Germans, and Jews, economic reasons for migration seem 

particularly convincing due to the huge economic difference as opposed to differences 

within the FSU. If migration takes place due to this reason, every ethnic group should 

migrate in the same direction, from poor to rich countries. Note that this might be a 

reason for the immigration of so many different national groups to Russia.  

 

2.2 Ethnic reasons 
Ethnic return migration, i.e. migration of people to their newly founded titular nation, 

is different from migration for economic reasons, because it motivates migration in 

different, even opposing directions by different ethnic groups. For instance, Tajiks 

migrate from Armenia to Tajikistan, while at the same time Armenians migrate from 

Tajikistan to Armenia. Of course, ethnic migration is not restricted to return migra-

tion. There may also be migration by Tajiks, for example, from Armenia to Russia in 

order to join the Tajik community in Russia. We are able to observe this kind of mi-

gration in our data, because we have net migration rates by ethnic groups.  

Ethnic sorting through migration takes place if individuals are willing to move 

in order to live in a society in which their ethnic group holds a high percentage of the 

population. There are a number of reasons why people may have a preference for be-

ing surrounded by co-ethnics. Ethnic groups may have common norms, customs, and 

a common language, which facilitates social life to a considerable degree. We do not 

go further into that here, instead, we discuss two reasons why, given individuals have 

this kind of preferences, governments might also be interested in ethnically homoge-

neous populations and thus adopt policies that enhance ethnic sorting. The first claims 

                                                                                                                                            
southern parts of the country. However, we could not find any evidence for ethnic return migration 
within the Russian Federation in the 1990s. 
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that the deadweight loss of collecting income taxes is lower in more homogeneous 

societies, because the costs of tax evasion through emigration are higher. The second 

claims that government spending is more efficient in homogeneous societies, because 

there are less coordination problems.  

First, consider the collection of labor income taxes in societies allowing their 

citizens to emigrate. As tax evasion is possible by leaving the country, governments 

are exposed to tax competition. If they do not want to carry a large deadweight loss, 

they either have to diminish tax rates, or they have to make tax evasion more difficult. 

As a democratic government cannot force its citizens to stay, it has to create incen-

tives that make people stay and pay higher tax rates voluntarily. Concerning labor 

taxes, it can ensure that emigration costs are high. This is the case if political borders 

coincide with cultural and linguistic borders, an argument which can be traced back to 

Friedman (1977).3  

As a second argument, note that the way tax income is spent also depends on 

the ethnic structure of a society. Let government spending be determined by the lob-

bying of interest groups, who are confronted with a group of political decision makers. 

There is a series of models showing that coalitions among interest groups and among 

political decision makers usually improve the result from a welfare-maximizing point 

of view (Easterly and Levine, 1997). The underlying idea is that a particular interest 

group or a decision maker does not take into account the effect of her decision on 

other interest groups or decision makers. In ethnically fragmentized societies, coa-

litions usually are much harder to realize. While the majority of empirical papers 

about the consequences of ethnic fragmentation compare cities or even smaller enti-

ties, Easterly and Levine (1997) provide evidence on the country level. They show 

that ethnic diversity has a significant negative impact on growth enhancing public 

policies. In particular, Africa’s high ethnic diversity is able to explain a considerable 

part of growth rate differences between African countries versus countries in South 

America and the Far East.  

The two arguments presented here may explain why many governments in the 

FSU have laws and rules that enhance migration that leads to ethnic sorting. Immi-

gration of co-ethnics is fostered, whereas there is not much being done to obviate 

                                                 
3 According to this argument it is not important that there is only one national group living in a country. 
The crucial point is that all members of a national group live within one country, so that they cannot 
switch. 
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emigration by members from other ethnic groups.4 A necessary condition for these 

rules to work, however, is a preference of individuals to live together with co-ethnics. 

Given that this is the case, these rules can enhance the degree to which ethnic sorting 

takes place. 

 

3. Data and estimation methods 

3.1 The data 
The data set we use consists of about 80 migration movements of ethnic groups from 

or to a FSU country from 1989 to 1999.5 The data set is constructed compiling census 

statistics in the respective countries and splitting up population changes in changes 

due to natural increase or due to migration.6 Unfortunately, the census statistics only 

report the number of people entering or leaving the country, they do not have 

information on where they go or from where they come. Therefore, we are not able to 

include both source country and destination country characteristics as explanatories 

into the estimation of the migration function. The data for the dependent variables 

include information on the ethnic composition of the source or the destination country 

as well as macroeconomic variables and indices measuring wealth, economic growth, 

political stability, and speed of transition. 

 

3.1 Specifications of the migration function 
We use two specifications to estimate migration functions. First, we do a Heckman 

FIML (Full information maximum likelihood) with migration rates as the dependent 

variables. Second, we estimate the number of immigrants and the number of emi-

grants separately, including the denominator of the migration rate, i.e. the base popu-

lation, as a dependent variable in the respective estimations. 

                                                 
4 For example, the newly founded countries declared the language of their titular nationality as the only 
official language, discriminating against the Russian language, which would make their citizens more 
mobile. In the Baltic countries, it was difficult for residents that did not belong to the titular ethnic 
group to obtain citizenship. Even though Russians made up about one third of the population in Estonia 
and Latvia, the countries adopted the ius sanguinis as the basis for citizenship, and language tests were 
required for non-titular nationalities to become citizens. 
5 We are indebted to Tim Heleniak for kindly providing us the data. See Heleniak (1997 and 2002, 
tables 5-19) for analogous data in the period 1989-1996. There is no data on immigration from outside 
the FSU into FSU countries, because there was none. 
6 In the future, there will be three components of population change: natural increase, net migration and 
ethnic re-identification. The introduction of the last category shows how problematic it is to assign 
nationalities to people. However, as nationalities play an important role in explaining migration within 
the FSU, using bad data is better than ignoring nationality affiliations.  
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For the estimation of migration rates, we take the number of immigrants or 

emigrants from an ethnic group divided by the size of the ethnic group in the source or 

destination country, respectively, as the dependent variable. As mentioned before, we 

have information on 80 migration movements. However, in principle, there are much 

more, because 15 nations and 128 ethnic groups are involved. So there is selection 

with respect to the endogenous variable in the data. It is possible to get information 

about the population share of ethnic groups who made up more than about 1% in 1989 

for every country. Thus, to correct for the selection, we incorporate that information 

whenever the respective migration variable was missing. Having included about 30 

censored observations in the data set, we do a Heckman correction with FIML.7 The 

main selection variable we use is the overall size of the respective national group in 

the Soviet Union. Smaller groups are less likely to be included in the migration data, 

but they are not less likely to migrate. The R² of a regression of the inverse Mills ratio 

on the regressors of the outcome equation, as suggested by Puhani (2000) to see 

whether the correction works, is still quite large, so we also tried simple OLS 

regressions. Results did not change much. If possible, we also include a dummy for 

return migration of the titular group as a selection variable, as this is something 

countries would always report.8  

Having information only on either the source or the destination country is a 

severe caveat of our data. Running estimations with all observations, including either 

information on the country or origin or the destination country, as we do it for the 

Heckman FIML, has several problems: First, it is hard to find a good correction for 

different sizes of the populations of potential migrants. We use net migration rates as 

the dependent variable, defined as the number of immigrants divided by the size of the 

national group in the receiving country, or as the number of emigrants, divided by the 

size of the national group in the sending country. Practically, this works quite well as 

a correction for size. Yet, there are some problems. First, the dependent variable has a 

support restricted to [-1,0] for net emigration rates, so that the total support of the 

dependent variable is [-1,�). In contrast to that, the regression model assumes the 

support of the dependent variable to be (-�, �). Second, running a joint regression for 

                                                 
7 In small samples, a FIML estimator seems to perform better than a two-step procedure (Nawata, 
1994). 
8 Note that we still do not correct for the fact that ethnic groups that make up less than about 1% of a 
country’s population are not in the sample. We have to interpret results conditional on the ethnic group 
being of a certain minimum size. 
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emigration and immigration assumes the independent variables to act equally strong 

as push and as pull factors. This assumption has been rejected in previous estimations 

of place-to-place migration functions (Fields, 1979). Finally, there may be a consider-

able number of double counting. For instance, Russians who migrate from Tajikistan 

to Russia are represented both as emigrants from Tajikistan and as immigrants to Rus-

sia. Nevertheless, we present one table of regressions using both net emigration and 

immigration rates in the same regression.  

A simple OLS regression with either the number of immigrants or the number 

of emigrants as the dependent variable solves these problems. Therefore, our second 

specification of the migration function uses the logarithm of the number of immi-

grants or emigrants, respectively, as the dependent variable. To correct for size, we 

include the logarithm of the number of potential migrants as a variable on the right 

hand side. We define the number of potential immigrants as the size of the ethnic 

group in the whole Soviet Union, reduced by the size of the ethnic group in the re-

ceiving country itself. The number of potential emigrants is the size of the ethnic 

group in the sending country. If ethnic sorting does not play a role for migration, the 

coefficient for the potential migrants variable should be equal to one. In both cases, 

the support of the dependent variable is (-�,�). Obviously, we get the impact of push 

factors in the immigration estimation, and the size of pull factors in the emigration 

estimation. Also, double counting is not possible in this case. The caveat of this ap-

proach is that we split a small data set in two, so that the number of observations re-

duces to 26 for immigration and 53 for emigration. Also, it is not possible to do a 

Heckman correction, as it is not clear whether observations that are not in the data set 

are excluded ore missing. Finally, note that the R² in this specification is expected to 

be very high due to the way we correct for size. 

There are only net migration movements in our data. However, using net in-

stead of gross rates is not too much of a problem in this analysis. As we are able to 

split up the migration to and from one country by nationality, we often have negative 

and positive numbers for the same country, and as most of the migration movements 

of a given nationality are in one direction, gross rates are not very different from net 

rates. The numbers are not only “net” in the sense that they are the difference between 

immigration and emigration, they are also “net” in a temporal sense. If people leave a 
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country in a particular year in the beginning of the 1990s, maybe because of a civil 

war, but return one or two years later, they do not show up in our data.  

 

3.2 Explanatory variables 
As mentioned in section 2.1, we expect migration rates to depend on the economic 

success and the progress in transition in the different FSU countries. Also, the Russian 

Federation seems to play a particular role in FSU migration. The variables one would 

like to use in order to measure these things are all highly correlated with each other. 

Table 1 presents the respective numbers. We use data from different institutions and 

slightly different concepts to measure GDP and growth.9 The EBRD Transition 

Indicator10 reflects economic transition along three dimensions. It measures the degree 

of privatization, market liberalization and financial market reforms. The Baltic 

countries perform best, Belarus and Turkmenistan worst. The index of institutional 

quality11 is derived from a huge data set with several hundred indicators of various 

aspects of governance. Kaufmann et al. (1999) compile these indicators into six com-

ponents of government performance, e.g. “political instability and violence” or 

“graft”. The index we use is the arithmetic mean of all six components. Again, the 

Baltic countries perform best, whereas Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan per-

form worst. In both indices, the Russian Federation is somewhere in the middle, 

whereas Russia is second in terms of GDP per capita.  

To avoid multicollinearity problems in the estimation, we use factor analysis 

to compile the eight variables presented in table 1 into four factors, such that we are 

able to attach an interpretation to each factor. Table 2 presents the factor loadings of 

the four factors.12 We call the first factor “growth”, because factor loadings are very 

high for the two growth variables. The second factor is called “wealth”, as factor 

                                                 
9 GDP is measured per capita; growth rates are corrected for changes in population size. Data from 
countries of the former Soviet Union tend to be seriously flawed. We use data from different 
institutions, hoping that idiosyncratic errors cancel out in the factor analysis.  
10 Source: EBRD Transition Report 1999, table 2.1, or World Economic Outlook 2000, table 3.9 
11 Source: World Economic Outlook 2000, table 3.11, which is a rescaled version of Kaufmann et al. 
(1999). 
12 The factor analysis calculates factor loadings as to maximally reproduce the correlations between the 
variables included. Due to the indeterminate nature of the factors, there are an infinite number of 
solutions. Thus, it is legitimate to choose a solution, which has a nice economic interpretation. The 
uniqueness, which reflects the portion of variance that is left over in a variable, reflects the sum of the 
specificity of that variables and the measurement error (Harman, 1976). In this case, the value for the 
uniqueness is very low for every variable, so that we hardly lose any information by using factor 
analysis. 
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loadings for the two GDP level variables are very high. Note that the index of institu-

tional quality also goes in there. The third factor is called “transition”, as there are 

high factor loadings for the two transition indices. We name the last factor “Russia”. It 

could as well be called “size”, as both the size of population variable and the Russia 

dummy enter with a high weight. We are not able to discriminate between the two. 

We write the names of the four new variables in quotation marks, because they meas-

ure the respective economic variable only conditional on that variable being orthogo-

nal to the three other factors. 

The data set is not large enough to include country dummies or nationality 

dummies. However, we split up the FSU countries into four relatively homogeneous 

regions and include these regions as dummies. Nationality dummies we included for 

large national groups turned out to be insignificant. Furthermore, we allow standard 

errors not to be independent across observations for the same country.13  

 

4. Results 

4.1 Results for the whole sample 
First, we present the Heckman FIML estimations with the migration rate as the de-

pendent variable. Table 3 depicts the estimation results using the whole sample and 

the sample excluding observations of national groups migrating to or from their titular 

nation. The first estimation says that the emigration rate is lower and the immigration 

rate is higher if an ethnic group in the respective country is larger. This indicates that 

there is ethnic sorting. The three national groups that may emigrate to a Western 

economy, Finns, Germans and Jews, have emigration rates that are particularly high. 

Three out of the fours factors drawn from the factor analysis are significant and have 

the expected sign. The selection variables are highly significant, however, Heckman’s 

Lambda is not. The Wald test of independent equations cannot be rejected on the 5% 

level. This indicates that neglecting sample selection for our estimations with a split 

sample may not be too serious a problem.  

The last two columns in table 1 show that reestimating the equations with the 

reduced sample does not change results very much. However, the coefficient on the 

share of the ethnic group turns out to be insignificant now. So it seems that in the first 

                                                 
13 Alternatively, it makes sense to allow standard errors not to be independent across nationalities. 
However, as it turns out, results are robust to changes in the specification of the clustering structure.  
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estimation, this just covered the fact that the there is a lot of return migration, and at 

the same time the share of the migrant’s national group is very high in her titular 

country. To see whether emigration of Finns, Germans and Jews is due to the eco-

nomic differences between the CIS and their rich Western titular nations, we replace 

their dummy by the per capita GDP in PPP in 1999 of the titular nation of the respec-

tive national group. This variable is supposed to measure the wealth difference be-

tween the emigration and the immigration country. Obviously, there is a lot of meas-

urement error in this variable, as not all migration is return migration. The coefficient 

of the variable is highly significant, but a comparison of the log likelihood values of 

the two specifications shows that a dummy is superior to the GDP variable.  

As discussed in section 3, all estimations in table 3 do not take into account 

that there may be double counting of some migration movements. Also, the support of 

the dependent variable has a lower bound of –1. We present the estimations because 

they correct for selection and because they use the whole sample. However, the results 

should be interpreted with care.  

 

4.2 Results for immigration 
Table 4 presents five specifications for estimations of in-migration with the log num-

ber of immigrants as the dependent variable. As the sample size is so small, specifi-

cations (2) and (3) repeat the first specification omitting the region dummies, which 

are insignificant anyway. Specifications (4) and (5) use different variables than the 

first three specifications to measure the degree to which ethnic groups pull co-ethnics 

in their country. Due to the small sample size, the estimated coefficients for the four 

factor variables vary considerably across specifications. We do not find a positive in-

fluence of economic success on immigration. In specification (2), we find that a 

higher success in transformation decreases immigration, which is the opposite of what 

one would expect. To explain that, note that within the CIS, there is free movement of 

labor, whereas this does not hold for the Baltic countries. Therefore, it may be that the 

negative coefficient for transition reflects the fact that people do not immigrate to the 

Baltic countries, which at the same time are very successful concerning the degree of 

transition. Therefore, specification (3) repeats specification (2), omitting the observa-

tions for the Baltic countries. In fact, the transition coefficient turns insignificant. 
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According to all specifications, there is a huge degree of ethnic sorting. To see 

this, think of migration as being completely independent of ethnicity. In this bench-

mark case, the coefficient of the first variable, the log of the number of potential im-

migrants, should equal one.14 The coefficient of the different measures for the 

representation of the ethnic group in the receiving country should equal zero. In con-

trast, ethnic sorting means that people rather leave if they form a small group, and they 

tend to move to a country in which they form a large group. In fact, the elasticity of 

immigration with respect to potential immigration is about 0.32 in all specifications, 

which is far below 1. On the other hand, a high impact of the ethnic group in the 

receiving country is a very strong push factor. In specification (1), the elasticity of 

immigration with respect to the ethnic group in the receiving country is estimated to 

be 0.78.  

To be more specific about what makes migrants move to groups of the same 

ethnicity, we use two other variables for the impact of the ethnic group in specifica-

tions (4) and (5). In specification (4), we replace the size of the ethnic group in the 

immigration country by a dummy for return migrants. The coefficient for this dummy 

is positive and highly significant, and at the same time, the coefficient for “Russia” 

gets more than four times as large as in specification (1) and also turns highly signifi-

cant. The two coefficients cover the two effects of ethnic return migration and migra-

tion to Russia. However, comparing the R²s shows that the first specification, which 

allows for ethnic sorting as a common explanation for the two phenomena, is superior 

to specification (4). Finally, specification (5) uses the share of the ethnic group with 

respect to the whole population in the receiving country as a measure for the gravity of 

the ethnic population in the destination country. The coefficient for “Russia” is 

smaller now, but still significant, and the R² is the same as for specification (4).  

 

4.3 Results for emigration 
Table 5 presents five specifications for estimations of out-migration. The dependent 

variable is the log number of emigrants. The number of observations is roughly twice 

the number we have for the estimations of in-migration, and results are more robust. 

In specification (1), we include the size of an ethnic group outside the source country 

                                                 
14 The coefficient can be interpreted as the marginal elasticity of immigration with respect to the size of 
the population of potential immigrants.  
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in the FSU as an explanatory variable. In specifications (2) to (5) we replace this vari-

able by the total size of an ethnic group outside the source country. Of course, this 

makes a big difference for those groups who have a titular nation outside the FSU. 

The dummy for Finns, Jews and Germans is much smaller in specifications (2) to (5), 

and in three out of four cases it is only significant at the 10% level. It seems that even 

without including a variable that reflects the wealth of Finland, Israel, Germany, and 

the US as opposed to the FSU, the extent to which these groups emigrate is hardly 

different from that of other groups.  

Specifications (3) and (4) repeat specification (2), only that (3) omits region 

dummies and (4) omits the four factor variables. Without region dummies, “wealth” 

and “transition” decrease emigration significantly, so that there is an effect of eco-

nomic indicators on migration behavior here. Specification (5) includes the share of 

the titular population in the source country. The respective coefficient is insignificant. 

It may be that two effects cancel each other here. On the one hand, ethnically homo-

geneous societies seem to be advantageous, as discussed in section 2.2. On the other 

hand, a large titular group in a country may lead to less respect concerning the rights 

of minorities.  

Again, there is evidence for a large degree of ethnic sorting across all specifi-

cations. In the benchmark case of random migration, the elasticity of emigration with 

respect to the size of the ethnic group in the source country should equal one, whereas 

the elasticity of emigration with respect to the size of the ethnic group outside the 

emigration country should equal zero. As opposed to that, we estimate the first elas-

ticity to be less than 0.7, the latter one to be around 0.4. Both coefficients are signifi-

cantly different from the no sorting benchmark values, one and zero, respectively. The 

coefficient for “Russia” is insignificant.  

In table 6, we investigate the migration behavior of ethnic Germans and Jews 

more closely. Column (1) has the size of the FSU ethnic population outside the emi-

gration country as an explanatory variable. In this case, the dummies for Jews and for 

Germans both are significantly positive. Column (2) has the total size of the ethnic 

population outside the emigration country as a dependent variable. As the number of 

Germans is about six times the number of Jews, it is not surprising that the dummy for 

Jews is significantly positive here, whereas the German dummy is not. In both esti-

mations, the difference between the two dummy coefficients is not significant, so that 
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we cannot reject the hypothesis that Jewish and German emigration are equal in these 

estimations. 

 

5. Concluding remarks 

So far, two aspects of FSU migration in the 1990s have been discussed in the litera-

ture. The first one is return migration of national groups to their titular nations; the 

second one is immigration to Russia by most ethnic groups of the FSU. We interpret 

the two as two consequences of one common phenomenon, namely ethnic sorting, and 

discuss several reasons of why ethnic sorting may take place.  

In the empirical part of the paper, we find strong evidence for ethnic sorting 

through migration. There is more emigration if the size of the respective ethnic group 

in the source country is smaller, and migrants tend to move to countries in which their 

own ethnic group already has a large size. Obviously, the latter effect implies that re-

turn migration plays an important role. Also, ethnic sorting can explain immigration to 

the Russian Federation. As almost all ethnic groups have a relatively large community 

in Russia, migration to Russia almost always has a sorting effect. Thus, we do not find 

evidence for Russia to be a special case. In addition to ethnic reasons for migration, 

we include variables to measure the different economic performance of the countries 

involved in the migration process and find that both the degree of transition and the 

wealth level of a country play a role in explaining migration patterns.  
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1: Pairwise correlation for economic and size variables 

 

GDP 
growth 
1990-
1999 

Real 
output 
ratio 
1999/ 
1990 

PPP 
GDP/ 
capita 
1999 

GDP/ 
capita 
1990 

EBRD 
Tran-
sition 
Indi-
cator 

Index 
of insti-
tutional 
quality 

Dum-
my for 
Russia 

Popula-
tion of 
FSU 

country 

GDP 
growth 

1990-1999 
1        

Real out-
put ratio 

1999/1990 
0.93* 1       

PPP GDP/ 
capita 
1999 

0.49* 0.42* 1      

GDP/ 
capita 
1990 

0.46* 0.29* 0.91* 1     

EBRD 
Transition 
Indicator 

0.42* 0.20* 0.36* 0.51* 1    

Index of 
institution-
al quality 

0.54* 0.33* 0.59* 0.72* 0.90* 1   

Dummy 
for Russia -0.08 -0.10 0.46* 0.42* -0.08 -0.11 1  

Population 
of FSU 
country 

-0.09 -0.09 0.40* 0.37* -0.13 -0.18 0.99* 1 

Note: * = significant at the 5% level 
Sources: GDP growth 1990-1999 from World Development Indicators 2001, table 4.1, The World 
Bank; Output ratio 1999/1990, PPP GDP per capita, and EBRD Transition Indicator from World Eco-
nomic Outlook 2000, table 3.1, IMF; GDP per capita 1990 from UN Statistical Yearbook, 44th issue 
1997, table 22; Index of institutional quality from World Economic Outlook 2000, table 3.11, IMF. 
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Table 2: Factor loadings 

 “growth” “wealth” “transition” “Russia” Uniqueness 
GDP growth 
1990-1999 0.89 0.24 0.28 -0.06 0.07 

Real output ratio 
1999/1990 0.99 0.13 0.06 -0.06 0.00 

PPP GDP per 
capita 1999 0.32 0.80 0.22 0.33 0.10 

GDP per capita 
1990 0.18 0.84 0.38 0.30 0.03 

EBRD Transition 
Indicator 0.13 0.15 0.98 -0.05 0.00 

Index of Institu-
tional Quality 0.21 0.50 0.81 -0.17 0.03 

Dummy for 
Russia -0.07 0.20 -0.05 0.97 0.02 

Population of 
FSU country -0.04 0.14 -0.10 0.98 0.00 

Note: Factor loadings are calculated using the maximum likelihood method. 
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Table 3: Estimated net migration rates, complete sample and excluding 
return migration, Heckman selection model (FIML) 

 Whole sample Excluding return migration 

Main equation    

Population share of own 
ethnic group 0.303** (0.111) 0.172 (0.153) 0.236 (0.162) 

Finns, Germans, Jews -0.268** (0.066) -0.270** (0.073)  

GDP 1999 of titular nation 
in PPP   -0.000** (0.000) 

“Russia” 0.080** (0.018) 0.080** (0.015) 0.071** (0.015) 

“Wealth” 0.099** (0.030) 0.085* (0.038) 0.093* (0.041) 

“Growth” -0.028 (0.017) -0.015 (0.024) -0.016 (0.026) 

“Transition” 0.053** (0.016) 0.045* (0.023) 0.044 (0.025) 

Natural rate of growth 
1989-1999 0.665** (0.192) 0.512** (0.203) 0.424* (0.191) 

Baltic country -0.060 (0.048) -0.085 (0.055) -0.088 (0.059) 

Transcaucasian country -0.319** (0.070) -0.511** (0.092) -0.508** (0.095) 

Central Asian country -0.030 (0.066) -0.089 (0.075) -0.065 (0.080) 

Constant -0.146** (0.047) -0.089* (0.036) -0.015 (0.040) 

Selection equation    

“Russia” 1.552** (0.352) 1.385** (0.318) 1.392** (0.339) 

“Transition” 0.945* (0.475) 0.961* (0.429) 0.922* (0.411) 

Migration to own country 11.44** (1.292)   

Total size of ethnic group 0.000** (0.000) 0.000** (0.000) 0.000** (0.000) 

Baltic country 8.188** (0.723) 7.385** (0.560) 7.264** (0.873) 

Transcaucasian country 0.712 (0.436) 1.118* (0.484) 0.942* (0.399) 

Central Asian country -0.025 (0.373) 0.135 (0.370) -0.146 (0.356) 

Constant -0.659** (0.210) -0.585** (0.207) -0.539** (0.207 

Lambda  -0.065 (0.040) -0.038 (0.060) -0.060 (0.066) 

Wald test of independent 
equations Rejected Not Rejected Not Rejected 

Total observations 112 90 90 

Censored observations 31 28 28 

Log likelihood 16.33 10.75 7.66 
Note: Baltic countries are Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, Transcaucasian countries are Armenia, Azer-
baijan and Georgia, Central Asian countries are Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, reference group is Slavic countries with Belarus, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine. Standard 
errors calculated with clustering on countries. * = significant at the 5% level, ** = significant at the 1% 
level, robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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Table 4: Estimated immigration (dependent variable: log of immigrants) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Log of potential 
number of 
immigrants 

0.327** 
(0.054) 

0.313** 
(0.045) 

0.301** 
(0.035) 

0.327* 
(0.117) 

0.344* 
(0.155) 

Log of ethnic 
group size in im-
migration country 

0.780** 
(0.030) 

0.764** 
(0.048) 

0.761** 
(0.051)   

Migration to own 
country    4.145** 

(0.152)  

Share of ethnic 
group in im-
migration country 

    5.079** 
(0.591) 

“Russia” 0.268 
(0.136) 

0.173 
(0.098) 

0.120 
(0.173) 

1.015** 
(0.191) 

0.696* 
(0.294) 

“Wealth” 0.480 
(0.374) 

-0.066 
(0.167) 

0.034 
(0.270) 

0.161 
(0.546) 

0.677 
(0.647) 

“Growth” -0.127 
(0.191) 

-0.030 
(0.185) 

0.017 
(0.205) 

0.114 
(0.120) 

-0.109 
(0.211) 

“Transition” -0.238 
(0.3335 

-0.497** 
(0.147) 

-0.410 
(0.330) 

-0.572 
(0.496) 

-0.040 
(0.597) 

Baltic country -0.168 
(0.896)   -0.716 

(1.173) 
-1.336 
(1.211) 

Transcaucasian 
country 

0.776 
(0.575)   0.192 

(0.649) 
-0.447 
(0.679) 

Central Asian 
country 

1.193 
(0.656)   0.130 

(1.113) 
1.531 

(1.414) 

Constant -4.902** 
(0.424) 

-4.255** 
(0.433) 

-4.069** 
(0.567) 

-1.626 
(0.972) 

-1.331 
(1.013) 

Total observations 26 26 2415 26 26 

R² 0.77 0.76 0.75 0.48 0.48 
Note: Baltic countries are Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, Transcaucasian countries are Armenia, Azer-
baijan and Georgia, Central Asian countries are Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, reference group is Slavic countries with Belarus, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine. Standard 
errors calculated with clustering on countries. * = significant at the 5% level, ** = significant at the 1% 
level, robust standard errors in parentheses. 

                                                 
15 Baltic countries are excluded. 
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Table 5: Estimated emigration (dependent variable: log of emigrants) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Log of potential 
number of emigrants 

0.699** 
(0.054) 

0.667** 
(0.058) 

0.660** 
(0.072) 

0.668** 
(0.055) 

0.663* 
(0.067) 

Share of titular group 
in emigration country     0.193 

(1.448) 

Log of ethnic group 
size outside emigra-
tion country in FSU 

0.410** 
(0.079)     

Log of total ethnic 
group size outside the 
emigration country 

 0.409** 
(0.086) 

0.352** 
(0.091) 

0.418** 
(0.068) 

0.351** 
(0.095) 

Finns, Germans, Jews 2.160** 
(0.335) 

0.864 
(0.442) 

0.876 
(0.444) 

0.855* 
(0.399) 

0.884 
(0.455) 

“Russia” 0.071 
(0.149) 

-0.028 
(0.145) 

-0.172 
(0.109)  -0.184 

(0.158) 

“Wealth” -0.140 
(0.289) 

-0.133 
(0.265) 

-0.559** 
(0.144)  -0.565** 

(0.147) 

“Growth” 0.130 
(0.165) 

0.144 
(0.138) 

0.116 
(0.143)  0.117 

(0.142) 

“Transition” -0.160 
(0.194) 

-0.151 
(0.183) 

-0.362* 
(0.153)  -0.351* 

(0.148) 

Baltic country 0.213 
(0.450) 

-0.074 
(0.390)  -0.282 

(0.181)  

Transcaucasian 
country 

1.725** 
(0.423) 

1.681** 
(0.394)  1.658** 

(0.362)  

Central Asian 
country 

0.880 
(0.624) 

0.805 
(0.586)  0.943** 

(0.242)  

Constant -5.016** 
(0.899) 

-4.787** 
(0.924) 

-3.682** 
(0.964) 

-4.925** 
(0.493) 

-3.818** 
(1.119) 

Total observations 53 53 53 53 53 

R² 0.90 0.90 0.85 0.89 0.87 
Note: Baltic countries are Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, Transcaucasian countries are Armenia, Azer-
baijan and Georgia, Central Asian countries are Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, reference group is Slavic countries with Belarus, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine. Standard 
errors calculated with clustering on countries. * = significant at the 5% level, ** = significant at the 1% 
level, robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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Table 6: Estimated emigration - The role of ethnic Germans and Jews 

 (1) (2) 

Log of potential number of 
emigrants 0.685** (0.073) 0.667** (0.069) 

Log of ethnic group size outside 
emigration country in FSU 0.314** (0.059)  

Log of total ethnic group size 
outside the emigration country  0.347** (0.088) 

Jewish 1.843** (0.361) 1.211** (0.333) 

Ethnic German 2.031** (0.423) 0.854 (0.438) 

“Russia” -0.220* (0.089) -0.193 (0.103) 

“Wealth” -0.511** (0.144) -0.557** (0.140) 

“Growth” 0.151 (0.138) 0.129 (0.144) 

“Transition” -0.315 (0.149) -0.353* (0.152) 

Constant -3.384** (0.754) -3.686** (0.953) 

Total observations 53 53 

R² 0.87 0.87 
Note: Standard errors calculated with clustering on countries. * = significant at the 5% level, 
** = significant at the 1% level, robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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Figure 1: Return migration of national groups to their titular nation in the CIS, 
numbers in thousands, 1989-1999, 2.67 million Russians returned to Russia 
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Figure 2: Return migration of national groups to their titular nation in the CIS, as 

percentage of the national population in the titular nation, 1989-1999 
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Figure 3: Net migration of national groups to Russia, numbers in thousands, 
1989-1999, 2.67 million Russians migrated to Russia 
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Figure 4: Net migration rates of national groups to Russia, as percentage of the 
respective national group in Russia in 1989, 1989-1999 
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