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Our recent study of 29 countries, which was published in

IJE, highlights the devastating impact of the COVID-19

pandemic on mortality across high-income countries.1

Period life expectancy witnessed declines in 2020 on a

scale that is unprecedented in recent history. With the re-

cent availability of data from Russia,2 we show that Russia

is no exception (Figure 1). Data from death registrations

indicate that life expectancy between 2019 and 2020 in

Russia fell by -1.68 (95% CI: -1.72, -1.63) years among

males (from 68.41 to 66.73 years) and -1.80 (95% CI: -

1.85, -1.76) years for females (from 78.44 to 76.64 years).

Comparisons of these losses with those among the 29

countries, as we previously reported,1 reveal that life ex-

pectancy losses among females were the largest in Russia,

and losses among males stand only behind the USA

(2.2 years) and Lithuania (1.7 years).

Two features of the pandemic’s impact on Russian mor-

tality stand out. First, similar to what we found for the

USA, increased mortality in working, mid-life ages (20 to

60) accounted for 26% of the total life expectancy decline

for women and 33% for men. Since at least 1960, Russia

has been the country with the lowest male life expectancy

and highest lifespan inequality in Europe, due to a contin-

ued burden of mid-life mortality.3 Failure to reduce the

prevalence of cardiovascular diseases combined with high

levels of alcohol consumption and violence led to these pat-

terns.4 However, healthier behaviours, better health care

and socioeconomic development have led to sizeable

improvements in mortality in recent years preceding the

COVID-19 pandemic.4 In this context of significant pro-

gress, the more than one million estimated excess deaths

by the end of 2021 [https://github.com/dkobak/excess-mor

tality],5,6 and the life expectancy declines triggered by ex-

cess mortality in mid-life and older-age groups, highlight

the catastrophic toll of the pandemic in Russia. To put this

into an international perspective, Russia’s level of excess

deaths is among the highest across European countries.5,7

Second, sex differences in mortality observed in Russia

are striking (Figure 2). Although in most of the 29 coun-

tries, we found life expectancy losses to be larger among

males than females,1 in Russia females experienced larger

losses. A potential explanation for the Russian pattern may

lie in the heightened exposure to COVID-19 infection

experienced by health care workers aged between 20 and
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60 during the pandemic, who are predominantly women,8

but a deeper assessment of these sex differences is needed.

Life expectancy losses in Russia in 2020 reveal that they

were on a scale comparable to those observed in another

similarly large and heterogeneous country, the USA.

Russia’s decline in life expectancy may even be larger in

magnitude relative to the USA when compared with the

projected life expectancy in 2020,9 particularly as Russia’s

recent progress in life expectancy improvements has been

significant compared with the stalls in improvements in the

USA. The lack of a streamlined national response, coupled

with persistent regional disparities in the implementation

and uptake of non-pharmaceutical interventions,10,11 and

significant ethno-racial inequalities, are likely to have been

factors underlying the significant mortality impacts in both

countries.6,12 In Russia, adherence to non-pharmaceutical

interventions has been weak and uneven across regions,

and distrust in government may have further affected ad-

herence substantially over the course of the pandemic.13,14

The outlook for life expectancy in 2021 is pessimistic as

belated efforts to increase vaccination uptake in response

to the summer spread of the ‘delta’ variant were subse-

quently loosened in preparation for parliamentary elec-

tions in September 2021, coupled with a strong reluctance

to be vaccinated.10 National figures are important and in-

formative, but they conceal variation at the sub-national

level and by socioeconomic and ethno-racial groups.

Evidence from other large and heterogeneous countries, such

as Brazil and Mexico,15,16 suggests that life expectancy losses

may be more severe in certain regions and larger for

Figure 1 Life expectancy at birth by sex for Russia from 2015 to 2020. The inset shows the age-specific contributions to the change in life expectancy

from 2019 to 2020 by sex; 95% prediction intervals via Poisson sampling of age-specific death counts18

Figure 2 Sex differences in the life-expectancy change from 2019 to 2020 across countries experiencing life expectancy losses; 95% prediction inter-

vals via Poisson sampling of age-specific death counts

1696 International Journal of Epidemiology, 2022, Vol. 51, No. 5

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ije/article/51/5/1695/6555070 by London School of H

ygiene & Tropical M
edicine user on 25 O

ctober 2022



disadvantaged groups.12 Similarly, the spread of COVID-19

and associated mortality varied between regions in Russia.7

Further disaggregated analyses will be needed to understand

the evolution of the pandemic and its toll on mortality out-

comes, as well as the impact of the more than one million ex-

cess deaths up to December 2021.5 Moreover, continued

poor levels of vaccine uptake in Russia and among Russian-

speaking communities across other post-soviet states, in the

Baltic countries and Eastern Europe,17 indicate that the mor-

tality impacts of the pandemic in these countries in 2021 may

yet be worse than in 2020.
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