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ÒThere is no m an who desires as passionately as a Russian. I f we could 
im prison a Russian desire beneath a fort ress, that  fort ress would 
explode.Ó Joseph De Maist re (1753Ð1821) , French diplom at , 
philosopher. Four Chapters on Russia, Ch. 1, quoted in I saiah Berlin, 
ÒThe Crooked Tim ber of Hum anityÓ (1990) . 
 

Dean and Heisler provide an overview of living and working in Russia. 

 

The Russian Federat ion is a vast  count ry spanning 12 t im e zones 

(although it  observes only 11) . Even after the break up of the Soviet  

em pire, it  is st ill the worldÕs largest  count ry (6,592,772 sq 

m iles/ 17,075,200 sq km)  with nearly 150 m illion inhabitants. About  75 

percent  of the populat ion is urban residents, with Russians and 

Ukrainians represent ing the largest  ethnic groups in Moscow, it s 

capital and the largest  city in Europe, followed by nearly 250,000 

Tatars. 

 

The Culture 

I t  m ay be easier to assim ilate into Russian culture by t rying to 

understand the history and t radit ion of the Russian people. Acquaint  



yourself with the Russian language. This is a crucial step in gaining 

adm irat ion and developing fr iendships or business contacts. 

Greet ings usually are conducted with a handshake and a statem ent  of 

your nam e. However, both m ale and fem ale fr iends usually k iss each 

other on the cheek once. I t  is uncomm on for men and wom en to k iss 

each other in public unless they are romant ically involved or are 

relat ives. 

Most  people int roduce them selves using their f irst  name, then their 

fatherÕs nam e, plus their fam ily nam e. Married wom en usually take on 

their husbandsÕ last  nam es.  

Russians generally are conservat ive in their sty le, and do not  like to be 

overt  in their act ions or expressions. Subsequent ly, they are very 

conservat ive in business, as well. However, Russians tend to be very 

fr iendly, part icularly with people with whom  they know and t rust . I t  is 

quite comm on to see m en and wom en walking hand in hand or arm  

and arm  down the st reet . I n addit ion, most  Russians pride them selves 

on their hospitalit y and loyalty to those with whom  they are close. 

 

Language 

The official language, Russian, is based on the Cyrillic alphabet , which 

is quite different  from  Lat in-based languages. Although English is 

taught everywhere from  schools to universit ies, it  is not  used widely in 



everyday interact ions. Most  Russians you will do business with should 

speak som e English. However, they m ay not  understand your sty le of 

English, m aking a Russian-English dict ionary a useful tool. Phrase 

books m ay not  feature the words you want  to comm unicate, but  

should st ill prove helpful- - you can buy these in downtown Moscow or 

St . Petersburg. 

I n order to operate successfully, it  is recom m ended that  you have a 

good understanding of the Russian language before venturing into any 

business dealings, or hire an interpreter. Also, by understanding the 

local language, you m ay be able to keep on top of the econom ic and 

business changes occurring on a daily basis. 

 

Religion 

Russia always has been a very religious count ry and Russian Orthodox 

is the predom inant  religion. During the Soviet -era, organized religion 

officially  was discouraged and m ost  churches were closed or even 

dest royed. During the Soviet  t im e period, there were fewer than a 

dozen churches open in Moscow. Now you can pract ice your faith 

freely- -as a m atter of fact , since the change in system , religion has 

enjoyed enorm ous popularit y. There are list ings in the local English-

language newspapers for congregat ions and t im es of service. 



There are m ore than 300 official religious organizat ions in St . 

Petersburg, including places of worship for Russian Orthodoxy, Rom an 

Catholicism , Buddhism , I slam , and various Protestant  Christ ian sects. 

 

Doing Business 

Business in Russia m oves slower than in other count ries. I n larger 

cit ies, such as Moscow and St . Petersburg, alm ost  any business will 

have Internet  access and fax service. Im portant  docum ents should not  

be sent by Russian post . I nstead, courier services should be used. The 

Russian post  is slow and infam ously unreliable;  however, even let ters 

sent  v ia courier from  abroad take a bit  longer to be delivered than in 

m any count ries. Sim ilarly, all verbal agreem ents should be confirm ed 

in writ ing, as telephone conversat ions and m eet ings that  have not  

been t ranscribed can be easily or convenient ly forgot ten. 

Although comm unicat ion m ay encounter delays, punctuality is very 

im portant . The t raff ic in m ajor cit ies, especially Moscow, can be 

horrendous during peak hours, so allow plenty of t ime to reach your 

dest inat ion. I f you are on your way to an im portant  meet ing, be sure 

to carry contact  num bers of associates in case you encounter 

diff icult ies en route. Conservat ive but  sty lish is the sm artest  way to 

dress for business in Russia. Businessmen cannot  go wrong wearing 

dark suits with polished shoes. Businesswom en working in Russia also 



should take care to dress conservat ively in suits with skirt s no shorter 

than knee- length. I n general, urban Russians take great  care with how 

they dress, regardless of incom e. A posit ive appearance is v ital, 

dem anding that  shoes be kept  clean and clothes well-pressed. 

Due to MoscowÕs cold and wet clim ate, it  is advisable to bring along 

water- resistant  boots and warm  clothing. Even if your v isit  will take 

place in the warm er seasons, be prepared for chilly weather and 

possibly unheated buildings- -be aware that  m ost Russian heat ing units 

are shut off from  April to October, regardless of the tem perature. 

Conversely, if you visit  Moscow in the winter, pack and dress in layers;  

buildings are kept  quite warm  during the winter m onths. 

I n addit ion, in Moscow, from  May to August , the water system  

undergoes two to three weeks of m aintenance, meaning that  hot  water 

during this t im e will be unavailable.  This rotates around Moscow by 

neighborhood, and advance warning is given. 

Despite the problem s inherent  in any fledgling free-m arket  economy, 

the Western m arket  is beginning to m ake it s presence known in 

Russia. I n Moscow, the business environm ent m ay be perceived as 

m ore bureaucrat ic in it s convent ions than it s Western counterparts. 

Much of the bureaucracy is a holdover from  the clim ate created by the 

previous Soviet  governm ent . Therefore, allow am ple t im e in your 

business dealings, as the Russian penchant  for thoroughness m ay 



result  in a project  taking a longer t im e to com plete than what  you are 

accustom ed to in your home count ry. 

The rules of business change quite frequent ly in Russia. Whatever 

rules have been installed to m aintain stabilit y are constant ly being 

broken to best  suit  each indiv idual venture. The current  Russian 

legislat ion requires potent ial foreign investm ent  to go through a lot  of 

t im e-consum ing bureaucracy in order to be established. 

Meet ings should be confirm ed at  least  a few days ahead of t im e and, if 

possible, again the day before. I f anything unexpected occurs and you 

cannot  m ake it  to the m eet ing on t im e or at  all, be sure to contact  

your business associates to let  them know of the change. I f it  is too 

late to call them , send a colleague from  your off ice with a m essage 

about  your delay or cancellat ion. 

Russians conduct  business in a way that  is sim ilar to the Western 

sty le. A business meet ing would begin typically at  9: 00 a.m . around a 

conference table arranged with beverages and past ries. Talks break for 

lunch at  1: 00 p.m .- - this break could last  unt il m id-afternoon. A 

m eet ing involving a negot iat ion undoubtedly will last  throughout the 

day, for an abundance of inform at ion is very im portant . Russian 

businesspeople take their t im e m aking decisions. 

Although m ost  business entertaining takes places in restaurants, it  is 

possible that  expat riate colleagues will be invited to dine at  a fellow 



businesspersonÕs hom e. Outside of off icial business, a port ion of 

entertaining can be done at  home. I t  may be appropriate to host  a 

dinner party for close fr iends and associates once you have set t led into 

life in Russia. I n the m eant im e, when visit ing a Russian hom e, there 

are som e sim ple courtesies that  are good to rem em ber to avoid 

em barrassm ent . 

When entering a Russian hom e, it  is expected that  you will rem ove 

your shoes in order to avoid t racking snow or m ud onto the floors. 

Som et im es slippers will be provided, or you m ay decide to carry your 

own for just  such an occasion. However, it  is acceptable to walk 

around in your socks or stockings. 

I t  is always a nice gesture to bring a small gift  for your host  and/ or 

hostess. Flowers for the lady and a sm all bot t le of wine or vodka for 

the gent lem an is standard, assum ing that  he drinks. I f your host  is 

known to abstain from  alcohol, select  another com parable gift . Note 

that  f lowers should be given only in odd num bers, as an even num ber 

of f lowers is associated with funerals. 

The toast  is a vital part  of the Russian dining experience;  therefore, it  

is very im portant  to part icipate. Refusing to do so is considered to be 

quite rude. You also m ay keep in m ind that , as a special guest , you 

m ight  be asked to give the eveningÕs toast . I f you do not  wish to 

im bibe, it  is recom m ended to m erely sip from  your glass after a toast  



is offered, and be polite but  f irm  in your refusals for repeated refills. 

Russians are quite well-educated and love discussing culture such as 

art  and music, as well as current  events. Although they are quite 

crit ical of their own count ry, Russians are pat riot ic at  heart . Refrain 

from  m aking overt ly negat ive com m ents that  m ight  alienate your host  

or fellow guests, such as those concerning the Cold War. Sim ilarly, 

avoid stereotypical rem arks about  how advanced the West is 

com pared to Russia-- this will not  endear you to your nat ive 

colleagues. Safe conversat ion includes sports and other topics not  

related to polit ics, the econom ic situat ion, or the governm ent . 

 

Getting Around 

Most  m odern am enit ies are available in Russia. Shop owners and 

m erchants have acclim ated them selves to the higher dem and of goods 

and keep shelves well- stocked. New residents st ill m ay need to shop 

around for the best  select ion and prices, as they vary widely. Despite 

som e inconveniences, an assignm ent  to Russia can be an 

ext raordinary experience for foreign nat ionals and their families. 

Moscow was founded in 1147. Since then it  has been rebuilt  m any 

t im es, but  in the cent ral part  of the city, you st ill find m any 

thoroughfares running in st range direct ions. The m eaning of the old 

Russian saying, Òall roads start  at  the Krem lin,Ó becom es quite obvious 



when you consult  a st reet  m ap. The Moscow subway m ap has a sim ilar 

appearance. I t  is highly advisable to buy a m ap to assist  you in this 

m egalopolis of 13 m illion people ( that  populat ion figure is according to 

off icial stat ist ics, but  the real num ber is probably closer to 16 m illion) . 

The cit y and it s outskirt s consist  of three m ajor boulevards called the 

ÒringÓ roads, extending concent rically out  from  the Krem lin, which is 

located on the north bank of the Moskva River. The ÒringÓ roads are 

intersected by a m aze of avenues and cross st reets like the design of a 

spiderÕs web. 

Bookstores and kiosks sell a public t ransportat ion guide, 

ÒPassahzhirsky Transport  Moskvy,Ó which contains inform at ion 

regarding routes and schedules for Moscow public t ransport . 

 

Hazards of Russian Life 

Because Russia is in the m idst  of econom ic and polit ical change, 

personal security rem ains an im portant  factor for all foreigners living 

in or visit ing the count ry. Theft  and pickpocket ing are com m on in 

m ajor tourist  areas, as well as in city st reets. There are, like in every 

big cit y of the world, occasional violent  incidents. Public t ransportat ion 

and underground walkways present an increased risk of pet ty theft  or 

confrontat ion, especially at  night . Also at  night , there are m ore 

inebriated people on the st reets leaving the local pubs or clubs. While 



public consum pt ion of alcohol is off icially  prohibited, it  is st ill 

widespread and can be surprising to new arrivals in Moscow or Russia 

in general. 

Unt il they becom e familiar with the city and m ore com fortable 

t raveling alone, m any newcom ers prefer to t ravel in groups or pairs. 

Otherwise, they can use private taxis or drive them selves when 

appropriately licensed. Keep in m ind that  taxis are very different  in 

Moscow- - the indust ry is really just  evolving. ÒFlagging a carÓ is st ill 

very comm on for Russians- - in other words, every car on the road is a 

potent ial taxi, and the price is negot iated. For obvious safety reasons, 

people are highly discouraged from  using this system . Official taxis do 

exist , but  are not  available in great  numbers. Official taxis often can 

take 30 to 60 m inutes to arrive, even to cent ral locat ions, and they 

norm ally have a m inim um  charge. However, off icial taxis should be 

ordered by telephone to create a record of your t r ip to reduce risk. 

Get t ing into an official taxi on the st reet  st ill carries r isk. There are no 

laws or regulat ions on how taxis m ust look in term s of color, signage, 

etc.  Any car can put  a sign on top that  says " taxi."   Therefore, people 

m ust  be very careful. Airport  pickup absolutely should be planned in 

advance. I f a v isitor cannot  arrange a r ide in advance, use the official 

taxi stand in the airport . While it  m ay be m ore expensive, it  will be far 



safer than accept ing a r ide from  the crowds of Òtaxi driversÓ offering 

their services.  

I n Moscow, individuals should avoid large groups or dem onst rat ions. 

I n addit ion, foreigners should be wary of children, as groups of 

children have been known to assault  and rob foreigners. Airports, 

hotels, restaurants, t rain stat ions, and underground walkways are 

frequent sites for such assaults and other illicit  act ivit ies. Robberies 

often occur outside nightclubs and in taxis, so it  is wise to avoid 

drinking in excess, hailing unofficial taxis, or sharing any taxi with 

st rangers. Taking a shared taxi at  night  is not  advisable, because there 

have been reports of robberies by fellow t ravelers.  

Also, expat riates of African or Asian descent  m ay face harassm ent  by 

som e locals. Although this has occurred in isolated incidents, it  is a 

securit y issue that  should be considered by anyone t raveling alone. 

Som e t ravelers have ident if ied rynoks, or open-air m arkets, as places 

where such harassment is m ore com m on. 

Most  expat riates who have been liv ing in Russia for a while can tell 

you about  the indifferent  approach of the local police or m ilit ia. They 

are bet ter known to stop foreigners for random  docum entat ion checks 

than to help them if there has been a theft  or harassment . I n the case 

of pet ty theft , it  does not  hurt  to go to a local m ilit ia stat ion and fill out  

a report , but  m ost of the t ime these cases are left  unresolved and 



it em s unrecovered. Residents who feel that  their safety is in danger 

m ay find sim ilar apathy from  the police. Unless a crim e has been 

com m it ted, m ore often than not , the response is Òno harm , no foul.Ó 

Because of the m ilit iaÕs indifference to threatening situat ions, it  is even 

m ore im portant  to rem ain aware of your surroundings at  all t im es. 

People who have been drinking alcohol are m ore vulnerable to theft  

and at tack. I f you choose not  to abstain from  alcohol, it  is a good idea 

to designate a sober fr iend to m ake sure that  you get  hom e safely. 

Som e expat riates claim  that  they feel safer when carry ing som ething 

that  m ay be used as a weapon, such as a long um brella or walk ing 

st ick. Although it  is not  advisable to use a weapon during a 

confrontat ion, the sight  of a big st ick m ight  thwart  an at tem pt of 

at tack or robbery. Most  thieves do not  relish a scuffle. 

There are m ore serious securit y concerns in some regions of Russia, 

part icularly in areas such as Chechnya, Dagestan, Ingushet ia, and 

North Osset ia. Always consult  the local news and your em bassy or 

consulate before planning any t ravel to, near, or over these areas. 

 

The Russian Roads 

I nclem ent  weather and drunk drivers account  for m ost  of the 

autom obile accidents on Russian roads. Lack of rout ine road and 

vehicular m aintenance adds to the already hazardous driv ing 



condit ions. Minor accidents are com m onplace. Be aware that  t raffic 

police frequent ly request  cash ÒfinesÓ from  drivers. 

Russian drivers also have a unique at t itude while driv ing.  There are 

m any accidents, and they are not  all caused by weather or drunk 

drivers. As m ent ioned, old vehicles and poor m aintenance cont ribute 

great ly to the problem . Unbelievably, many cars use worn-out  t ires 

even in winter. Despite icy roads and bad t ires, m any drivers also do 

not  adjust  their driv ing style for snow or rain. Russian drivers are very 

aggressive, but  norm ally do not  exhibit  the aggression through 

gestures. Drivers frequent ly disregard red lights, especially 

im m ediately after a light  turns red. Pedest rians should never assum e 

that  a car will stop, even if the pedest rian has the obvious right  of 

way.  

Police harassm ent  on the roads is endem ic and m akes driving even 

m ore difficult  for those who do not  speak Russian. Speaking English in 

tourist  areas, which have a large num ber of police, is often enough to 

get  your docum ents checked by police, and they will do their best  to 

f ind something to claim is incorrect  and necessitates a fine.  

Whenever in public, people should have their passports, v isas, and 

local regist rat ion available. When driv ing, the driver also m ust have all 

required licenses and vehicle paperwork.  

 



Russian Weather 

Russia is well known for it s fr igid winter. You can expect  snow between 

the m onths of Novem ber and March, with the average tem perature in 

January in Moscow hovering around negat ive 10 degrees Celsius (14 

degrees Fahrenheit ) . Tem peratures in Novem ber, Decem ber, January, 

or February can reach negat ive 23 degrees (negat ive nine degrees 

Fahrenheit )  or less. There is darkness by late afternoon during the 

winter m onths.  

The warmest  m onths in Moscow typically are June, July, and August . 

Daylight  during these m onths will last  unt il late in the evening. In the 

sum m er in Moscow, there are 17.5 hours of daylight . Up as far north 

as St . Petersburg there are up to 19 hours of daylight . The average 

tem perature in June will be about 16 degrees Celsius (60 degrees 

Fahrenheit ) , though tem peratures throughout  the sum mer m onths can 

reach 30 degrees Celsius or higher. While you can expect  snow during 

the winter m onths, from  May to October you should expect  rain, with 

the m ost  rainfall in July and August .  

 

The Art of the Russian Toast 

Toasts are an essent ial part  of the Russian dining experience, so much 

so that  if you even sip a drink before a toast  is given, whispers m ay go 

around the table about  your problem s with alcoholism . 



There is et iquet te to proper toast ingÑ the first  toast  is usually given by 

the host , quickly followed by a second (usually praising the host) . 

Russian toasts can just  as easily be brief as long-winded and 

seem ingly never-ending, but  alm ost always they will contain a 

poignant  anecdote, the m oral of which will be sum m ed up by the 

toaster (who m ust stand) . The anecdotes usually are uplift ing and 

sent imental, and m ore often than not  hum orous (But be warned that  

Russian hum or leans towards the dark, as anyone who has read the 

Òcom ediesÓ of playwright  Anton Checkov can relate.) . Also, a toast  in 

praise of wom en always is in order. 

Arkady Merzavchik, an internat ional drinking cham pion who has 

writ ten several essays on the art  of drinking vodka, suggests drinking 

to the hostÕs generosity, parentsÕ wisdom , financial prosperit y, and, 

especially if foreigners are present , world peace. Here are a few 

popular anecdotes that  will endear you to your Russian hosts. Vashe 

zdorovie!  (ÒTo healthÓÑ the Russian equivalent  of ÒCheers!Ó)  

To work colleagues or partners in business: 

At  a nice restaurant , a diner f inished an excellent  m eal and asked for 

the check. When he saw the check, he was terrif ied and exclaim ed, 

ÒTen thousand for a dinner?!Ó After he realized that  there was no 

m istake, he begged the waiter:  ÒCould you, please, at  least  give a 

discount  to your colleague?Ó 



ÒOh, are you also a waiter?Ó the waiter asked. 

ÒNo,Ó the diner said, Òbut  I  am  a thief!Ó 

Even though we do not  steal, we are fortunate to be colleagues- -so 

here is to us and our m odest  profession!  

(From  www.balt icsworldwide.com .)  

To wom en:  

I n a restaurant , a young m an leans towards his gir lfr iend and says 

with a sm ile:  ÒDrinking m akes you so beaut iful!Ó 

ÒBut  I  have not  yet  had a drink,Ó his gir lfr iend says. 

ÒOh,Ó replied the young m an, Òbut  I  have.Ó 

So I  would like to m ake the following statem ent :  we have not  had a 

drink yet  but  our wom en are very beaut iful anyway. To all beaut iful 

wom en here today!  

(From  www.balt icsworldwide.com .)  

To fr iendship:  

Once upon a t im e, a horde of wolves lived in the forest  and their 

leader was very old. One day when the horde was preparing to hunt , 

the leader said he was not  capable of leading them . A st rong young 

wolf approached the leader and asked him  to allow him  to lead the 

horde. The old wolf agreed, and the horde went to seek food. 

The next  day the wolves returned with their prey. The young wolf told 

the leader that  they at tacked seven hunters and easily k illed the m en. 



When the horde went to hunt  again, the young wolf took the lead. 

However, this t im e the wolves did not  return for several days. Finally, 

the young wolf cam e hom e alone and wounded. He told the leader that  

the horde at tacked three men, and only he had survived. 

The old wolf exclaim ed in surprise, ÒBut  during the first  hunt  you killed 

the seven hunters, and they did no harm  to you!Ó 

The young wolf replied, ÒThere were seven hunters at  our f irst  hunt , 

but  this t im e there were three best  fr iends.Ó 

May this new fr iendship be long and fruit ful, and as st rong as those 

three hunters. Cheers to fr iendship!  

(From  Pravda.ru.)  

A father had a beaut iful daughter who was at  the age of get t ing 

m arried. Three fr iends cam e to com pete for m arrying her. The father 

form ulated the condit ion- - the one who could reach the top of ElÕbrus 

( the highest  m ountain in Caucasus)  without  rem oving any sm all stone 

from  the m ountain would receive the hand of his daughter, but  the 

others would be killed.  

The first  fr iend fell down before reaching the top and died, the second 

reached it  but  few sm all stones fell down, and only the third fr iend 

fulfilled the task. But the father k illed both the second and the third 

fr iends. 



When his daughter asked him  why did had he killed the third fr iend, 

who had succeeded, the father answered, ÒI  did that  so he could keep 

his fr iends com pany.Ó  

So, letÕs raise our glasses for the good fr iendship and for the good 

com pany!Ó 

(From  wl.m iddlebury.edu/ skaninsk.)  

And the short  but  effect ive toast :  

We gathered here to drink, so letÕs drink for gathering!  

(From  wl.m iddlebury.edu/ skaninsk.)  


