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Abstract. Over the last decades, scholars have reported a high level of xenophobia in Russia, which 
persists and spreads amidst all strata of the population. This shows the significance of the migration 
issue in the country and its topicality in the public discourse. However, the explanatory models 
used to analyze the perception of immigrants in Western countries do not find absolute empirical 
support in Russia. For this reason, the researchers emphasize the importance of media discourse 
as a leading factor in constructing attitudes toward the foreign migrants in Russia. We take into 
account, firstly, the persistence of xenophobic attitudes among Russians, and secondly — the role 
of the migrants’ image, constructed by mass media, in shaping the perception of the immigrants 
among the locals. In this regard, this article hypothesizes that despite the official ban of the “hate 
language” and ethnization of crime, the negative representation of immigrants not only persists 
in the Russian media discourse, but is unfortunately increasing. To test this hypothesis, we utilize 
the results of research on the representation of immigration in Russian media discourse published 
between 2010 and 2020, which we analyze in the methodological framework of critical discourse 
analysis. We conclude that at the end of the current decade, there have been certain improve-
ments in the media coverage of the migration issue, caused by the shift of the spotlight onto other 
problems, thus, the negative images of immigrants simply were not a part of the media agenda. 
On the one hand, this can help reduce ethnic tensions, although on the other, it complicates the 
development of the culture of interaction between the local and immigrant communities, since the 
national and cultural characteristics of migrants and their experience of living in Russia remain 
underrepresented in the media.
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INTRODUCTION: WHY THE IMAGE  
OF MIGRANTS IS IMPORTANT

Over the past decades, domestic and foreign studies have shown that Russians are 
rather negative than positive about international migrants [19, 29] and, on the whole, 
they are significantly more hostile than Europeans [5, 6, 20]. The high level of 
xenophobia (at 60%) among the Russian population [17] and its persistence [31] 
indicate the importance of migration issues in Russian society and the relevance 
of the migration agenda in public discourse.

I. V. Ivleva and A. V. Tavrovsky note that, on the one hand,

“due to the presence of migrants, the ethnic diversity of the population increas-
es, the labour market develops, social and cultural landscapes are enriched with 
new ideas and practices. On the other hand, the increasing diversity caused by 
migration challenges the established social order and may contribute to the 
growth of tensions in the host society” [21, p. 150]. 

People persist in showing negative attitude towards international migrants, which 
maintains social anxiety and mutual distrust. 

Thus, at the social level, ethnic stratification and ethnicization of problems are 
developing [21]. Some authors think that “groups grow mutually distant and iso-
lated, partnership practices are not being formed, migrants find it more and more 
difficult to adapt to the unfamiliar environment”. [14; 15; 47; 9]. We should support 
the idea that “this can result in the host society discriminating and limiting the 
rights of certain migrants, with international migrants getting hostile and aggres-
sive” [2, p. 19; 26].

The growing popularity of centre-right, xenophobic social movements in 
Europe proves that politically prevalent negative attitudes towards internation-
al migrants among the population has the potential to strengthen anti-migrant 
positions in the political party agenda. If the local community rejects immigrants, 
it can influence social policy of the host states, particularly the principles of 
social security and welfare system. A. Schmidt-Catran and D. Spies emphasize 
that the immigrant stereotype spread in the society mediates between individu-
al attitudes towards migrants and evaluation of the social policy [34]. For ex-
ample, Europeans perceive migrants as less determined, less motivated, and less 
able to work hard, and therefore not deserving support from the state-funded 
social security system [25, 44]. Many White Americans describe African-Amer-
icans as lazy and indulged to work, and suspect them of abusing welfare pro-
grammes [13]. Nevertheless, the attitude towards the state welfare system is not, 
according to researchers, sociologically influenced by the perception of immi-
grants, but is conditioned by widespread stereotypes about “lazy migrants” [13, 
p. 1011; 34, p. 244].

Given potentially negative social and political consequences of xenophobia, it 
is important to understand what ensures the spreading persistent rejection of inter-
national migrants in the Russian society.
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Methodologically, negative attitudes towards immigrants in Russia can be ex-
plained within several theoretical approaches.

Social identity theory. The theory of social identity (and the related national 
identity) states that under the “post-socialist” and “post-imperialist” shift, accom-
panied by a systemic value transformation and by intense territorial mobility “be-
tween the former centre and periphery, the Russian society attempts to understand 
its new identity, constructing a post-Soviet differentiation between “fellow coun-
trymen” (compatriots) and “strangers” (migrants)” [1].

The theory of displaced aggression. The social world grows increasingly com-
plex due to the processes of simultaneous globalization and glocalization, techno-
logical development, threats of terrorist attacks and natural disasters, as well as 
economic instability, which leads to increased social tensions that require détente. 
In this situation, migrant-phobia as a displacement of social tension, according to 
L. D. Gudkov, “becomes a necessary component of the adaptation response from 
the host community” [18, p. 65]. Nevertheless, sociologists note that certain objects 
of rejection can change within the socio-political context. For example, despite 
persistent anti-migrant attitudes, Russians do not reveal a persistent pronounced 
conflict potential. This can be explained by the fact that in the 2010s the Russian 
public discourse saw images of “strangers” more annoying than migrants, caused 
by “increased negativism towards Ukraine, European countries and the United 
States” [30]. Moreover, “a dissatisfying pension reform and a deteriorating eco-
nomic situation in the country when the ‘channeling of negative sentiments’ to the 
West has exhausted” may be the reason why Russians grew xenophobic in 2018 
[26]. Thus, “xenophobia can arise in response to internal tensions and complexes, 
but then it entails a projective reaction of justifying one’s ill-will by others’ dislike 
and aggression” [18, p. 65].

The theory of intergroup competition. This theory explains anti-migrant senti-
ments by the perception of migrants as real or potential competitors in the labour 
market [11]. Considering the field of employment and the level of wages of the 
vast majority of labour migrants, scientists have found that they are perceived as 
potential competitors by residents belonging to the group of low-skilled workers, 
as well as by those who feel economically vulnerable. In this case the negative 
perception of migrants as competitors in the labour market does not differ from the 
perception of any other social or professional group, if regarded by residents as 
threatening to their employment, i.e. to their subjective economic wellbeing. This 
perception of migrants is negative, but it is not based on prejudice [34, p. 245].

The intergroup threat theory. This theory explains perception of international 
migrants as uninvited guests by the fear of losing resources due to the invasion of 
“strangers”. This perception of migrants is based on the group division into “dom-
inant” (in-group/us) and “subordinate” (out-group/them) and on the belief that cer-
tain resources, such as jobs and/or social security, should only be available to resi-
dents, i.e. members of the “in-group”. Migrants’ real or imaginary claims to certain 
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resources are perceived by the local community as an economic (real) or cultural 
(symbolic) threat to the privileged/dominant position of residents as a group [39].

Migrants may be regarded as “strangers” due to several reasons, such as resident 
group self-identification, or claiming residents’ dominant position, or channeling 
dissatisfaction with something else, but what they have in common is prejudice 
against migrants, negative attitude and stereotype, i.e. elements of social background 
created by the mass media.

National research of covering migration issues in the mass media notes the pri-
mary importance and huge opportunities of the mass media “in influencing the 
perception of a particular event, fact, phenomenon, including migration and mi-
grants” [45, p. 184]. Scientists emphasize that the mass media, by creating certain 
“images, assessments and stereotypes in the public consciousness, influence certain 
inter-ethnic attitudes and public opinion on migration issues”. [2, p. 18; 14, p. 88]. 
Having such opportunities and power, the mass media “can act as catalysts for 
conflicts or form a tolerant attitude of the host society towards migrants and fa-
cilitate their adaptation.” [4, p. 672].

Analysing the role of the mass media within the study of xenophobia in Russia 
is particularly important because this role in creating negativity towards migrants 
in our country is assessed by scholars as being potentially higher than in Western 
countries. This is due to the fact that explanatory models of attitudes towards mi-
grants in stable democratic states, which have long been involved in the interna-
tional migration process, cannot be unconditionally confirmed on Russian empiri-
cal data. In particular, the Western tradition generally recognizes the predictors of 
attitudes towards migrants, such as socio-economic status (intergroup competition 
theory), worldview and cultural values (value theory), as well as demographic 
characteristics, but they do not influence likewise the formation of attitudes towards 
migrants in Russia [16, 17]. Consequently, other potential predictors of Russians’ 
attitudes towards migrants, such as media rhetotic or subjective psychological 
characteristics (e.g. bias in social dominance), become increasingly important [6].

Taking into account the dynamics of xenophobia among the Russian population, 
on the one hand, and the role of mass media in creating a biased image of migrants 
among residents, on the other hand, we hypothesise that the negative portrayal of 
labour migrants in Russian media discourse is not only present but increasing, 
despite the official policy banning hate speech and ethnicization of crime.

METHODOLOGY
In order to theoretically test this hypothesis, we analysed Russian scientific research 
on the image of migration and migrants in Russian mass media published over the 
past decade. The selection was performed through the scientific electronic library 
platform eLIBRARY using the key phrase “image of migrants in the mass media” 
with the publication date limit of 2010-2020. As a result, we obtained a list of 55 
scientific articles, excluded those that analysed the image of migrants in interna-
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tional mass media as well as those with denied free access (either the text was not 
accessible or it was offered for a fee). The remaining 28 articles were sorted out, 
we excluded those not based on empirical research and/or not setting out its meth-
odology. This resulted in a sample of 17 scientific articles, and their analysis formed 
the basis for the present study.

The selected articles were analysed according to the following criteria: 1) theo-
retical and methodological approaches that constitute the framework of media 
discourse research on the migration process and data analysis methods used by 
scientists; 2) the type (print media, TV, Internet) and level (federal, republican, 
regional); 3) the sample size; 4) genres and rubrics used by the mass media to rep-
resent migration and migrants; 5) the main characteristics of migrants’ images as 
recorded by national researchers.

The concept of migrant’s image was defined according to N. N. Ablazhey, who 
interprets it 

“as a socio-cultural phenomenon, representing a set of rational and irrational 
judgements based on evaluations, feelings and associations. <...> The image 
includes stereotypes and mythologemes. <...> an image of a migrant is formed: 
directly 1) on the basis of wide social practice and direct observation; and indi-
rectly 2) in the process of drawing public opinion” [2, p. 17-18]. 

The same definition is used by N. P. Goncharova [14], whose article was also 
selected for the present analysis.

The representation of the image of migrants in the national mass media was 
characterized through the methods of visual representations of social actors by 
T. van Leewven [43] and his discourse evaluation model, which includes the fol-
lowing elements: 1) categories of migrants and social contexts included and not 
included in the representation (exclusion); 2) migrants’ roles in media (roles); 
3) accentuation of migrants’ individuality or typicality (individuality or social type); 
4) representation of migrants as independent social actors or as a homogenous 
group (individuals and groups); 5) analysis of positive or negative values/associa-
tions attributed to migrants, and the presence or absence of exaggeration of their 
physical features (cultural and biological categorization).

RESULTS
National social studies devoted to migration media discourse fall within the meth-
ods of the theories relevant to explaining host community attitudes towards mi-
grants—intercultural communication, intergroup threat, cognitive dissonance, 
contact theory—and, therefore, confirm their hypotheses. 

“Intercultural communication theory proceeds from the premise that both mi-
grants and the host community form social images of each other, according to 
N. Ablazhey. With dominant non-judgmental and emotionally neutral images, 
social interaction is not complicated, it becomes predictable and conflict-free. 
When judgmental characteristics and emotionally metaphorical features appear 
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in mutual generalized representations, prejudices arise, and intergroup interac-
tion becomes complicated” [2, p. 18]. 

The leading role in mutual perception is played by direct interaction (contact theory). 
However, when personal communication is difficult or impossible due to none or 
rare interaction (in case of migrants and residents), the main role in the process of 
image making is played by the media. According to the intergroup threat theory, 

“the press helps to “transfer” the rejection of a certain group from every day, 
unformed stereotypes to the level of externally justified motives of the “oth-
er”/”strange” behaviour. This forms both the opposition “us – them” / “in – out” 
and the corresponding stereotypes in the public consciousness” [2, pp. 18-19]. 

According to the theory of cognitive dissonance, mass media contribute to creating 
the existing image of migrants in the public consciousness; therefore, representa-
tion of migrants and migration in mass media reflects the structure and content of 
the corresponding public discourse.

The past decade has seen national social research on the representation of the 
migration process in the Russian mass media aiming at: 1) analyzing the nature of 
information messages on migration; 2) evaluating the content of media discourse 
to form a tolerant or intolerant attitude of residents towards labour migrants; 3) 
studying the peculiarities of migrant image making and perception, including those 
of the Russian mass media; 4) identifying the problems of constructing an image 
of “strangers” in contemporary Russian society, with labour migrants as an ex-
ample; 5) describing the types of images of migrants created and broadcast by the 
media; 6) identifying metaphorical patterns in rhetoric about migration; 7) compar-
ing the representation of migrants in official discourse and in social media.

The press at all levels—regional, national, and federal—is traditionally the ob-
ject of analysis. Nevertheless, given that the popularity of newspapers has been 
steadily declining over the past decade, the leading position of TV remains, and 
the Internet is expanding its audience every year, studies on the representation of 
migration and migrants are increasingly becoming focused on the latter two infor-
mation channels.

Content analysis, discourse analysis and semantic analysis are used to analyse 
media discourse. Samples range from hundreds to thousands of texts and within 
hundreds of photos and video clips over a one-year period.

The information is collected according to the news topics on international mi-
grants; the headlines; the genre and the dominant connotation (negative, positive 
or neutral); frequent lexical units used to describe migrants; the number of stories 
over the given period and the space taken.

Genre trends in texts about migrants are not clearly visible. Information messages 
and reviews dominate. Interviews, opinion articles, essays and commentaries are 
equally represented. News items, comedy shows and talk shows are prevalent on TV.

Proceeding from the premise that attitudes towards a group are determined by 
the group image with its potential, and using T. van Leewven’s model for analysis 



SIBERIAN SOCIUM

28 vol. 4  |  no. 4 (14)  |  2020

SSSS O. A. Iakimova, pp. 22-40

[43], we considered the characteristics of migrants’ images constructed by the mass 
media and recorded by the researchers of Russian media discourse.

1. Categories of migrants and social contexts included and not included in 
representation (exclusion). The topical media rhetoric on migration traditionally 
includes the issues of interethnic interaction, adaptation and intercultural integration 
of immigrants; the problems of regulating migration processes and social services 
for migrants; the fight against illegal migration, public phobias of terrorist threats 
and fears of residents to be displaced from the labour market [15, p. 91; 23, p. 54].

Mass media focus mainly on two categories of migrants in Russia – a) labour 
migrants and b) illegal migrants, whose stories are woven into a negative or neutral 
rather than positive social contexts.

Negative representations of migrants are characterized by the highest degree of 
events, compared to neutral and positive representations. Journalists and bloggers 
narrate about migrants in the context of dangers posed by them to the material 
well-being of residents and their culture; they emphasize that the presence of mi-
grants exacerbates existing social problems related to crime and spread of drug 
addiction, and creates additional epidemiological threats [2, p. 18; 45, p. 185]. This 
statement can be illustrated by the titles of videos on YouTube selected for the study 
by E. Danilko: “Migrants: robbery”; “Migrants: prostitution”; “Migrants: murder”, 
“Migrants: rape”, “Migrants: drug dealers”, etc. [8, p. 13]. Since the majority of 
migrants belong to the Muslim religion, their stories are connected 

“quite often with a discussion of the threatening spread of non-traditional 
Islam and its radical manifestations, the involvement of migrants in the pen-
etration of alien ideological trends and extremist organisations into the coun-
try” [28, p. 255].

Neutral stories are mainly about issues related to law enforcement and applica-
tion of the Russian legislation to international migrants. In this case migrants turn 
out to be the object of state regulation [27, p. 166].

Migrants’ representation is positive in stories about: a) “national and cultural 
holidays” of migrants [24, p. 93], b) the lack of labour for the country’s economy 
to function and develop well [45, p. 185], c) “education”, where migrants share 
their experiences and advice on “obtaining citizenship, finding a job, organizing 
their own business” [8, p. 14], that is, they tell the world about themselves. The 
paradox of such information resources is that, as a rule, both the producers of con-
tent and their audience are migrants themselves, so such materials have no notice-
able impact “on the general level of negative information noise” about migrants 
[8, p. 15]. Very little attention is given to representing the experience of coexistence 
of different peoples in Russia, the peculiarities of their culture in mass media in 
general [12, p. 109].

2. Migrants’ roles in the mass media (roles). According to scientific research, 
the following roles are allocated to migrants in Russian media discourse:
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1) “Invaders”: migrants act “as a tool to displace residents from the labour 
market” [2, p. 18] and, moreover, can play the role of “an anthropological 
weapon in an undeclared demographic war” [38, p. 115]. Migrants pose a 
threat to residents, as they try to take over Moscow, for example, and claim 
the same rights as residents [8, p. 16]. Allocating the role of invaders to mi-
grants is reflected in “newly-formed place names marking the territories 
“occupied” by migrants: Moskvabad, Churkistan”. [8, p. 18]. According to 
A. P. Chudinov’s typology [7], hydronym metaphors associated with the 
frame “water movement” are used as a tool for constructing an image of 
migrants as invaders: “The mass media widely uses such phrases as “wave 
that swept the country”, “influx of migrants”, “flow of illegal migrants”, 
“influx of migrants”, “outflow of migrants” [22, p. 33]. The association of 
the migration process with the natural disaster help the media to label mi-
gration as a phenomenon that is uncontrollable and potentially dangerous. 

2) “Enemies”: this role and its corresponding image echo the role of “invaders” 
described above. Sociomorphic militaristic metaphors with the frame “war” 
act as a tool for constructing the image of the “enemy”: “army of migrants”, 
“migrants attacking”, etc. “Metaphors associated with military frames con-
tribute to negative perception of migrants, as they associate them with ene-
mies that pose a threat to the residents” [22, p. 34]. Migrants as “enemies” 
give a sense of “danger, tension, and anxiety” to the members of the host 
community [36, p. 194].

3) “Agent provocateurs”: labour migrants act as instigators of quarrels and 
fights both with locals and with each other (this refers to conflicts between 
migrants of different nationalities: Tajiks with Uzbeks, etc.) [45, p 185].

4) “Criminals”: the representation of migrants as criminals can be found in 
stories about migrants involved in the illegal sale of alcohol and drug traf-
ficking [24, pp. 93-94], in violent crimes – “murder, robbery, burglary, rape, 
fights” [28, p. 254]; about “illegal migration leading to the problem of ter-
rorism” [35, p. 42]. The number of alarming materials “which say that mi-
grants who have lost their jobs will inevitably join the ranks of petty crimi-
nals” [33, p. 397] increases during social and economic crises: this was the 
case at the break and during the 2008 crisis, and at the beginning of intro-
ducing work and travel restrictions due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

5) “Victims”: much less often than in the roles described above, migrants ap-
pear as victims of adverse circumstances or as victims of deception by un-
scrupulous employers. This rhetoric characterizes migrants as naive and 
innocent, which provokes public “sympathy and pity rather than rejection” 
[21, p. 160-161].

6) “Professionals”: when mentioning migrants in this role, the media use terms 
with positive connotations – “specialists, partners, guests, neighbours” [28, 
p. 257]. The Russian mass media rarely refer to migrants as professionals.
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On the whole, researchers agree that the predominant concept of representation 
of labour migrants in the Russian media is their opposition to residents, as “strang-
ers”, facilitated by allocating the alarming and dangerous roles of “invaders”, 
“enemies”, “agent provocateurs” and “criminals”.

3. Accentuation of migrant individuality or typicality (personality or social 
type). Researchers note that “despite a significant number of media materials de-
voted to migrants, the mass media, including TV, do not form an individual image 
of a migrant” [2, p. 21]. The image of migrants is becoming more and more sche-
matic and faceless for Russians and, as a rule, “characterized by a certain ethnic-
ity” [46, p. 87]. Russians see a migrant as a typical representative of another ethnic 
group. Thus, “the average Russian does not distinguish between migrants from 
Transcaucasian countries and the population of the Russian part of the Caucasus”, 
referring to everyone coming from this vast territory by the set expression “a per-
son of Caucasian nationality” [2, p. 21]. Similarly, all migrants from post-Soviet 
Central Asia are referred to by the metaphor “Tajik(s)” (this may be due to the fact 
that Tajiks were the first labour migrants from Central Asia in Russia). In fact, the 
word “Tajik” has become a synonym for “Gastarbeiter”, and the jargon itself has 
become common in Russian public speech practices [10, 33]. At the same time, 
the images of migrants as villains committing crimes against locals are, as a rule, 
individualized: mass media report their names and certain aspects of their biogra-
phy [21, p. 160]. However, they fit into the general trend of ethnic typicality of 
migrants since these stories also accentuate the ethnicity of migrants [21].

4. Representation of migrants as independent social actors or as a homog-
enous group (individuals and groups). Mass media do not represent migrants as 
independent social actors, but as an inanimate mass, a stream, a pool of labour 
force [2, 14, 46]. Researchers note the characteristics of the depersonalization 
strategy, such as impersonality and multiplicity: “...they are a crowd, even a herd... 
a tribe that has not been civilized, a kishlak mass (“villagers”), a wild and illiterate 
horde” [8, p. 18]. Migrants act as “merchandise to be bought, shipped and deliv-
ered” [22, p. 34] or as “passive objects of checks and raids by law enforcement 
agencies” [21, p. 160]. This can be true for photographs accompanying texts about 
migrants: their original photographs are extremely rare. The images depicting mi-
grants “are dominated by groups of working-age men coming from Central Asia” 
[27, p. 166]. Public attention is not thus focused on the individuality of migrants, 
but on their belonging to a certain social group.

5. Analysis of positive or negative values/associations given to migrants and 
whether or not their physical features are exaggerated (cultural and biological 
categorisation). Mass media emphasize conceptual cultural differences in gender, 
sex, family, and religious norms between migrants and Russian residents [2, 21]. 
Semantic emphasis is placed on the fact that “migrants speak a different language, 
have a different way of thinking, a different culture” [23, p. 54]. Speaking about 
migrants in social networks at the lexical level, content creators in their rhetoric 
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resort to the strategies of a) dehumanization (associating migrants with animals: 
“beasts”, “jackals”, “sheep”); b) humiliation (migrants as the embodiment of men-
tal retardation: “churki”, “churbani”); c) accentuation of otherness (by emphasizing 
phenotypic features: “Muslims”, “blacks”, etc.) [8, p. 16-18]. Such a discourse 
content reinforces the cultural and biological categorization of migrants as bearers 
of a different phenotype, different values and traditions of behaviour.

The representation of migrants is dynamic and related to the stages of develop-
ment of the migration process in Russia. Following are the essential characteristics 
of media rhetoric on migration in dynamics, using the chronological framework 
proposed by I. V. Ivleva and A. V. Tavrovsky [21, p. 150]:

1. 1990-2000 – The stage of Russia’s joining the international migration pro-
cess. This period was characterised by the repatriation of natives from Rus-
sia and their descendants from the former Soviet republics, provoked by the 
newly formed states’ desire for sovereignty, which was often accompanied 
by armed conflicts and Russophobia. The media at the time commonly as-
sociated Central Asia and especially Transcaucasia, as well as their popula-
tion, with violence, war and terror [2, 10].

2. 2000-2010 – The stage of mass labour migration to Russia from Central Asia 
and Transcaucasia. Due to the immigration process, Russia’s cultural and 
ethnic diversity increased, which contributed to the growth of xenophobic 
and anti-migrant sentiments among Russians. Negative perceptions of mi-
grants were mainly shaped by political and media discourse, as politicians 
and journalists misused the topic of migration, exploiting public fears and 
exaggerating the threats posed by migrants. During this period, mass media 
widely discussed the difficulties in adaptation and integration of internation-
al migrants [46], and also the “Chinese threat”, connected with the fear of 
displacement of the Slavic population from most of Russia’s territory [10]. 
The dominant attitude towards migrants became migrant-phobic – cultural 
and ethnic negativism and “poorly concealed nationalism” [2, p. 21].

3. 2010-2014 – The period of economic recession after the 2008 global crisis 
characterised by a turbulent socio-political environment. The migration pol-
icy fluctuated between liberal and restrictive regimes, and a key actor, the 
Federal Migration Service, was reorganised. The Russian government rhet-
oric of that period (e.g. the policy of quota reduction) may be seen as an 
example of “state” or “government” xenophobia1: it is argued that “although 
political elites in democratic states have learned to refrain from overt racist 
statements, public policy itself is capable, through laws, administrative de-
cisions... etc. of constructing a negative image of migrants and migration, 
presenting them as a problem, a threat and a burden for the country” [33, p. 393]. 

1 The concepts of ‘state’/’government’ xenophobia have been introduced and widely used 
by French researchers in relation to the French migration policy. See [42], for example.
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The level of public xenophobia was assessed as rather high. Mass media 
mainly told of various offences committed by migrants [46], the “Chinese 
threat” changed its level from territorial expansion to economic expansion 
(primarily raw material) [2, 10].

4. 2014-2020 – The flow of labour migrants from Central Asia slowed down and 
their total number in Russia decreased (largely due to the restrictive measures). 
Along with the changes in the economic situation (caused by Western sanc-
tions) and the political agenda, the focus of media discourse also changed: 
migration issues were pushed to the periphery of the “agenda”. News topics 
were devoted to more critical issues, such as Crimea as part of Russia, Ukraine, 
an unstable exchange rate of the Ruble, Russia’s participation in the military 
operation in Syria, etc. [12, p. 123; 36, p. 23-24]. Researchers noted something 
“positive in the coverage of the topic of migrants in the media” compared to 
the early 2000s. This was due to a significant reduction in the number of sto-
ries “creating negative ethnic images” of migrants [27, p. 170]. Nevertheless, 
the representation of migrants developed new sociomorphic metaphors asso-
ciated with economic phenomena and anthropomorphic metaphors linking 
migrants with illness, over the last decade [22, p. 36].

The above mentioned changes in the content of media discourse on migration 
and migrants are consistent with the dynamics of Russians’ attitudes towards mi-
grants as recorded by sociological surveys. According to the survey conducted by 
the Russian National Public Opinion Research Center from 2005 to 2018, which 
studied Russians’ opinions about the impact of immigration on the country’s life 
and their perception of migrants [48], Russians became slightly more loyal to im-
migration and immigrants, but they still saw negative consequences and regarded 
international migrants as negative mostly (See Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. The dynamics in the Russians’ opinion on the impact of immigration  
and immigrants on the country’s life
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Immigration is generally good for economic development 
Immigrants increase crime rate
Immigrants make Russia more open to new ideas and cultures
Immigrants create competition in the labour market

Note: According to VCIOM. The figure shows the distribution of the index, which demon-
strates the attitudes of the Russians toward immigration. The index is based on the question 
“To what extent do you agree or disagree with these judgments?”. The response “Most likely 
agree” is assigned a coefficient of 0.9, the response “Partially agree, partially disagree” is 0.5, 
and “Most likely disagree” is 0.1. The index is measured in points and can range from 10 to 
90. For more details, see. [48].
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Thus, the hypothesis of persistent and even increasing negativism in the repre-
sentation of international migrants in the Russian mass media is only partially con-
firmed. Less media attention to migration issues can be

“seen as a positive trend, as the attention of the general public is focused on 
other issues and inter-ethnic tensions are reduced, on the one hand. On the oth-
er hand, the representation of migrants in the media is still assessed as negative 
rather than neutral or positive, and the national and cultural characteristics of 
migrants and their experience of living in Russia remain unrepresented by the 
mass media”. [12, p. 128], 

which makes it difficult to form proper relations between local and immigrant com-
munities. 

Russian research in the field of media discourse and its influence on the formation 
of negative attitudes towards migration and migrants among Russians is limited by 
the lack of causative-consecutive evidence, requiring experimentation. The number 
of research articles under study had a single exception where the author simultane-
ously measured the respondents’ attitudes towards international migrants and their 
assessment of the media content on migration issues (See [14] in particular).

CONCLUSIONS
Our research has shown that contemporary Russian mass media represent migration 
mainly as objective and inevitable. However, they often view this process as a form 
of economic and cultural expansion.

“Recognizing the importance of migration for Russia due to the labour force 
shortage and depopulation, the authorities and journalists as subjects of media 
discourse skillfully actualise the need for a “protective” strategy and strict reg-
ulation of migration flows” [2, p. 18]. 

This rhetoric, broadcast by the media, is readily accepted by the public, which is 
confirmed by public opinion polls, indicating the commitment of Russians to “de-
fensive tactics” in relation to migrants, as well as the widespread migrant-phobia 
among Russians. It is important to note that a similar, “defensive” strategy is fol-
lowed by migrants, who represent a closed and marginalised community, focused 
rather on intragroup interests than on inclusion in the system of social relations in 
Russia” [32, p. 20]. Thus, Russians perceive migrants as a social community out-
side their symbolic society (“we-group”), representing a clearly limited group of 
“outsiders” (“they-group”).

The scientific articles analysed in this study differ from each other in terms of 
research design, the period under consideration and the peculiarities of the studied 
region. However, they all reveal certain similarities in media coverage of migration 
issues, in particular the presence of alarmism. Researchers admit that the Russian 
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mass media do not formally go beyond official political correctness. However, for 
example, negative headlines designed to attract attention and widely used by the 
media are certainly targeted at the potential audience. Rhetoric used by the fed-
eral media to refer to international workers – “migrants”, “guest workers”, give 
way to pejoratives referring to illness, e.g.: “gastarbeiters”, “gastrites” in social 
media [8, p. 18]. This rhetoric may be possible only due to the formal character of 
official political correctness in relation to migrant workers [8, p. 13]. According to 
J. Thompson [41], the construction of negative attitudes towards immigrants by 
the media can take place due to the strategy of “unification” and “concealment” in 
the discursive space. The discursive technique of “unification” allows negative 
meanings associated with illegal migration to be transferred to all the “outsiders” 
at the level of background knowledge, as the media endow migrants with an imag-
inary collective identity. The discursive strategy of “concealment”, in its turn, al-
lows partially or completely shifting the responsibility for the problems of the 
Russian society, such as rising prices, escalation of extremism, demographic crisis, 
etc., onto migrants. [28, p. 260]. According to a number of researchers, giving the 
term migrants negative collocations can also be explained by social and cultural 
classifications that already exist in the Russian society: for example, the attitude 
towards migrants, to a certain extent, reproduces the tradition of disparaging per-
ception of “temporary workers” who are additionally marked by ethnic character-
istics [1, p. 7].

According to E. S. Danilko, 

“when analyzing the mass media, it is important to take into account that a 
modern man is literally immersed into media interaction, which affects their 
everyday experience and perception of reality significantly” [8, p. 12]. 

The peculiarity of the Internet is that opponents are anonymous, and they cannot 
usually be subject to legal action. This leads to potentially conflicting behaviour, 
allowing participants of communication to “more easily overcome ethical restraints 
in the use of ‘hate speech’”1 [8, p. 18]. Most comments on the Internet are not 
moderated, and it is there on the Internet that giving nicknames to ethnic groups 
constructs the images of “outsiders”, and “ethnic hierarchy is strengthened and 
adjusted” [3, p. 2]. This is the reason why the importance of social networks, blogs 
and online publications in the study of migrant-phobia has been increasing rapidly 
in the past decade. New media provide scientists with vast amounts of data for 
research, requiring the use of the latest technologies of data collection and analysis, 
which are not yet used by national researchers. Keeping in mind that 2020 marked 
the next stage in the migration process, due to the worldwide work and travel re-
strictions, the questions of interest are whether the Covid-19 pandemic has had any 

1 A phenomenon called by J. Suler “The Online Disinhibition Effect” [40].
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impact on the attitudes of Russians towards international migrants or whether the 
migration rhetoric and the images of labour migrants conveyed by the media have 
changed.
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