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Research Overview
This study examines how university students who migrated from a peripheral Russian

region to the capital construct imaginaries of possible return, and what role digital
information environments play in shaping these imaginaries. Findings inform
evidence-based regional education and human-capital policies addressing youth
out-migration in federal states worldwide.

Purpose of Study
Educational migration of youth from regional peripheries to capital and metropolitan

centres is a worldwide phenomenon with substantial implications for regional development,
demographic balance, and labour markets (Corcoran & Faggian, 2017; Faggian & McCann,
2009). In federal states such as Russia, Canada, Australia, China, and Brazil, donor regions
consistently lose their most educationally mobile cohorts to a small number of elite urban
centres (Gabdrakhmanov et al., 2019; Newbold, 2017). While quantitative studies,
including digital-trace research on social media data, document the scale and direction of
such flows, less is known about the subjective dimension of return: how educational
migrants themselves imagine the possibility of returning to their region of origin, and how
digital environments shape these imaginaries.

This question is particularly salient at a moment when young people’s life choices are
increasingly mediated through social media platforms and messaging services (Chonka et
al., 2023; Leurs & Smets, 2018). Algorithmically curated feeds, regional online
communities, diaspora networks, and personalised information flows do not merely
transmit information about places but actively co-construct what those places mean and
what kinds of futures are imaginable in them (Salazar, 2011). Understanding this
mechanism is critical for designing evidence-based regional policies aimed at increasing
return migration of higher education graduates — a policy goal explicitly articulated in the
Russian context (Ledeneva et al., 2023) and across comparable federal systems (Corcoran et
al., 2010).

The study addresses two research questions: (1) How do higher education migrants
from a regional periphery construct imaginaries of possible return to their home region? (2)
What role does the digital information environment play in forming, sustaining, or eroding
these imaginaries?



Research Methods
The study employs a qualitative research design with elements of digital ethnography.

The empirical case is constructed around students from a large Siberian region
(Krasnoyarsk Krai) studying at universities in Moscow — a typical configuration of
regional out-migration to the capital that mirrors patterns observed in other federal states
(Corcoran & Faggian, 2017).

Data are collected through 40–45 semi-structured in-depth interviews (50–70 minutes
each), recruited through a regional youth diaspora community in Moscow, with
supplementary snowball sampling beyond the community core to control for selection bias.
Purposive sampling follows a contrastive-case logic across five axes: year of study, field of
study, gender, declared intention to return, and degree of involvement in diaspora networks.

A distinctive methodological feature is the integration of a scroll-back / walk-through
component (Robards & Lincoln, 2017): during interviews, informants navigate their own
VKontakte and Telegram profiles, commenting on subscriptions and content streams related
to their region of origin. This produces a triangulated dataset combining narrative accounts
and observable digital traces.

The theoretical framework draws on migration imaginaries (Salazar, 2011; Carling,
2002), translocal belonging, and the connected migrant paradigm (Diminescu, 2008;
Madianou & Miller, 2012), positioning digital environments as infrastructure that
simultaneously sustains ties with the region of origin and constructs imaginaries of possible
lives. Analysis follows reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with subsequent
typologisation of return imaginaries.

Results and Discussion
The expected outcome is a typology of return imaginaries among higher education

migrants — tentatively three to five types differing in their content, temporal orientation,
and the role of digital environments in their formation. Preliminary observations suggest the
existence of a distinctive bilocal type: students who maintain strong digital ties with their
home region while simultaneously embedded in metropolitan digital ecosystems, occupying
an in-between position not captured by conventional migration typologies of stayers and
leavers (Diminescu, 2008).

The study contributes to international scholarship in three ways. First, it offers an
empirically grounded account of how digital environments mediate migration decisions
among emerging adults in a federal state context, complementing dominant quantitative
approaches (Faggian & McCann, 2009). Second, it bridges digital migration studies and
education policy research, demonstrating how qualitative insight into mediated imaginaries
can inform evidence-based regional policy. Third, it provides comparative leverage: the
Russian case offers analytical purchase for understanding return migration dynamics in
other federal contexts where peripheries lose graduates to dominant metropolitan centres
(Corcoran & Faggian, 2017).

Findings carry direct implications for regional educational and human-capital policy:
rather than competing with metropolitan labour markets on salary alone, regional policy can
address the digital information ecology in which return decisions take shape — aligning



with the conference’s emphasis on co-creating knowledge across cultural and territorial
boundaries.

Keywords
educational migration; return migration; migration imaginaries; digital environments;
regional education policy

Funding
The study was conducted with the support of the project “Big Data in the Analysis of Youth
Educational Migration Based on Digital Traces” within the “Mirror Laboratories” project at
the HSE University.

References
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in

Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Carling, J. (2002). Migration in the age of involuntary immobility: Theoretical reflections and

Cape Verdean experiences. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 28(1), 5–42.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830120103912

Chonka, P., Diepeveen, S., & Haile, Y. (2023). Social media, youth (im)mobilities, and the
risks of connectivity in urban Somaliland. Mobilities, 19(1), 33–51.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2023.2206042

Corcoran, J., & Faggian, A. (Eds.). (2017). Graduate migration and regional development: An
international perspective. Edward Elgar.

Corcoran, J., Faggian, A., & McCann, P. (2010). Human capital in remote and rural Australia:
The role of graduate migration. Growth and Change, 41(2), 192–220.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2010.00525.x

Diminescu, D. (2008). The connected migrant: An epistemological manifesto. Social Science
Information, 47(4), 565–579. https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018408096447

Faggian, A., & McCann, P. (2009). Human capital, graduate migration and innovation in British
regions. Cambridge Journal of Economics, 33(2), 317–333.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/ben042

Gabdrakhmanov, N. K., Nikiforova, N. Y., & Leshukov, O. V. (2019). “From the Volga to the
Yenisei…”: Educational migration of youth in Russia [Modern Education Analytics, No.
5(26)]. HSE University. (In Russian)

Ledeneva, M. V., Shamray-Kurbatova, L. V., & Stolyarova, A. N. (2023). The problem of
youth outflow from Russian regions to the largest centres of attraction and ways of its
resolution. Creative Economy, 17(10), 3613–3628.
https://doi.org/10.18334/ce.17.10.119241 (In Russian)

Leurs, K., & Smets, K. (2018). Five questions for digital migration studies: Learning from
digital connectivity and forced migration in(to) Europe. Social Media + Society, 4(1).
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118764425

Madianou, M., & Miller, D. (2012). Migration and new media: Transnational families and
polymedia. Routledge.

Newbold, K. B. (2017). Graduate migration in Canada. In J. Corcoran & A. Faggian (Eds.),
Graduate migration and regional development: An international perspective (pp. 36–52).
Edward Elgar.

Robards, B., & Lincoln, S. (2017). Uncovering longitudinal life narratives: Scrolling back on
Facebook. Qualitative Research, 17(6), 715–730.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794117700707

Salazar, N. B. (2011). The power of imagination in transnational mobilities. Identities: Global
Studies in Culture and Power, 18(6), 576–598.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1070289X.2011.672859


