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PORTRAIT OF LATVIAN SOCIETY  
 
In order to better prepare for the negotiations on the future of Latvian society, we have 
summarized the most important findings from the latest statistical reports and public opinion polls, 
including the Central Statistical Bureau's reports "Demography 2018", "Statistical Yearbook of Latvia 
2018" and the analytical articles of the Bank of Latvia.  
  

HOW DOES THE SOCIETY 

CHANGE? 
 
According to the data provided by the United 
Nations Population Fund, Latvia is the 
country with the fastest declining population 
in the world – the population of Latvia 
declines by about 1% annually. Population is 
decreasing as Latvia has a negative migration 
balance, a low birth rate and a high death 
rate. The decline of the population is most 
pronounced in rural areas, especially in 
Latgale.  
 

Changes are also visible in the age structure of the 
society: when looking at the comparative age pyramids 
of 2000 and 2018 we can see that the average age and 
lifetime of the population is increasing. This means that 
the share of the population in the active workforce is 
expected to decrease over time. 
 
Meanwhile, life satisfaction has gradually increased in 
Latvia over the last 10 years. If in 2009, immediately after 
the economic crisis, the satisfaction of the population 
was at its lowest level of 5.55 points, then, in 2018, it 
reached 6.97 points out of ten, or the historically highest 
point. 
 
Optimism about future has also grown. According to 
Eurobarometer data of autumn 2018, 35% of the 
population expect their lives in the next 12 months to be 
better than before, which is a higher outcome than the 
EU average. 
 
 

Figure 2. Permanent population pyramid at the beginning of the 
year; 2000 and 2018. Source: CSB, Statistical Yearbook of Latvia 
2018, page 43.   

Figure 1. Changes in the number of permanent residents over the period 
2000-2017. Source: CSB publication "Demography 2018", page 36.  
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The residents of Latvia are also gradually adapting to the needs of the future labour market. Since 2000, the 
proportion of the people who have completed higher education has increased, but the number of those 
who have acquired only basic education has decreased. The number of people who use the Internet on a 
daily basis and who have at least basic digital skills is gradually increasing. However, labour shortages in the 
information and communication technologies, engineering and medical as well as construction and logistics 
sectors are still expected to occur.  
 

WHO LIVES IN LATVIA? 
 
The society of Latvia is becoming more and more diverse, but the ethnic make-up of the society varies 
across the regions of Latvia. Vidzeme has the highest proportion of Latvians (87.2%), while in Latgale it is the 
lowest (45.9%). The most ethnically diverse area is Latgale. Mutual interactions between different ethnic 
groups are extensive, and there are relatively frequent marriages between members of different ethnic 
groups – almost 20% of Latvians and almost 50% of Russians have married representatives of other 
nationalities. 
 
The number of non-citizens of Latvia, though slowly, continues to decline, constituting 11% of the 
population in 2018. At the same time, although the balance of migration has been negative every year since 
the restoration of independence, that is, emigration has significantly exceeded immigration, the number of 
foreigners living in Latvia continues to increase. Among the most popular countries of origin are Russia, 
Ukraine and Belarus, but also EU member states – the neighbouring states Lithuania and Estonia, as well as 

Germany. The main motivation 
for immigration in recent years 
has been employment, studies 
and investment in real estate. The 
majority of foreigners are 
concentrated in Riga (more than 
50%) and in other cities of Latvia. 
 
The age and education of the 
people leaving Latvia and arriving 
in Latvia are similar – young 
people aged 20-39 with 
professional or higher education 
are most often involved in 
migration processes.  
 
Despite the fact that Latvian 
society is becoming more diverse, 

the attitudes towards immigration 
and refugees, as well as against 
other ethnic groups are still 
relatively negative. More than 80% 

of the Latvian population does not support immigration from non-EU countries, as well as the reception of 
asylum seekers. Almost half of the Latvian population does not support immigration from other EU 
countries. Besides, according to the survey carried out by SKDS in February 2019, 80% of the population 
would not want to be in contact with people of other nationalities or origin in their workplace, family or 
neighbourhood. The most negative attitude is towards the Roma people, as well as Afghans, Pakistanis, 
Syrians and Africans, although the number of the representatives of these nationalities in the society of 
Latvia is small.  
  

Figure 3. Data on international migration in Latvia. The balance of migration is the 
difference between emigration and immigration. 
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HOUSEHOLD DISPOSABLE INCOME IN LATVIA 
 
The consequences of the crisis in Latvia were felt for a long time, and on average, families managed to reach 
the income level of 2007 only in 2015. But then income continued to grow gradually, and in 2017 the real 
average per capita income was already 50% higher than in 2006. At this moment, the worst situation is for 
single parents – the average income growth has been slow and the income gap between the above 
mentioned and other families is increasing. Similarly, the gap between pensioners and people of working age 
is growing – the average income for pensioners is currently almost half that of people of working age. 
Similarly, since 2010, income for men without children is growing much faster than for women without 
children. A positive trend, however, can be seen in the income of large families – since 2007, the gap 
between average income for large families and smaller families is decreasing.  

WHAT IS THE LEVEL OF UNEMPLOYMENT? 
 
The overall unemployment rate in Latvia is relatively low - since 2011, it has fluctuated around 8%, which is 
close to the EU average. However, this indicator hides two topical problems – regional inequality as well as 
long-term unemployment. First, in the regions outside Riga and Pierīga (around 6% in 2017), unemployment 
is even several percentage points higher, especially in Latgale (almost 15% in 2017). Likewise, the average 
unemployment is much higher among the people who have acquired only basic education (around 20%) 
and is slightly higher among non-nationals. Secondly, although the unemployment rate shows that anyone 
who wants to find a job can get it, the number of long-term unemployed is still relatively high (40% of 
jobseekers), and it is falling slowly. 
  

Figure 4. Data on real disposable income per capita in different demographic groups (adjusted for inflation). 
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INEQUALITY IN LATVIA 
 
People aged over 65 are particularly at risk of poverty, especially women with a higher life expectancy. 
Almost in all age groups, women are more exposed to the risk of poverty. Although there has been a decline, 
however, there are still significant differences between men's and women's gross wages in equivalent 
positions. In 2017, the gender wage gap was 15.3%. 
 
Although income inequality in Latvia is lower than the EU average, our social support system in this area 
provides insufficient support. In Latvia, pensions and benefits reduce the inequality rate by only 27% (EU 
average – 40%), and Latvia is one of the most unequal countries in Europe in terms of disposable income. 
The inequality in Latvia, especially among pensioners and the unemployed, is heavily influenced by the 
different levels of income and assets owned – for example, the lowest income group includes 2 times more 
pensioners than the EU average. And although the overall income inequality has declined in recent years, it 
has failed to bridge the economic gap and income gap between the regions of Latvia. Since 2011, the 
polarization of the regions has been increasing, and no other development centres have emerged outside 
Riga and Pierīga. 

 

WHAT ARE THE NEW FAMILY MODELS? 
 
If we compare the modern Latvian society with the society which lived in the territory of Latvia in 1970, we 
can see that people's habits and understanding of the family have changed. If at that time the vast majority 
of adults lived in marriage then now only about half of the Latvian population is married. 41% of children are 
born out of wedlock – a characteristic of the EU as a whole.  
 
Compared to other member states of the EU and the member states of the organisation of the world’s most 
advanced countries – OECD, Latvian society is intolerant towards homosexual people. Among the OECD 
member states only Turkey has a lower tolerance rate. For example, in 2015, only 23% of Latvian citizens 

Figure 5. TAL (territorial development level) index for 2011 and 2016. The TAL index characterizes the higher or lower socio-
economic development of the territories and takes into account various indicators (GDP, unemployment rate, investment, 
level of demographic burden, taxes paid, etc.). Source: SRDA, Agnese Rutkovska, Madara Brigmane (Bank of Latvia). 
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believed that same-sex relationships shall be considered as normal relationships – compared to 67% of the 
population in the European Union. The inhabitants of Latvia relatively rarely notice that the members of this 
group are discriminated against in society. 
 
At the same time, the position of the Latvian society on this issue is changing as the generations change. For 
example, younger generations (up to the age of 35) are more likely to support the registration of same-sex 
partnerships than people over the age of 45.  
 
 

DO PEOPLE TRUST EACH OTHER? 
 
About 45% of the Latvian population consider that other people, in principle, can be trusted, while 31% of 
them consider that they cannot be trusted. These figures are similar to the European average, but at the 
same time they are much lower than in Finland, Denmark and Sweden. Like other Europeans, the citizens of 
Latvia, on average, think that they have the same opportunities to succeed in their lives as other citizens. 
 
In a 2018 survey, almost every other Latvian citizen stated that he considers that his/her vote in Latvia is 
important. In this respect, we have made significant progress in recent years as a society, but we still lag 
behind the European average. The citizens of Latvia, compared to those of most other European countries, 
are not convinced that the most important state decisions affecting their lives are taken fairly. The 
inhabitants of Latvia are the most sceptical in the European Union regarding the statement that justice in our 
society always wins injustice.  
 
Two thirds of Latvian citizens agree that the government of Latvia is corrupted. Relatively more often: people 
under 54 years of age, with primary education, low income, the residents of Latgale and non-Latvians. Every 
third citizen of Latvia considers that the state of Latvia has offended him/her. Resentment towards the state 
of Latvia is more common among non-Latvians, people with low income or basic education, and residents 
of Latgale.  
 

WHAT ARE SOME OTHER IMPORTANT FEATURES OF LATVIAN SOCIETY? 
 
Disability. Every tenth resident of Latvia has a disability, and there is a comparatively higher unemployment 
rate in this population group. 49% of the residents of Latvia consider that people with special needs are 
discriminated against in Latvian society. 
 
Women's rights. Only every fifth resident of Latvia considers that women are discriminated against in 
Latvian society. At the same time, the average wage of Latvian women is still 15-19% lower than that of men. 
Similarly, residents of Latvia more rarely than the citizens of other EU member states agree with the 
statement that domestic violence is never acceptable and that such violence is punishable (64% of the 
population in Latvia, 84% in Europe).  
 
Elderly persons. Latvia’s population often notices discrimination against elderly persons – every other 
national of Latvia considers that this group of people is discriminated against, especially in their job search. 
Only a quarter of the Latvian population would support that the highest public positions were held by a 
person over 75 years of age – it is twice lower than the European average.  
 
Religion. Compared to other EU member states, Latvian residents have noticed discrimination based on 
religious, ethnic or gender characteristics less. At the same time, less than half of the inhabitants of Latvia 
would agree if their son or daughter had a relationship with a Buddhist or Muslim.  
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ABOUT THE LIEPĀJA DISCUSSIONS  

In Latvia, in 2019, two major planning documents will be developed, which shall include the answers to how 
to promote the cohesion of the Latvian society: 

1) National Development Plan for 2021-2027; 
2) Guidelines on national identity, civil society and integration policy. 

 
The aim of the discussions in Liepaja and other regions: to find new ideas/approaches for promoting the 
cohesion of the Latvian society and to participate in developing of these policy-planning documents. 


