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Abstract. Introduction. The article treats tourism as a form of temporary cross-border migration
and examines how visitors from former Soviet states have shaped Thailand’s tourism landscape
across pre-pandemic growth, the COVID-19 collapse, and a robust, uneven recovery. It focuses on
how visa regimes, flight connectivity, payment channels, and geopolitical shocks condition vol-
umes, profiles, and destinations within Thailand. Goals. The paper aims to identify current trends
and development prospects of tourist migration from former Soviet states to Thailand; profile so-
cio-demographic and spatial patterns; and estimate the economic contribution of key markets (no-
tably Russia, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine). Materials and methods. A mixed-methods design com-
bines quantitative analysis of official Thai tourism statistics (2014—2024, with early-2025 where
available) by nationality, province and visitor profile; a targeted online survey of Russian, Kazakh
and Ukrainian visitors to derive per-diem expenditure and length of stay; policy and visa document
review; and macroeconomic benchmarking (GDP). A tourism-contribution formula aggregates
per-capita spend over stay length and arrivals to approximate direct GDP shares. Results. Tour-
ist inflows from former Soviet states collapsed in 2020-2021 and rebounded by 2023 to roughly
pre-pandemic levels, with Russia remaining the bellwether, Kazakhstan emerging as the second
growth pole, and Ukraine’s outbound travel constrained by conflict. The age profile centers on
25-44 with a slight female majority, and travel concentrates in coastal hubs — especially Phuket
and Pattaya — though independent travel is widening the footprint to secondary provinces. Es-
timated direct GDP effects are material — on the order of one percent driven chiefly by Russian
visitors — while policy levers (visa facilitation, frictionless payments, flight capacity) and risks
(sanctions, exchange-rate volatility) shape near-term prospects. Strategic recommendations include
maintaining facilitative entry, diversifying origin markets, encouraging dispersal beyond saturated
hubs, and embedding sustainability and risk management into destination strategy.

Keywords: tourist migration, Thailand, former Soviet states, Russia, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, visa poli-
cy, destination diversification, COVID-19, economic impact.
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AHHoTanus. Bsedenue. Ctathsi paccMaTpuBaeT TYpPH3M Kak (OpMy BPEMEHHON TpaHCTPaHUYHON
MUTpPAIMY U aHAITM3UPYET, KaK MOCETUTEIN U3 IIOCTCOBETCKUX TOCYAapCTB C(HOPMUPOBAIH TYPHCT-
ckuit nanamadt Tannanaa B meproAbl TOMAHIEMUYECKOTO POCTa, MaHAEMHHHOTO KoJarca U Io-
CJIE/TyOIIETO HEPAaBHOMEPHOTO BOoccTaHoBIeHMs. Oco00oe BHUMaHKE YAEISIETCsl TOMY, KaKk BU30BbIC
PEKHMMBI, TPAHCIIOPTHASI CBSI3HOCTH (aBHACOOOIIECHUE), TUIATE)KHbIE KaHAJbl U TEOTOIUTHYECKUE
IIOKH OMPEACISIOT 00BEMBI, COCTAB M BHYTPUCTPAHOBYIO MPOCTPAHCTBEHHYIO OPTaHU3AIHIO MOe3-
JIOK. []enb cTaTbyl — BBIIBUTH TEKYITHE TEHICHIIUH U MTEPCIIEKTHBBI Pa3BUTHS TYPUCTCKON MUTpaliluiu
U3 TMIOCTCOBETCKUX CTpaH B TamnaHx; mpoduiIupoBarh ColMoeMorpapuyeckue 1 NpoCTPaHCTBEH-
HBbIE MaTTEPHBI; OIICHUTh SKOHOMHYECKMH BKJIAJ KIIIOYEBBIX PBIHKOB (mpekae Bcero Poccum, Ka-
3axcTaHa U YKpauHbl). Mamepuanvt u memoosi. IIpuMeHeH CMeIIaHHBIN TU3aiiH: KONMWYeCTBEHHBIN
aHanu3 opUIMAILHON TypucTcKoil crarnctuku Tamnmanna 3a 2014-2024 rr. (c yueToM paHHHX JIaH-
HbIX 2025 1., rJe TOCTYITHBI) 0 IPaKAAHCTBY, IPOBUHIMU U MPOQIIII0 MOCETHTEINEH; 11eJIeBOH OH-
JIAMH-0IIPOC POCCUICKHX, Ka3aXCTAHCKUX M YKPAUHCKUX TYPHUCTOB JJISl OLEHKH CYTOUHBIX PAacXO/I0B
U JUTMTEIBHOCTH NMPEOBbIBAHMS; aHAIN3 TTOJUTHKO-ITPABOBBIX (BU30BBIX) JJOKYMEHTOB; MaKpPOIKOHO-
Mudeckoe OeHuMapKkuHr-conoctasienue ¢ BBIL. [lns anmpoxcumanuu npsiMoit gonu Typusma B BBIT
ucromb3yercs: (opMyla arperupoBaHus: CpeIHEYIEBbIE PACXO/BI X JUINTEIBHOCTh NPEObIBAHUS X
YHCII0 PUOBITHH. Pe3yibmamst. Bhe3IHbIC TOTOKH M3 TIOCTCOBETCKUX CTpaH oOpyrminck B 2020—
2021 rr. 1 x 2023 1. BOCCTAaHOBUJIMCH JI0 YPOBHEH, OMU3KUX K JomaHaeMHuecKuM. Poccust ocraeTcs
«bapomerpom» cermeHTa, Kazaxcran gopmupyercsi Kak BTOPOH IMOJIIOC pOCTa, TOra KaK BbIE3] U3
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VYKpauHbl orpaHn4eH KOH(IMKTOM. Bo3pacTHas CTpyKTypa KOHLEHTpUpYyeTCst B Koropre 25-44 jer ¢
JIETKUM Tpeo0lialaHieM JKeHIIMH; OCHOBHas reorpadus — npubdpexusie y3ibl ([Ixyker, [larraiis),
OJTHAKO POCT CaMOCTOSITEIIbHBIX MOE370K pacIIupseT MPUCYTCTBHE BO BTOPHUHBIX TPOBHHLUAX. Ole-
HeHHble npsmble dhdexTs! st BBII 3ametHsl — nopsiaka 1% 3a cyer npexie BCero pocCUicKux
MOCeTHTeNIeH; ONMKaiiie MepCHeKTUBBI ONPE/CISIIOTCS PEerySITOPHBIMU pbluaramu (oOsierdeHue
Bbe3/1a, OCCLIOBHBIC TIATEKH, HAPAIMBAHNE aBUEMKOCTH) U PUCKAaMHU (CaHKIIUH, BOJIATUILHOCTH 00-
MEHHBIX KypcoB). PexoMeH1yeTcsl o/Iep>KuBaTh PeXKUMbI 00JIErYeHHOTO Bbe3/1a, TUBEpCUUIIIPO-
BaTh PBHIHKU MPOUCXOXKJICHHSI, CTUMYIHPOBATh MPOCTPAHCTBEHHYIO TUCIIEPCHIO MTOTOKOB 3a MPEJIebl
neperpyeHHbIX Xa00B, a TaK)Ke HHTErPUPOBAThH YCTONUMBOCTD M YIIPaBJICHUE PUCKAMU B CTPATETHIO
pa3BUTHUSA J€CTUHALIMI.

Ki1roueBble cjioBa: TypucTckas MUrpanus, Tannanm, mocTcoBeTcKue rocyaapcTna, Poceus, Kaszax-
cTaH, YKpauHa, BU30Basi OJIMTHKA, TUBepcupuKanus TypucTckux aectuHaiuid, COVID-19, skono-
MUYECKUI BKJIA,
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(Ne 001/2568) BbIpakaroT 0J1aroapHOCTh 3a IPaHT, PEJOCTaBICHHbIN HCTUTYTOM HapojoHacele-
HUS U COLMAJIbHBIX UCCIIEN0BaHUM YHUBepcuTeTa Maxuioil.
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Studies. 2025. T. 18. Ne 5. Pp. 1064-1080. DOI: 10.22162/2619-0990-2025-81-5-1064-1080
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1. Introduction

Tourism is not only a leisure activity but also
represents a form of temporary international
migration, with travelers effectively becoming
short-term migrants in their destination coun-
try [Oigenblick, Kirschenbaum 2002: 1092].
Visitors bring cultural exchange and econom-
ic impacts, and their movement is influenced
by global socio-political factors much like
longer-term migration [Williams, Hall 2000].
Thailand, one of the world’s most visited coun-
tries (nearly 39,8 million international tourists
in 2019 [Tourism in Thailand 2025]), has seen
significant tourist flows from the countries of
the former Soviet Union. These nations — in-
cluding Russia, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and oth-
ers — have become important source markets
for Thai tourism, contributing to visitor num-
bers, especially in the 2010s. This article ex-
amines the current trends in tourist migration
from former Soviet states to Thailand and as-
sesses development prospects for this segment
of tourism. It considers tourism as a temporary
migration that can yield economic benefits for
Thailand, analyzes statistical trends over 2014—
2024, and evaluates how geopolitical events and
global crises (such as the COVID-19 pandemic
and the Russia-Ukraine conflict) have affected
these tourist flows. Policy contexts, particularly

Thailand’s visa policies toward these countries,
are also reviewed to understand their influence
on travel trends. Finally, the paper provides
policy recommendations aimed at improving
tourist inflow from these regions and maximiz-
ing the economic benefits to Thailand.

2. Literature Review

Tourism and migration are closely inter-
linked in mobility studies. Tourism as Tempo-
rary Migration: Scholars have characterized
tourism as a form of temporary migration be-
cause it involves short-term relocation of in-
dividuals outside their usual environment [Oi-
genblick, Kirschenbaum 2002: 1098]. Williams
and Hall argue that contemporary patterns of
mobility blur the line between tourism and mi-
gration, as global travelers increasingly engage
in repeat and long-duration visits, sometimes
paving the way for more permanent moves
[Williams, Hall 2000: 15]. In the context of
Thailand, long-stay tourism (e.g., wintering by
retirees or remote workers) further exemplifies
how tourism can evolve into semi-permanent
migration.

Tourism from Former Soviet States: After
the dissolution of the USSR in 1991, citizens
of the newly independent states experienced
increasing freedom to travel abroad, leading to
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growth in outbound tourism. Russia emerged
as a major source of international tourists by
the 2000s, including to Asian destinations like
Thailand. Academic studies and industry re-
ports have noted that Russian tourists tend to
seek warm-weather beach destinations during
their winter months, making Thailand an at-
tractive choice [Azhar, Udunuwara 2022: 99].
Tourists from Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and other
CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States)
countries have followed similar patterns on
a smaller scale, often facilitated by growing
flight connectivity and rising incomes [Ivlie-
va 2016]. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
Russian tourists were among the top contrib-
utors to Thailand’s tourism receipts and vol-
ume [Tourist flow 2024]. However, research
also indicates that geopolitical and economic
fluctuations in these countries can directly im-
pact outbound travel demand. For example, the
Russian financial crisis of 2014-2015 (after the
annexation of Crimea) led to a sharp deprecia-
tion of the ruble and a drop in Russian overseas
travel, including to Thailand.

Impact of Crises on Tourism: Global events
such as pandemics and conflicts can drastically
alter tourism flows. The literature on COVID-
19°s impact highlights how international ar-
rivals worldwide plummeted by over 70 %
in 2020, effectively a “temporary migration
freeze” [UNWTO 2021]. Thailand’s case was
especially dramatic: from nearly 40 million
foreign visitors in 2019, arrivals dropped to un-
der 7 million in 2020 and just a few hundred
thousand in 2021 — > 98 % collapse [Thailand
Tourism 2021]. This tourism shutdown is un-
precedented in modern history and constitutes
a forced halt to temporary migration. Geopo-
litical conflicts also play a role: the ongoing
Russia-Ukraine conflict since 2022 has affected
travel patterns from those countries. Russians
faced with limited options in Europe have in-
creasingly turned to “friendly” destinations like
Thailand [Russian tourists flock 2023], while
outbound leisure travel from Ukraine has di-
minished due to the conflict. These intersec-
tions of politics and tourism are a growing fo-
cus in academic and policy discussions.

Policy and Visa Regimes: Another relevant
strand of literature addresses how visa policies
and international relations shape tourist mobi-

lity. Easier visa access — such as visa exemp-
tions or visas on arrival — generally correlate
with higher tourist arrivals [Neumayer 2010:
177]. Thailand has gradually expanded vi-
sa-free entry to many countries as a strategy to
boost tourism. Historically, travelers from most
former Soviet states needed visas, but in recent
years Thailand has moved to relax requirements
for some of them [TAT 2025]. The efficacy of
such policies in stimulating tourist inflows is
well-documented, though the effects can vary
by country depending on additional factors like
flight availability or marketing [Gossling, Scott
2025: 17].

In summary, existing research and data un-
derscore that tourist flows from former Soviet
states to Thailand are influenced by a complex
of factors: economic conditions in origin coun-
tries, global crises (pandemic, conflict), and
Thailand’s own policies. This study rests on
these insights to provide an updated empirical
analysis of 2014-2024 trends and offer policy
recommendations grounded in these dynamics.

3. Methodology

This article employs a mixed-methods ap-
proach, primarily using quantitative analysis of
tourism statistics alongside a review of policy
documents. The core data on tourist arrivals,
demographics, and distribution are drawn from
the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) In-
telligence Center and related official sources.
The TAT Intelligence Center provides annual
tourist arrival figures by nationality, as well as
survey-based data on tourist characteristics. We
obtained arrival data for the years 2014 through
2024 for all countries of the former USSR, as
well as aggregated regional totals (in some cas-
es 2024 data are provisional). These data are
analyzed to identify trends over time and dis-
ruptions corresponding to external events.

For economic impact assessment, we adapt
a methodology for estimating the contribution
of migrants (in this case, tourists as short-term
migrants) to GDP. Specifically, we modify the
approach proposed by Martin [Martin 2007: 25]
for labor migration to estimate tourism contri-
bution (TC) to Thailand’s GDP from Russian,
Kazakhstani, and Ukrainian tourists. Using an
online survey of tourists from these three key
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countries, we obtained average expenditure
per day on accommodation, food, transporta-
tion, and services, as well as average length of
stay (in days). We then computed total annual

TC =

where,

TC — tourism contribution

CTac — cost of tourists on accommodation

CTfd — cost of tourists on food

CTtr — cost of tourists transport

CTsr — cost of tourists on service

ex — excursions

mg — massage

spa — SPA procedure

ba — beach activity

DS — days of stay in Thailand

QT — quata of tourists in year

This yields the share of GDP contributed
by tourists from a given country. We apply this
to 2023 data (full year) and available 2024 and
2025 (Q2) data to gauge recent changes.

Qualitative methods include reviewing
Thai government policy announcements and
visa regulations (via the official e-visa portal
and embassy websites) to detail the visa re-
gimes for former USSR countries. This helps
analyze how policy shifts (e.g. visa exemptions
introduced) align with changes in tourist num-
bers. The study also incorporates secondary
sources like news articles and academic com-
mentary to contextualize the statistical trends,
especially regarding the COVID-19 pandemic
and the Russia-Ukraine conflict impacts.

(CTac + CTfd + CTtr + CTsr (ex + mg + spa + ba)) x DS x QT
GDP X

expenditure by multiplying these per-tourist
figures by the number of tourists from each
country, and compared the result to Thailand’s
GDP. The formula used is:

100%

By integrating these methods, the analy-
sis remains data-driven while also interpreting
why the observed trends occurred. In the fol-
lowing sections, results from the data analysis
are presented, followed by a discussion and
policy recommendations.

4. Results

4.1. Tourist Inflow Trends from Former
USSR Countries

Thailand has long been a favored travel
destination for tourists from around the world,
including tourists from former USSR countries.
With its tropical climate, beautiful beaches, and
vibrant cultural experiences, Thailand contin-
ues to attract millions of international visitors
each year.

According to the Thai Tourism Authority,
the total number of tourists from all former
USSR countries combined visiting Thailand
each year. Several distinct phases are evident.
From 2014 to 2017, total arrivals fluctuated
between about 1,06 and 1,56 million, with a
notable dip in 2015 followed by recovery. Ar-
rivals then appeared to surge in 2018, reaching
over 3,1 million (fig. 1), before dropping back
to 1,72 million in 2019. This anomalously high
2018 figure is double the surrounding years —

3,16
1,80 172 1,78 181
1,56
1,27
1,06
0,68
0,44
0,05 I

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

2019

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Fig. 1. Total inflow of tourists from former Soviet countries to Thailand, 2014-2024, mill. persons.
Source: [TAT 2025]
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an issue we discuss shortly. The year 2019 can
be seen as a pre-pandemic baseline, around
1,7 million visitors from former Soviet states
[Visa policy 2025].

The impact of COVID-19 is starkly visible
in 2020 and 2021. Thailand effectively closed
its borders to tourism in early 2020; as a result,
arrivals from these countries plummeted to
~683 thousand in 2020 and just ~46 thousand
in 2021 (virtually zero) — > 95 % decrease
[Visa policy 2025]. This mirrors the global col-
lapse in travel and represents a massive disrup-
tion of tourist migration. By 2022, Thailand be-
gan a gradual reopening; around 435 thousand
visitors from these countries returned that year
(mostly Russians, as others were slower to re-
sume travel). A full rebound is evident in 2023,
with about 1,78 million arrivals — nearly back
to the 2019 level. Preliminary 2024 data indi-
cate a similar total (~1,81 million), suggesting
stabilization and modest growth post-pandemic
(tabl. 1).

In absolute terms, Russian nationals ac-
count for the vast majority of these tourists each
year. For instance, in 2019 out of ~1,72 million
total, about 1,48 million were Russians (over
85 %). Russia’s trajectory largely shapes the
overall trend. The drop in 2015 corresponds to
Russia’s sharp decline that year (from 1,61 mil-
lion in 2014 down to 0,88 million in 2015),
likely due to economic recession and a weak
ruble following sanctions [Rakhmonov 2025:
168]. Russian arrivals then recovered through
2017.

The TAT-reported 2018 surge to 2,94 mil-
lion Russians stands out. This figure is roughly
double Russia’s 2017 and 2019 numbers, and
no external sources corroborate such a high
jump. It is possible this 2018 number includes
some re categorization or error, as other sources
indicate Russian arrivals in 2018 were around
1,47 million — very similar to 2019 [Visa poli-
cy 2025]. Assuming the 2018 spike is an anom-
aly or data issue, the trend for Russian tourism
was relatively stable around 1,3—1,5 million
per year before COVID. Post-pandemic, Rus-
sians have returned in large numbers: 1,48 mil-
lion in 2023 [Tourist flow 2024], and an estima-
ted ~1,745 million in 2024. In fact, 2024 aw
Russian arrivals nearly match the record set
in 2013 and become the fifth-largest tourist

nationality in Thailand that year [Tourist flow
2024].

Other former USSR countries contribute
much smaller numbers, but some trends are
notable. Ukraine had been the second-largest
source in this group, rising from ~58 thousand
in 2014 to ~81 thousand in 2019. Kazakhstan
was third, around ~57 thousand in 2019. The
Baltic states (Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia) each
sent around 10-22 thousand annually pre pan-
demic, and other CIS countries (Belarus, Uz-
bekistan, etc.) were generally under ~20 thou-
sand each in 2019. All these markets collapsed
in 2020-2021, then have seen varying reco-
very. A standout is Kazakhstan: only ~5,5 thou-
sand in 2021, but jumping to 172,5 thousand
in 2023. This six-fold increase over 2019 is
remarkable and made Kazakhstan the second
largest ex-USSR source in 2023 (surpassing
Ukraine). It reflects both genuine growth and
possibly special factors (discussed below).
Ukraine’s recovery has been understandably
subdued- only ~36 thousand in 2023, less than
half'its 2019 level — due to the conflict and re-
lated travel limitations. Belarus showed a mo-
dest rebound to ~9 thousand in 2023, still be-
low 2019. Uzbekistan surged to ~34 thousand
in 2023, a significant increase, likely aided by
better connectivity and visa facilitation.

In summary, tourist inflows from former
Soviet states to Thailand grew overall from
2014 to 2019 (if we set aside the outlier data
point in 2018), collapsed due to COVID-19,
and have largely recovered by 2023 / 2024 al-
beit with a new dynamic shaped by geopolitical
context. The Russian market remains the bell-
wether — its fluctuations determine the over-
all trend. Meanwhile, emerging markets like
Kazakhstan have shown exceptional growth
recently, suggesting untapped potential. On
the other hand, political instability (conflict)
can dramatically suppress travel from affected
countries (Ukraine) and simultaneously redi-
rect travelers from the aggressor country (Rus-
sia) to destinations like Thailand which main-
tain open access.

4.2. Socio-Demographic Profile of Tou-
rists

Thailand has been a popular travel destina-
tion for tourists former USSR countries, with
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a notable trend in gender distribution. Tou-
rists from former Soviet states in Thailand are
roughly balanced between the sexes, but with
a slight tilt toward female travelers overall.
According to TAT data for 2016-2021, about
50-55 % of these tourists were female, while
45-50 % were male, on average (fig. 2). This
pattern is somewhat counterintuitive given a
stereotype of male-dominated ex-USSR tra-
vel groups, but it aligns with observations that
many trips are family or couple-oriented.

In fact, the data suggest female travelers
outnumber male travelers from several of these
countries. For example, among Russian tourists
during 20162021, roughly 57 % were female
and 43 % male (i. e., for every 100 Russian
visitors, about 57 were women) — indicating
a notable female majority. Other countries like
Kazakhstan and Belarus also showed a fe-
male majority in tourist composition, whereas
some (e. g., Azerbaijan, Estonia) were closer to
50 / 50. This could be due to factors such as
women taking more family holidays, or large
numbers of young women traveling either in-
dependently or with partners. It’s also possible
that a number of these female “tourists” might
be visiting for extended periods or informal
work (e. g. hospitality or entertainment sectors
in tourist areas), blurring lines between tourism
and labor migration — a nuance sometimes
noted anecdotally, though hard to capture in
official data.

From a policy perspective, the near parity
in gender suggests marketing and services in
Thailand should cater equally to men and wo-
men from these source markets — for instance,
shopping and wellness activities (often popular
with female travelers) as well as nightlife or
sports (with traditionally male clientele) are all
relevant. The presence of many women trave-
lers also underlines the importance of safety
and health measures in destinations (fig. 3).

Tourists from former Soviet states tend to
be adults in the young to mid-age ranges, with
fewer youth and relatively few elderly. In 2020
(a year with limited travel but for which de-
tailed age data were collected), the majority of
visitors from these countries were in their 20s,
30s, and 40s. Specifically, an estimated over
half were between 25 and 44 years old, roughly

one quarter were under 25, and the rest were 45
or older.

The senior (65+) segment was very small.
Figure 3 illustrates an example age structure:
about 15 % were under 25; the largest sing-
le cohort was 25-34 (around 24 %); another
~17 % were 35-44; a significant share (perhaps
20-25 %) were 45-54; smaller proportions
were 55-64; and only a few percent were 65+.
This distribution is typical for long-haul lei-
sure travel — it is predominantly working-age
adults and young adults.

Many are likely traveling as couples or fa-
milies (e. g., a 35-year-old couple with children
would fall into these stats as two 35-44 adults
and their kids might be counted in under-25).
The low share of elderly tourists could be due
to mobility issues and the long flight distance,
as well as the fact that organized senior group
tourism from these countries is less common
than from Western countries.

This age profile indicates that tourism from
these markets is largely composed of econo-
mically active individuals — many likely tak-
ing vacations from work or young people trave-
ling during university breaks. The prevalence
of middle-aged tourists (45—64) also suggests
a segment of relatively affluent or established
travelers, potentially including repeat visitors
or retirees (especially Russians who spend win-
ters in Thailand). The near absence of very old
travelers means less strain on medical services,
but on the flip side, Thailand could consider
promoting medical or wellness tourism to older
age groups in these countries as a growth area.

In summary, the socio-demographic analy-
sis portrays visitors from former Soviet states
as predominantly middle-aged or younger
adults, with a slight female majority. They mir-
ror global tourism patterns in some respects,
yet the female-heavy composition is a distinc-
tive feature. Thai tourism businesses can lever-
age this by tailoring experiences (e. g., more
child-friendly resorts or shopping experiences
known to attract female travelers) to suit the
profile of these visitors.

4.3. Geographic Distribution of Tourists
within Thailand

Tourists from the former USSR do not
disperse evenly across Thailand; they concen-
trate heavily in certain destinations. The over-

1071



ORIENTAL STUDIES. 2025. Vol. 18. Is. 5

Kyrgyzstan
Kazakhstan
Russia
Moldova
Ukraine
Belarus
Uzbekistan
Latvia
Georgia
Lithuania
Estonia
Armenia
Azerbaijan
Tajikistan

mMale mFemale

Fig. 2. Share of tourists from former Soviet countries in Thailand, by sex, 2016-2021, %.
Source: [TAT 2025]

Maldova
Lithuania
Latvia
Belarus
Georgia
Azerbaijan
Ukraine
Estonia
Tajikistan
Kyrgyzstan
Russia
Uzbekistan
Kazakhstan
Armenia

20% 30% 40%

o
=®

10%

mUnder25 m25-34 m35-44

50% 60% 70% 80% 90%  100%

m45-54 m55-64 m65and over

Fig. 3. Tourists from former Soviet countries in Thailand, by age, 2020, %. Source: [TAT 2025]

whelming finding is that former Soviet tourists
favor a few key provinces, primarily the beach
resort areas. By far the top two destinations
are Phuket and Chonburi (Pattaya), followed
by the Bangkok metropolitan area. According
to TAT data for 2014-2020, Phuket alone ac-
counted for roughly 42 % of all tourists from
former USSR countries, and Bangkok ~44 %,
with most of the remainder going to a handful
of other provinces (fig. 4).

Chonburi province — home to Patta-
ya is likely encompassed in the Bangkok or
“East” region data; TAT’s breakdown in the
figure specifically named Phuket, Bangkok,
and some others but not Chonburi explicitly,
which may suggest that many Pattaya visitors
pass through Bangkok and get counted under
Bangkok; however, other sources consistently
show Pattaya as a major destination for Rus-
sians.
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Fig. 4. Tourists from former Soviet countries, by Thai province, 2014-2020, %. Source: [TAT 2025]

Figure 4 (based on TAT’s intelligence data)
lists Bangkok at 44,1 % and Phuket at 42,2 %,
together comprising over 86 % of former
USSR tourist visits within Thailand. The next
significant province was Ranong (8,6 %) —
which is surprising at first glance, as Ranong is
a relatively minor tourist province. This likely
reflects the practice of “visa runs” in the past
(whereby long-staying tourists from Russia
or CIS would exit and re-enter Thailand via
the Ranong-Kawthaung border to renew their
stay), or possibly island trips via Ranong. Kra-
bi accounted for about 4,5 %, likely due to
spillover from Phuket and attractions like Phi
Phi Islands. Other provinces like Surat Thani
(which includes Koh Samui) had < 1 %, and
Chiang Mai (the main northern city) had an
even smaller fraction (around 0,1 %). Southern
beach destinations clearly dominate.

This concentration aligns with anecdotal
evidence: Russians and other ex-Soviet tourists
have long favored Phuket and Pattaya as ho-
liday spots. These locales offer warm climate,
beaches, affordable accommodations, and es-
tablished Russian-speaking services (restau-
rants, tour guides, signage). Phuket, in particu-
lar, has been a magnet; in early 2023, more than
half of Russian arrivals to Thailand flew direct-
ly into Phuket [Russian tourists flock 2023].
Pattaya (Chonburi) historically also saw large
numbers of Russian package tourists, enough
that Russian-language storefronts and real es-
tate offices became common there. Bangkok

serves largely as an entry point or short stay for
these tourists before they head to the beaches,
though some do spend time in the capital for
shopping and sightseeing.

When considering importance to provinc-
es (Figure 5 perspective), tourists from former
USSR countries make up a significant portion
of the international visitors in certain locales.
For example, in Phuket, Russians have at times
been the number one tourist group; during the
pandemic recovery in late 2022 and 2023, Rus-
sians comprised a very large share of Phuket’s
foreign tourists (e. g., in early 2023, Russians
were the top source of tourists in Phuket, sur-
passing even traditional markets) [Russian
tourists flock 2023]. In Pattaya too, Russians
and Kazakhs form a visible and important seg-
ment of visitors. By contrast, in provinces like
Bangkok that attract a broader mix (including
many Asians and Westerners), the share of ex-
USSR tourists is much smaller (on the order of
a few percent of Bangkok’s total foreign vis-
itors in normal times). Nonetheless, even in
Bangkok, the presence of Russian-speaking
guides at temples or Russian signage at malls
indicates the market’s significance.

In summary, geographically, former Soviet
tourists are highly concentrated in Thailand’s
coastal resort areas, especially Phuket (includ-
ing nearby Phang Nga) and the Pattaya area.
These patterns reflect the tourist preferences
for seaside vacations. Secondary beach destina-
tions (Krabi, Koh Samui area) get some spill-
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over, whereas cultural or nature tourism areas
(Chiang Mai, etc.) see very few visitors from
these countries. This has implications for how
tourism benefits are distributed in Thailand: a
few provinces see most of the spending from
this tourist segment. It also means these tourists
can sometimes be disproportionately affected
by local issues — for instance, if Phuket faces
environmental or capacity challenges, that di-
rectly impacts the experience of the majority of
Russian/Kazakh tourists.

4.4. Economic Contribution to Thailand’s
Economy

Tourism is a critical sector for Thailand’s
economy, contributing between 9 % and 18 %
of GDP directly in recent years [Tourism in
Thailand 2025]. Tourists from former Sovi-
et states, being a sizeable group especially in
the 2010s, have a tangible economic impact.
This section estimates the contribution of Rus-
sian, Kazakhstani, and Ukrainian tourists to
Thailand’s GDP, based on their expenditure
patterns and volume, for the year 2023 (with
comparisons to 2024 and early 2025). These
three countries are chosen because Russia, Ka-
zakhstan, and Ukraine are the largest sources
among the group and were the focus of our ex-
penditure survey.

The methodology follows the tourism
contribution (TC) formula described earlier,
which sums up average spending on various

items per tourist, multiplies by number of tour-
ists and average stay, and expresses the total
as a percentage of GDP. We surveyed tourists
from the Russian Federation, Kazakhstan, and
Ukraine to obtain their average daily expendi-
tures on accommodation, food, transport, and
services (including excursions, massages, spa
treatments, beach activities) during their stay
in Thailand. We also collected their average
length of stay (days). These averages were then
applied to the total arrival numbers (QT) for
each country to estimate total spending. Final-
ly, dividing by Thailand’s GDP yields the con-
tribution percentage.

Table 2 presents the key figures and results.
It includes the average daily spending and stay,
the number of tourists (in thousands) from each
country for 2023, 2024, and 2025 (Q2), and the
estimated total international tourism receipts
generated by each country’s tourists in those
periods (in USD million). Using Thailand’s
GDP (approximately $ 515 billion in 2023,
$526 billion in 2024), we then derive the TC %
(tourism contribution as a share of GDP).

Russian tourists have by far the largest
economic impact, due to the high volume of
visitors. In 2023, approximately 1,48 million
Russian tourists spent an average of 5,360 THB
(~USD § 160) per day over 11 days. This to-
tals an estimated $ 3,64 billion USD in tour-
ism receipts for 2023 attributable to Russian
visitors. For context, that is roughly 0,7 % of
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Table 2. Contribution of tourists from Russia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine to Thailand’s economy
in 2023-2025 (Q2 — second quarter).

Country Average daily | DS (days |QT (quata of tourists in year), | International tourism receipts
expenditure of stay in | thou. people (USD, mln)
Thailand) 15053 T2024  [2025-Q2 2023 [2024 [2025-Q2
Kazakhstan |5 650 15 1482,6 |1745,3 [1034,8 |3642,1 |4415,4 (27320
Russia 5360 11 172,5 195,1 103,2 294,8 3434 1189,6
Ukraine 5172 13 36,4 45,0 26,3 71,0 90,2 55,1

Source: Author’s calculations based on an online survey; [World Development Indicators 2025].

Thailand’s GDP in 2023 (3,64 / 515) [Thai-
land GDP 2024b]. In 2024, with 1,745 million
Russians and slightly longer stays or increased
spend, the contribution rose to about $ 4,42 bil-
lion, ~0,84 % of GDP [Thailand GDP 2024a].
These figures underscore that Russian tourism
is a significant contributor to Thailand’s econ-
omy — nearly as much as some export indus-
tries. It’s notable that the per tourist spending is
substantial: many Russians stay in mid-range
hotels or long-term condos, dine out frequently,
and partake in excursions, thus injecting money
across various local businesses.

Kazakhstani tourists, while far fewer in
number (~172,500 in 2023), actually report a
higher average daily spend (5,650 THB) and
longer stays (15 days on average). This might
reflect that Kazakh visitors often come in large
family groups or for extended holidays (possi-
bly escaping harsh winters). Despite their high
per-capita spend, the total Kazakh tourist re-
ceipts in 2023 were about $ 295 million, which
is only 0,06 % of GDP. By 2024, their count
increased modestly to 195k, spending ~$343
million (0,065 % GDP). The Kazakh market’s
importance is thus growing but remains rela-
tively small in macroeconomic terms. Howev-
er, locally (in places like Pattaya or Phuket),
Kazakh tourists have become quite noticeable
customers for hotels and real estate in the past
two years. Their high average expenditures
(even exceeding Russians’) suggest that pro-
motions targeting Kazakh middle and upper
classes can yield lucrative returns.

Ukrainian tourists, due to their limited
numbers (36k in 2023), contributed a com-
paratively small § 71 million in 2023 receipts,
about 0,014 % of GDP. Even before the con-
flict, Ukraine’s contribution was minor (with
~80k visitors in 2019 it might have been on

the order of $ 150 million). In 2024, an uptick
to 45k visitors yielded ~$ 90 million. These
amounts, while small at the national level, still
represent meaningful income for tourism sec-
tors in certain areas. Ukrainians typically have
similar spending patterns to Russians (around
5,172 THB daily, 13 days stay in our survey),
so their per-person impact is healthy. Should
peace return and travel resume, Ukraine has
the potential to grow as a source market (their
pre-conflict trajectory was upward), but cur-
rently the focus for Thailand is understandably
on Russian and Kazakh visitors.

Based on the authors’ calculations from
an online survey, the expected contributions
of tourists from Russia, Kazakhstan, and
Ukraine to Thailand’s GDP in 2023 and 2024
were estimated in percentage terms. The re-
sults highlight the dominant share of Russian
visitors. In 2023, Russian tourism contributed
roughly 0,7 % of GDP, whereas the contribu-
tions of Kazakhstan and Ukraine were negligi-
ble at the national scale. By 2024, the Russian
share rose to about 0,8-0,9 % of GDP. While
notable, these figures remain a small fraction
of tourism’s overall impact: before the pande-
mic, tourism accounted for roughly 17-20 %
of GDP, including indirect effects [Tourism
in Thailand 2025]. Collectively, tourists from
former USSR countries may have contributed
around 2-3 % of GDP in the late 2010s, with
Russians comprising the majority. In the post-
COVID period, as Chinese arrivals rebound in
2024-2025, the proportional share of Russians
may decline slightly, although their absolute
contribution will likely remain substantial.

It is informative to compare these contribu-
tions with those from other major tourist source
countries. For instance, Chinese tourists (when
~10 million visited in 2019) contributed an esti-
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mated 2-3 % of Thailand’s GDP through direct
spending. Russian tourists, at ~1,7 million in
2019, likely contributed around 0,5 % of GDP
that year. Thus, the calculations above showing
~0,8 % in 2024 indicate the Russian market’s
importance has grown (partly because Chinese
numbers are still ramping up, and partly be-
cause Russians are staying longer and spending
more per trip in the post-pandemic era).

In summary, while tourists from all former
Soviet states provide valuable economic input,
Russian tourists are economically the most sig-
nificant by an order of magnitude. They bring in
billions of dollars annually and form a corner-
stone of Thailand’s tourism revenue, especially
in certain locales. Kazakhstan has emerged as a
high-spending niche with room for expansion.
Ukraine’s current contribution is minimal due
to external circumstances. These findings sup-
port a strategic focus on maintaining and grow-
ing the Russian and Kazakh markets (under ap-
propriate risk management), as discussed in the
policy section. At the same time, diversifying
to attract other ex-USSR markets (when feasi-
ble) can add incremental gains.

5. Discussion

The trends observed in tourist migration
from former Soviet states to Thailand high-
light both the resilience and changing compo-
sition of this market. By 2023, arrivals from
the region as a whole not only recovered from
the COVID-19 hiatus but slightly exceeded
pre-pandemic levels, underscoring strong pent-
up demand. The economic impact is substan-
tial: spending by Russian, Kazakh, and other
FSU tourists contributes on the order of 1 % of
Thailand’s GDP, and even more in terms of the
tourism sector GDP (since tourism is ~12 %
of GDP in normal times). This underlines that
visitors from these countries are a valuable seg-
ment for Thailand’s hospitality industry, and
their long stays amplify their economic contri-
bution.

Several key points emerge from the anal-
ysis:

Dominance of Russia and Shifts Post-2022:
Russia’s dominance remains, but the role of
Russian tourists has evolved in the context of
geopolitical factors. The conflict in Ukraine
(2022) and resulting sanctions [Rakhmonov

2023: 166] initially complicated Russian travel
(reducing flight options and payment methods),
yet Thailand saw a quick rebound of Russian
visitors by late 2022 and 2023. Many Russians
sought long-term stays abroad during the con-
flict period, and Thailand became a favored
destination for temporary relocation (so-called
“COVID and conflict refugees”). The data
showing 1,48 million Russians in 2023 likely
includes some long-stay individuals counted as
multiple short-term entries. The resilience of
Russian arrivals (nearly matching 2019 num-
bers despite conflict and economic turmoil)
suggests a strong enduring demand. However,
it also signals risk concentration: Thailand is
increasingly reliant on a market subject to vo-
latility. Should currency issues (e.g. a ruble col-
lapse) or further sanctions occur, Thai tourism
in places like Phuket could face sudden down-
turns. Diversifying to other markets or ensuring
facilitative measures (like accepting Mir card
payments, as Thailand has done) can mitigate
this risk.

Rapid Growth of Central Asian Markets:
One striking development is the surge of tou-
rists from Kazakhstan (and to a lesser extent
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan). Kazakhstan’s
arrivals in 2023 were triple their 2019 level,
making Kazakhstan the second-largest FSU
source, surpassing Ukraine. This reflects in-
creasing wealth and outbound travel propensity
in Central Asia, better flight connectivity (e. g.,
direct Astana—Phuket charters), and Thailand’s
targeted promotions. The Thai government’s
decision to extend visa-free entry to Kazakh
tourists in 2022-2024 further removed barriers
[Thailand visa waived 2024]. We can expect
Central Asian visitors to remain a growth seg-
ment, especially if tourism players tailor offe-
rings (e.g., Russian-language services also ca-
ter to Kazakhs, many of whom speak Russian).
The cultural similarity and lack of language
barrier (Russian is lingua franca) mean Central
Asians can be served by the same infrastruc-
ture developed for Russians. This presents an
opportunity for Thai tourism to reduce reliance
on Russia proper by cultivating these emerging
markets.

Slow Recovery for Eastern Europe and
Caucasus: By contrast, tourist numbers from
the Baltic states, Caucasus (Armenia, Georgia,
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Azerbaijan), and Moldova are still relative-
ly low post-COVID. These countries all face
either economic challenges or lack of direct
flights. For instance, direct flights play a critical
role: there are few nonstop flights from those
countries to Thailand, unlike from Russia or
Kazakhstan. Tourists from, say, Georgia must
connect via Istanbul or Dubai, increasing tra-
vel cost and time. This likely dampens growth.
Visa requirements also play a role: Armenia and
Belarus needing visas certainly does not help.
To improve these, aviation connectivity could
be expanded (perhaps charter flights from cities
like Minsk, Yerevan) and visa agreements re-
considered. However, given their small popula-
tion sizes, even doubling these numbers would
not massively change Thailand’s tourism land-
scape — they remain niche markets.
Seasonality and COVID Recovery Pat-
terns: FSU tourism is highly seasonal (peak
in December—March). The COVID recovery
showed that once Thailand removed quaran-
tine in late 2021, Russians were among the
first to return under sandbox schemes, drawn
by the warm climate during their winter. The
strong 2023 figures reflect that by then travel
was normalized. A note on 2022: surprisingly,
our chart indicated ~435k total FSU visitors in
2022 (mostly in the latter half when entry rules
eased). This partial recovery year was omitted
from official table reporting, but those visitors
laid the groundwork for the 2023 surge. It sug-
gests that as soon as flights were available, the
demand materialized. Tour operators in Russia
and Kazakhstan ramped up packages quickly,
demonstrating the tight integration of these
markets with Thai tourism.
Socio-Demographic Implications: The fact
that most FSU tourists are young adults and
a majority are female travelers is notable for
tourism marketers. It means marketing and
services can be tailored: e.g., shopping, beauty
and wellness (spa, massage) might be in high
demand (indeed many Russian women partake
in Thai spa services). Nightlife and adventure
activities appeal to the 25-44 cohort. The low
share of older tourists indicates an area of po-
tential growth — with aging populations in
Russia and Kazakhstan, there is a market for re-
tiree tourism or medical tourism that Thailand

could tap into if some barriers (like medical
visa ease or targeted promotion) are addressed.

Geographic Concentration and Sustain-
ability: The heavy concentration of tourists
in Phuket and Pattaya raises issues about
sustainable tourism and regional balance.
These areas were heavily hit when FSU tour-
ists vanished during COVID, demonstrating
vulnerability. Thai tourism authorities might
consider ways to diversify tourist flows to
other regions — for example, promoting Chi-
ang Mai’s culture or Koh Samui’s resorts to
Russian-speaking tourists. Some progress was
being made pre-COVID (with niche groups
visiting Chiang Mai for festivals, or going to
Krabi and Phang Nga provinces beyond just
Phuket). Continued efforts to highlight new
destinations (perhaps via Russian-language
social media influencers) could spread the
benefits of tourism more evenly and reduce
over-reliance on Phuket/Pattaya.

Policy and Future Prospects: Thailand
appears committed to wooing this market, as
seen by the visa waivers and even discussions
of accepting Mir cards (the Russian payment
system) to facilitate spending amid sanctions.
Going forward, assuming geopolitical condi-
tions don’t drastically worsen, the prospects for
FSU tourism to Thailand are strong. We might
project moderate growth in Russian arrivals
(perhaps limited by flight capacity and eco-
nomic issues at home, but still a huge pool of
travelers). Central Asian arrivals are poised to
grow faster, maybe even doubling over the next
few years, given rising incomes and Thailand’s
popularity. One wildcard is China’s influ-
ence — Russia’s limited flight options have led
many Russians to transit via hubs like Dubai
or Istanbul; if more direct flights via Chinese
airlines open (now that Russian carriers face
restrictions), that could increase flow. Addi-
tionally, safety and health concerns (like pan-
demics or regional conflicts) remain potential
disruptors — the lesson from COVID is that
this market will bounce back quickly when gi-
ven the chance, but a prolonged conflict or new
pandemic could again halt travel.

6. Conclusion
Tourist migration from former Soviet
states to Thailand has evolved significant-
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ly over the past decade. This comprehen-
sive analysis showed that, after a period of
growth in the mid-2010s, these tourist flows
were abruptly disrupted by global and geopo-
litical crises — only to rebound strongly by
2023, with new patterns emerging. Russian
tourists remain the dominant force, consti-
tuting the bulk of arrivals and contributing
substantially to Thailand’s tourism earnings
(nearly 0,8 % of GDP in 2024 from Russian
visitors alone). Kazakhstan has become an
unexpectedly dynamic market, and with sup-
portive policies, its travelers are now a no-
table presence. Ukraine’s once-growing out-
bound tourism has been stymied by conflict,
but Thailand’s inclusive stance (visa waivers,
etc.) lays groundwork for future recovery.
Other ex Soviet nations contribute smaller
but not insignificant numbers of tourists, and
these too present opportunities if nurtured.

Tourism from these countries is a clear in-
stance of temporary migration that can confer
economic benefits on the host country. Tourists
from the former USSR have injected billions
into Thailand’s economy, frequented its resorts,
and in some cases effectively lived in Thailand
for extended periods. This movement has also
had social and cultural side-effects, from the
establishment of Russian speaking enclaves
in Thai tourist towns to the deepening peo-
ple-to-people interactions between Thais and
Eurasians.

The impacts of external events — espe-
cially the COVID-19 pandemic and the Rus-
sia-Ukraine conflict underscore how intercon-
nected the world is, and how tourism flows can
shift abruptly. Thailand’s experience demon-
strates resilience and adaptability: by remai-
ning welcoming and quickly adjusting visa
policies, it managed to capture redirected trav-
el demand (e.g., Russians seeking non-Western
destinations). This has partially compensated
for losses elsewhere and sped up Thailand’s
tourism recovery.

In terms of development prospects, the out-
look for tourist migration from these states to
Thailand is optimistic but not without challeng-
es. If Thailand implements the recommended
policies — easing access further, ensuring safe-

ty and satisfaction, diversifying offerings, and
pursuing sustainability — it can expect conti-
nued growth from markets like Russia and Ka-
zakhstan, as well as a resurgence from Ukraine
and others when conditions improve. The Thai
government’s proactive measures, such as the
extended visa exemptions, already indicate a
commitment to facilitating this sector. More-
over, ongoing infrastructure projects (like air-
port expansions) and marketing initiatives tar-
geting secondary cities in Eastern Europe and
Central Asia will likely bear fruit in coming
years.

One should also acknowledge potential
risks: reliance on a few markets means vulner-
ability to their economic and political swings.
Thus, while Thailand should solidify its appeal
to Russian and CIS tourists, it must also contin-
ue attracting a diverse range of visitors globally
to maintain balance. Additionally, the concen-
tration of these tourists in certain areas calls for
mindful management to avoid overtourism and
ensure local community support. The concepts
of sustainable and high-quality tourism should
be integrated into the development plans — fo-
cusing not just on increasing arrival numbers
but on maximizing per tourist expenditure,
length of stay, and repeat visitation, all within
environmental limits.

In conclusion, tourism from former Soviet
states represents a valuable and growing facet
of Thailand’s international tourism, effectively
functioning as a form of recurring short-term
migration. The current trends point to a robust
recovery and new growth on the horizon, pro-
vided that Thailand navigates the accompa-
nying challenges wisely. By capitalizing on the
strong historical affinity (many travelers from
these countries deeply appreciate Thai culture
and hospitality) and by executing traveler cen-
tric policies, Thailand can strengthen its status
as a preferred long-haul destination for the
Russian speaking world. This will translate into
sustained economic gains and deeper intercul-
tural ties in the years to come. The recommen-
dations outlined in this article offer a roadmap
to achieve these goals, ensuring that the devel-
opment prospects of this tourist migration are
realized to their full potential.
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