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1. Aims and Objectives of the Study

This study was conducted in February 2026 using focus-group interviews. Its main aim
was to obtain an in-depth picture of the value orientations, behavioural attitudes and
worldview of urban Russian youth aged 18-30.

The substantive scope of the study covered the following key questions:

e What are young people's real, rather than declared, life priorities?

e Howreceptive are young people to state ideological narratives, including military-
patriotic ones?

e How do young people perceive the notion of the 'West' and Western culture?

e What is their attitude towards emigration and towards those who have left the
country?

e How do young people organise their information behaviour under conditions of
state-imposed internet restrictions?

e [sthe 'turn to the East' culturally meaningful for this generation?

The study addresses a specific question: it seeks to verify or refute the two most
widespread narratives about Russian youth in Western discourse and in official Russian
discourse.

e Narrative one: young people are divided into two camps — Z-patriots and hidden
liberals.

e Narrative two: the 18-30 generation has 'internalised' a pro-war and pro-state
ideology through the system of military-patriotic education.

The focus-group method was selected as the optimal instrument for eliciting latent
attitudes — those that cannot be measured through questionnaire surveys. Particular
analytical value attaches to unintended slips, contradictions in participants’ statements,
group dynamics and spontaneous remarks: it is precisely there that the genuine value
structure emerges, rather than the socially desirable response.

The study pursued the following tasks:

e to describe the hierarchy of young people's life priorities;

e toidentify the actual level of political involvement and attitudes towards the war;
e to assess the effectiveness of state programmes of military-patriotic education in
terms of real value transformation;

e to explore the semantic field of the notion of the 'West';

e torecord attitudes towards emigration and those who have left;

e toassess information practices under conditions of online blocking.



2. Main Findings (Brief Summary)

Evidence from eight focus groups casts doubt on two widely circulating narratives about
Russian youth. The first is that there are supposedly two groups of young Russians — Z-
patriots and hidden liberals. The second is that young people have internalised a pro-war
ideology through Lessons in Courage, the Movement of the First and Yunarmiya. At least
within the bounds of this panel, the evidence does not confirm these theses.

The portrait that emerges from the transcripts is that of a pragmatic, apolitical generation
deeply oriented towards consumption, whose cultural matrix remains Western. State
ideological projects leave no significant trace.

Five key conclusions:

e young people are homogeneous in their pragmatism, regardless of their declared
views;

e under no circumstances will the eastern vector replace Western cultural
orientation;

e the notion of the 'West' is associated first and foremost with a consumer way of
life rather than with politics;

e emigration is perceived as a legitimate choice, and those who leave are not
condemned;

e VPNs are an everyday tool, while blocking measures are a technical irritant that
acquires a political dimension.

3. Research Protocol

Each focus group followed a common protocol. Unintended slips and contradictions in
participants’ statements were treated as analytically valuable, since it is precisely there
that the genuine value structure becomes visible.

¢ Block 1. Warm-up — Self-presentation, occupation, interests.

¢ Block 2. Everyday priorities — What matters right now, plans for the near
future.

¢ Block 3. Information behaviour — News sources, blocking measures, VPNs.
¢ Block 4. Attitudes to current developments — Perceptions of the current
situation and of government decisions.

¢ Block 5. Values and identity — Patriotism, the 'West', the 'turn to the East'.

¢ Block 6. Prospects — Plans for life abroad, conditions for a better life.

e Block 7. The military theme (indirectly) — military-patriotic education,

attitudes to conscription and mobilisation.



4. Composition of Participants and Rationale for the
Sample

4.1. Official Data on Youth Aged 18-30

According to Rosstat and the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, as of 1 January
2023 Russia had approximately 33.5 million people aged 14-35 (23% of the country’s
population). Of this number, the 18-30 age range accounts for an estimated 19-20 million
people. The gender composition of young people is virtually balanced: according to the
Rosstat, in 2022-2023 Russia had roughly equal numbers of young people of both
genders.1

The structure of employment within the target age range is markedly heterogeneous. The
20-24 group has a mixed employment profile: according to Rosstat, about 54% of young
people of this age participate in the labour force (a significant share combine study with
work). The 25-29 group is “hyper-employed”: nearly 90% of this group are in work or
seeking work.2 The youth unemployment rate in the 15-29 age group fell from 10.7% in
2020 to 5.2% in 20243

The sectoral structure of employment among young people aged 15-34 in 2024
(according to Rosstat’s labour-force sample survey) was as follows: education and
training — 36.1%; wholesale and retail trade — 15.3%; public administration and
national security — 11.6%; transport and storage — 9.6%; health and social services —
7.2%.* According to recruitment platforms, young people are most in demand in IT, sales
and customer service, marketing, retail and media.>

Among employed young people aged 20-24, men account for around 57%°¢; the main
educational level is secondary vocational education (51%), while only 18% have higher

" Rosstat: Population of the Russian Federation by Sex and Age //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/compendium/document/13284

2 Rosstat: Labor and Employment in Russia 2025 //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/storage/mediabank/Trud 2025.pdf

3 KomMepcaHTs: Russia’s Unemployment Rate Returned to a Record Low Level //
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/7737958

4 Rosstat: Results of the Labor Force Sample Survey //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/compendium/document/13265

5 HH: The Most In-Demand Industries for Young Professionals // https://hh.ru/article/32303

6 Rosstat: Labor and Employment in Russia 2025 //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/storage/mediabank/Trud 2025.pdf
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education (young people enter the labour market actively before completing university).”
Three quarters of young people aged 14-35 live in cities.?

4.2. Parameters of the Study Sample

A total of 8 focus groups were conducted in February 2026. Each group comprised 8
participants; in all, 64 participants aged 18-30 took part.

Group Date Audience Characteristics

FG-1 01.02.2026 Mixed, students and working youth, aged 18-24
FG-2 01.02.2026  Working youth, IT specialists, aged 22-30

FG-3 01.02.2026  Mixed, varied professions, aged 20-28

FG-4 01.02.2026  Predominantly salaried staff, aged 22-30

FG-5 09.02.2026  Mixed, varied income levels, aged 18-28

FG-6 09.02.2026  Working youth, services and IT, aged 25-30
FG-7 10.02.2026  Mixed, young professionals, aged 22-30

FG-8 10.02.2026  Mixed, focus on young professionals, aged 20-30

Rationale for the composition of the groups. The sample was constructed so as to reflect
the actual employment structure of urban young people aged 18-30. Each group
consisted of 8 participants — the optimal size for a focus group, ensuring sufficient
diversity of positions while maintaining manageable group dynamics.

Gender parity was maintained in line with demographic data: men and women were
represented equally.

The presence of students in FG-1 and FG-3 reflects the real distribution: in the 18-24 age
group, around half combine study with work.

IT specialists were singled out in FG-2 and FG-6 as the most mobile, digitally active and
potentially emigration-oriented stratum. Participants from trade, services and
production were represented in the remaining groups in accordance with Rosstat data
on the predominance of these sectors in the structure of youth employment.

Important methodological caveat: the sample is not statistically representative of Russian
youth as a whole. The findings should properly be interpreted as characteristic of

7 Rosstat: Results of the Labor Force Sample Survey //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/compendium/document/13265

8 Rosstat: Population of the Russian Federation by Sex and Age //
https://rosstat.gov.ru/compendium/document/13284
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employed urban young people. Young people from small towns, rural areas and those not
in employment would require separate study.

5. Results: Analysis by Theme

5.1. Everyday values: consumer orientation as the basic disposition

Across all eight groups, the recurring spontaneous topics were career, income, housing,
travel and consumption. Politics, patriotism and the military operation were raised only
in response to direct prompts from the moderator.

"l want a decent job, a decent salary, a place of my own. | want to

travel. Is that really too much?"
Participant |, FG-1

"What matters to me is money, working remotely, and being able to live
normally. Everything else is secondary."
Participant G, FG-2

"We all need money, careers and a normal life. That is not betrayal of
the motherland — it is simply life."
Participant A, FG-4
Preliminary conclusion: the hierarchy of participants’ values, judging by the
evidence from this panel, is predominantly consumer-oriented and focused on
personal wellbeing.

5.2. Political apathy: the norm rather than the exception

Participants across all groups display a stable political apathy — regardless of their
declared views.

"l do not get involved in politics. It does not interest me. Let them sort it
out themselves."
Participant F, FG-6

"Well, yes, | support the President. But that does not mean | follow
everything. | am getting on with my own life."
Participant |, FG-3
Preliminary conclusion: “support for the authorities” is a passive default stance
rather than an active ideological position.



5.3. Attitudes towards the war: fatigue instead of a position

The subject of the war evokes fatigue and a desire “not to think about it” — a consistent
pattern of reaction across all eight groups.

"l try not to think about it. My nerves are worth more."
Participant H, FG-5

"It is not my war. | am not going anywhere. | have my own life."
Participant F, FG-8

"Honestly? | would try to dodge it. Or leave." / "Everyone would buy a
certificate. Let us be honest about it."
Dialogue, FG-6
Preliminary conclusion: willingness for military self-sacrifice is effectively absent
among participants in this panel — not a single statement of that kind was recorded
across the eight groups.

5.4. Military-patriotic education: ritual without substance

State programmes of military-patriotic education are perceived as a dull formality that
has left no lasting imprint on values.

"Lessons in Courage? They gathered us together, someone talked

about something. | was sitting on my phone."
Participant G, FG-5

"At school they raised the flag and sang the anthem. It felt like an

obligation. Like exercise. You did it and forgot about it."
Participant A, FG-1

"l was in Yunarmiya. They gave us nice uniforms. There was no
ideology. Just activities."
Participant |, FG-8
Preliminary conclusion: programmes of military-patriotic education, on the
available evidence, did not form any real value orientations among this group of
participants.

5.5. The media and trust in information

No participant identified television as their main source of information. Participants
display a low overall level of trust in the media.

"Television? | do not watch it at all. | do not even have one at home."
Participant C, FG-6



"l do not know who is right. | trust neither our media nor theirs."
Participant E, FG-6

Preliminary conclusion: participants’ media consumption takes place within a
decentralised digital environment. State informational influence through
television is effectively non-functional for this audience.

5.6. Internet restrictions and VPNs

Blocking measures are an emotionally charged issue. The response is unanimous:
irritation, but not capitulation.

"They have throttled YouTube — it is simply insulting. No domestic
equivalent can replace it."
Participant C, FG-5

"Everyone | know has a VPN. It is already standard."
Participant G, FG-5

Preliminary conclusion: the policy of internet restrictions is not achieving its goal,
but it is producing a durable negative attitude towards the state.

5.7. The 'West': what young people mean by the term

One of the most revealing episodes of the study was the participants’ reaction to the word
“West”. Notably, a considerable part of the audience initially interpreted it not in political
terms but in a purely everyday and cultural context. This is in itself analytically
significant: among young people, a word around which a substantial share of official
Russian discourse has been built does not automatically trigger a political frame.

When moderators asked participants to name their first association with the word
“West”, the responses fell into several semantic clusters:

The consumer-lifestyle cluster: the West was associated with specific brands, ways
of life and high-quality goods: “IKEA”, “McDonald’s”, “Europe is when you can buy
what you want”.

The cinematic and pop-cultural cluster: “the Wild West” — the immediate response
of several participants who were clearly perceiving the phrase through the prism
of westerns and American pop culture rather than politics.

The geographical meaning: some participants initially asked what was meant — a
point of the compass or a political concept. “West? You mean — that way?” —
accompanied by a pointing gesture.



Political meaning: only some participants immediately offered a political
interpretation (“the United States”, “NATO”, “sanctions”); as a rule, these tended to
be the more sceptical members of the audience.

This multiplicity of meanings is a fundamentally important observation. Official discourse
treats the “West” as a politically charged enemy or seducer. In the minds of young people,
the word occupies a completely different place: it signifies quality of life, freedom of
consumption, cinema, music and the possibility of travel. For part of the audience, its
political charge is secondary or absent altogether.

"The West? Well... it is beautiful there. Life is normal there. You can
simply live there."
Participant D, FG-3

"The Wild West! That is the first thing that comes to mind." [laughter,

several people nod]
Participant B, FG-2

"When | heard ‘West’, | thought of a cartoon about travelling westwards.
And it also makes me think of treasure."
Participant B, FG-2

"The West is where everything works. That is all."
Participant G, FG-7

"| listen to Western music. | watch American and European series. That
is normal and it is not going to change."
Participant G, FG-2

"You can ban McDonald’s, you can shut down Instagram. But you
cannot force people to want something else. | want to live the way
normal people live in normal countries."

Participant A, FG-4

"A normal life is when you can go to Europe, buy what you want, and not
think about whether another site will be blocked tomorrow."
Participant D, FG-3

"l have friends in Berlin and Amsterdam. | look at how they live — that is

what | want. Not Shanghai, not Dubai — precisely that."

Participant E, FG-7
Preliminary conclusion: in the minds of participants in this panel, the notion of the
“West” carries above all a consumer and cultural, rather than political, meaning.
Sanctions and blocking measures have created technical obstacles, but they have
not altered the generation’s cultural compass. The East is not perceived as an

alternative.



5.8. The East as an alternative: not accepted

The official narrative of a “turn to the East” meets with sustained rejection — above all
because of cultural incompatibility.

"China is a partner, fair enough. But | do not want to live as people do

in China. Those are different things."
Participant F, FG-6

"The East? No. We still look to the West. It is in our blood. That is how
culture has formed us. It cannot be changed."
Participant C, FG-8
Preliminary conclusion: China and the “eastern vector” do not constitute a real
cultural alternative.

5.9. Emigration: a legitimate choice and understanding of those who
have left

Emigration proved to be one of the most actively discussed topics in all groups. The key
analytical finding is that leaving the country does not provoke condemnation either
among those who themselves do not plan to leave or among those who are considering
such a possibility. The narrative that “those who leave are traitors”, actively promoted by
part of the Russian media, is not reproduced in this audience.

Attitudes towards those who have left

"Traitors? No, | do not think so. They simply chose a different path. It is
their life."
Participant G, FG-7

"Condemn those who left? For what? A person is looking for something

better. That is a normal desire."
Participant D, FG-5

"I have a friend in Germany. She is not an enemy. She just lives where
life is better for her. | understand her."
Participant H, FG-3

"Half of my former classmates are in different countries. Some are in
Armenia, some in Georgia, some already in Europe. That is normal.
That is life."

Participant A, FG-6



"l do not condemn anyone. | understand everyone. Whoever left —
good for them, they found an opportunity. Whoever stayed — that is

fine too. It is a personal choice."
Participant C, FG-4

"Some people say they betrayed the country, that they ran away. Well, |
do not know. | would have left too if | had had the opportunity. What is

there to be ashamed of?"
Participant B, FG-2

"They left not because they are enemies. They left because they

wanted to live normally. Those are different things."
Participant E, FG-8

Participants’ own emigration intentions

"l think about leaving. Not because | am against Russia, but because |

want different opportunities.”
Participant E, FG-6

"Some of my friends have left. | understand them. If | had the

opportunity, | would consider it too."
Participant B, FG-3

"I have not left myself — not yet. But if the opportunity came through, |
would think seriously about it. Everything here is very unpredictable."
Participant F, FG-8

"None of us knows what will happen in a year’s time. Leaving is not
cowardice. It is simply common sense."
Participant C, FG-2

"l would leave. Seriously. If it were not for my family. Not because

things are bad — simply because there are more opportunities there."
Participant D, FG-1

"Erasmus, an internship abroad, a job there — these are normal
aspirations. That does not mean you are betraying anyone."
Participant F, FG-8

"l would not say everyone wants to leave for good. But almost everyone
wants to try living there. It is simply curiosity about life."
Participant H, FG-5

Preliminary conclusion: leaving Russia is perceived as a legitimate,
understandable and non-stigmatised life choice. The narrative that “those who
leave are traitors” is not reproduced in this audience. This is itself an important



value marker: solidarity is built not around loyalty to the state, but around
personal wellbeing.

6. Detailed Conclusions of the Study

6.1. The myth that there are “two youths” requires revision

The value structure of participants, regardless of their declared political views, shows a
fundamental similarity. The difference between the putative “patriot” and the putative
“liberal” in a focus group is, apparently, a difference in rhetoric rather than in basic values.
Both want career advancement, a stable income, the possibility to consume, to travel and
to live in comfort.

For most participants, “support for the authorities” is passive conformism — an attempt
to avoid conflict with the dominant narrative while retaining a genuine orientation
towards personal wellbeing. This “support” is expressed neither in a willingness to serve
in the army nor in condemnation of those who have left.

6.2. The state ideological apparatus: stalling rather than advancing

The thesis that the 18-30 generation has “massively internalised” a pro-state and pro-
war ideology through Lessons in Courage, the Movement of the First and Yunarmiya is, at
least within the bounds of this panel, not confirmed.

State programmes have passed through this generation without leaving a noticeable
ideological imprint. They are perceived as a ritual formality — formally complied with
and immediately forgotten. Television, as an instrument of agenda-setting for this
audience, is effectively non-functional. Official narratives are reproduced superficially,
without engagement and without any readiness to turn them into real action.

An important caveat: this does not mean that young people are opposed to the state. They
are simply indifferent to its ideological projects. There is a vast difference between “has
not internalised the ideology” and “actively resists”. Most participants fall into the former
category.

6.3. The Western cultural compass: stable and resistant to political
recoding

Neither sanctions, nor blocking measures, nor the official rhetoric about “unfriendly
countries” has altered the cultural orientation of young people. The West remains a point
of reference in culture, consumption, standards of living and career ambitions.



Crucially, in participants’ minds the “West” is above all a way of life rather than a political
actor. Associations such as “the Wild West”, references to specific brands and holiday
destinations — all this indicates that the notion of the “West” operates in a consumer
rather than a political register. This makes it far more resistant to propaganda: it is much
harder to fight against an image of a desirable life than against a political enemy.

6.4. The “East” is not becoming a cultural alternative

China is perceived by participants pragmatically — as a trading partner and as a source
of inexpensive goods and technologies — but emphatically not as a cultural matrix or a
desirable place to live.

Not a single participant expressed a desire to travel to China, learn Chinese or build a
career oriented towards the Asian market as a life priority. The official narrative of the
“turn to the East” as an equivalent alternative to the Western vector finds no cultural
resonance in this audience.

6.5. Emigration: normalisation and the absence of censure

One of the most significant conclusions is that emigration orientations have become part
of a normalised discourse within the youth milieu. This concerns not only participants’
own intentions, but also their assessment of those who have already left.

The narrative of the “traitor/fugitive”, widely used in official media, is not reproduced in
this audience. Moreover, it is clearly avoided even by those who declare “support” for
state policy. A person who has left is described as “someone who found an opportunity”
or “someone who made their choice” — with a neutral or positive connotation.

Analytically, this is significant: it means that the state’s strategy of stigmatising
emigration in this age cohort apparently does not work. Cross-border mobility is
perceived as a personal right rather than as betrayal.

6.6. The digital generation: life beyond the “red lines”

This generation exists within a global digital space. State borders on the internet are
perceived as technical obstacles, removed with the help of VPNs, without political
reflection.

The VPN has been transformed from a “political tool” into a basic form of digital hygiene:
everyone in participants’ social circles uses it; it is neither discussed nor reflected upon.
Attempts to create a “sovereign” internet or replace Western platforms with domestic
equivalents meet with no acceptance: participants assess them solely in terms of quality
and convenience, which domestic equivalents do not provide.



At the same time, blocking measures produce an unintended political effect: they
generate a durable irritation directed towards the state, without achieving their
immediate goal of restricting access to information.

6.7. This portrait is not uniquely Russian

Russian youth in 2026, judging from the evidence of eight focus groups, displays a value
profile fundamentally similar to that of young people in Western countries: the priority
of personal wellbeing, a pragmatic consumer orientation, political apathy as the norm,
scepticism towards official narratives, and an orientation towards global digital content.

This generation is neither “Putin’s army” nor “the army of the opposition”. It is a
generation of personal interests, whose compelled political loyalty does not turn into
ideological commitment.

The principal analytical implication is that, if the political conjuncture changes or real
opportunities arise, this generation will not be held in place either by ideological
hardening or by any supposed “cultural alienness” to the West. Its loyalty is situational
rather than value-based.
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