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Policy Analysis

Cross-border population movements for employment purposes have fascinated 
scientists and policy researchers, but precise data about the population movements 
are not available. Although people in Estonia should register their new address in the 
population register and notify thus the state of changes in their place of residence, 
statistics do not reflect the actual extent and structure of migration. Therefore the 
Ministry of Social Affairs ordered a survey about the migration intentions and actual 
migration of residents of Estonia and has, based on the results, drawn up an analysis. 
The survey was carried out in spring 2010 by OÜ Eesti Uuringukeskus in cooperation 
with AS Norstat Eesti among 1,511 people aged 15–64. The survey was financed by 
the European Social Fund.

The analysis of the migration data should give ideas to both policy makers as well 
as to the public. For the purposes of this analysis potential migrants mean people 
who plan to work abroad and have also made preparations to that end. The analysis 
provides replies to questions on how large the quantity of potential migrants is, how 
definite their wish is, how long they want to stay abroad, which features characterise 
potential emigrants, what the reasons for the emigration wish and the main barriers 
to migration are and which changes have taken place in these indicators compared 
to earlier surveys.

The survey results reveal that compared to the earlier years the number of people 
who intend to work abroad has increased. While, according to the 2006 survey, the 
estimated migration potential of the working-age population in Estonia was 3.9% 
of the working-age population (about 36,000 people), by 2010, the number has 
increased to 8.5% (about 77,000 people).
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Introduction 

The demographic trends in Estonia resemble 
the general trends in Europe. Population de-
creases mainly on the account of working-age 
people (aged 15–64) and the percentage of 
the elderly in the age structure of population 
will increase significantly in the decades to 
come. According to the Eurostat forecasts the 
percentage of working-age population in the 
European Union will decrease from 67.3% of 
the total population in 2008 to 61.9% in 2030. 
In 20 years from now, according to the Euro-
stat forecasts there will be 110,000 working-
age people less in Estonia. This means that in 
2030 there will be 12% less employees on the 
labour market, however the forecast model 
expects zero migration. Thus, the labour loss 
may be even higher if potential migration is 
also taken into account. Labour shortage re-
lated to decrease in active population, i.e. la-
bour force, is not yet so acute, but due to the 
cyclical nature of the economy the problem 
will obviously become again rather topical 
sooner or later.

Migration aspects in Estonia have been 
discussed in several research works (Kallaste, 
Philips 2004, Järv 2007, Randveer, Rõõm 
2009), but the main hindrance to the studies 
is that the migration data are not reliable. Due 
to the lack of trustworthy migration statistics 
there is no clear overview of migration flows 
(migration, return migration) or migration 
structure (who migrate, for which reason, 
where and for how long) in Estonia. Due 
to the different methodology and quality of 
data sources, the estimates on migration and 
working abroad vary significantly. 

The migration statistics of Statistics Estonia 
are based on people’s voluntary registration 
of the place of residence in the Population 
Register and the information has been sup-
plemented by the data of Estonian citizens 

who have registered their place of residence 
in Finland. The data most often used for 
characterising the socio-economic structure 
of migrants include Labour Force Surveys 
that underestimate the quantity of migrants 
and record only temporary stay-away.1 Fur-
thermore, the number of people included 
in the sample is small, which does not allow 
making a more detailed analysis based on 
two and more characteristics. In addition, in 
different years surveys have been ordered by 
different authorities in Estonia (e.g. the Bank 
of Estonia, the Ministry of Social Affairs, the 
Labour Market Board).

The working-age population of Estonia de-
creases and in order to obtain a better over-
view of the changes on the labour market it is 
important to have information about migra-
tion. To achieve the aim, migration intention 
surveys have already been conducted on the 
order of the Ministry of Social Affairs four 
times. This survey report has used the data 
of the migration intention surveys conducted 
in 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2010. When analys-
ing the comparative data, it must be borne 
in mind that earlier surveys (2000, 2003) are 
not comparable on a one-to-one basis, as the 
questionnaire has meanwhile been changed. 
Still, we are able to point out the most im-
portant trends and assess the direction of the 
changes.

When interpreting the results of the migra-
tion intention surveys, it must be considered 
that they tend to overestimate the actual 
quantity of people going abroad. Migration 
literature contains several examples accord-
ing to which migration intentions function 
as a strong indicator of actual migration be-
haviour (Fourage, Ester 2009, Drinkwater 
2003). The results of the survey ordered by 
the Ministry of Social Affairs confirm that 

1	 The total population of the Estonian Labour Force Survey is formed by working-age people living in Estonia 
permanently (over one year) and those who live in Estonia but intend to stay abroad less than a year are deemed to be 
staying away on a temporary basis. Thus, migration can be analysed based on an earlier experience in working abroad 
and on current employment in a foreign country. The Labour Force Survey considers an Estonian resident as employed 
regardless of whether his/her place of work is on or outside the territory of Estonia.
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Within the last 
five years 12% 
of the respon-
dents, i.e.  
approximately 
112,000  
people, have 
worked abroad.

migration intentions reflect the actual migra-
tion very well, taking also into account the 
factors that encourage and hinder the reali-
sation of migration decisions. As the survey 
is not conducted for the first time, similar 
methodology and questionnaire allow ass-
essing the difference between the actual and 
statement-based migration. In 2006, 26% of 
working-age population expressed a wish to 
work abroad within the following five years 
and one-half of them, i.e. 13%, had already 
made preparations for migration. The 2010 
survey reveals that within the last five years 
12% of the respondents, i.e. approximately 
112,000 people, have worked abroad (with 
95% of probability the number of people who 
have worked abroad is in between 92,400 and 
132,800). The results correspond to the re-
sults of the Eurobarometer Survey (European 
Commission, 2010) carried out at the end of 
2009, according to which 15% of Estonian 

residents have worked abroad. The Human 
Asset Report (2010, 11) reveals that 15% of 
women (aged 26–35) have an earlier experi-
ence in living abroad.

The following policy analysis has been divid-
ed into five parts. At first, an overview is pro-
vided of recent changes on the labour mar-
ket. The second chapter analyses the firmness 
of migration intentions, the desired length of 
stay abroad and the changes that have taken 
place over the time. The third chapter covers 
the socio-economic background of potential 
migrants, i.e. which target groups are most 
willing to work abroad. The fourth chapter 
provides an overview of the employment 
background of the potential migrants and 
examines the most preferred migration des-
tinations. The fifth chapter covers the main 
incentives for and barriers to migration.

2	 As the total population of Labour Force Surveys is formed by people aged 15–74 and as it is known that the elderly are 
not a mobile target group, but they form a large part of the population, the assessment about the quantity of migrants 
obtained as a result of Labour Force Surveys is somewhat different and has been affected by the age group of the total 
population.

The Estonian Labour Force Survey indicates 
that since Estonia’s accession to the Euro-
pean Union the percentage of people work-
ing abroad among the working-age popula-
tion has been on a constant increase. While 
in 2008 the percentage of residents aged 
15–74 working abroad full-time was 1.5% 
and accounted for 2.3% of the labour force 
(approximately 15,500 people), in 2009 the 
percentage of people working abroad among 
the labour force has increased to 2.8% (see 
Figure 1). Thus, in 2009 the number of peo-
ple working abroad totalled 19,000–20,000. It 
must be borne in mind that the Labour Force 
Survey underestimates the extent of migra-
tion as the data do not record staying away 
from the home country and working abroad 
for a longer period. This is due to the fact 
that it is not possible to include people stay-
ing away from Estonia in the survey. How-
ever, Labour Force Surveys still give an idea 
of changes in the migration flows.

The assessment obtained according to the La-
bour Force Survey is quite similar2 to the re-
sults of the survey ordered by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs. Namely it appears that during 
the survey (in March–April of 2010) 3% of 
the working-age population aged 15–64, i.e. 
approximately 28,000 people, worked abroad. 
We can state with 95% of probability that the 
number of people who worked abroad was in 
between 18,000 and 39,000.

The economic recession in Estonia has first of 
all affected the employment of men. While in 
2008 the rate of unemployment of men aged 
15–64 was 5.9%, in 2009 it rose to 17.4% and 
in Q1 of 2010 even as high as to 25.9%. At 
the same time the rate of unemployment of 
women increased from 5.4% to 15%. In 2009, 
the unemployment rate fell the most in the 
field of construction and processing industry 
(textile and clothing industry, food indus-
try, timber industry). Due to the decline on 

1. Overview of development of labour market



4

0.9% 0.9%

1.6%

2.1%
2.3%

2.8%

0.6% 0.5%

1.0%

1.4% 1.5%

1.9%

0.0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%

3.0%

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Percentage of labour force Percentage of working-age population

Figure 1. Percentage of working-age people working abroad among the 
labour force and working-age population of Estonia, 2004–2009 

Source: Estonian Labour Force Survey 2004–2009, author’s calculations

the construction market the number of em-
ployees in the construction sector, where the 
employment in 2006 and 2007 increased by 
approximately 30% a year, continued to fall. 
Thus, people whose skills did not comply 
with the new requirements of the labour mar-
ket incurred difficulties in finding a new job 
and therefore went abroad to find job there. 
The Human Development Report (2009, 21) 
estimates that the recession in the Estonian 
economy will most probably last long, due 
to which in the nearest future undertakings 
will not able to create as many new jobs as 
required to alleviate unemployment. If in-
service training is not connected with meas-
ures adopted to create new jobs, there will be 
a large risk to lose valuable human resources 
due to discouragement and emigration.

The analysis of changes in the working life of 
people in Estonia in 2008 and 2009 reveals 
that a large part of those (81%) who had 
worked abroad within a certain period in 
the year preceding the survey has also been 
employed in 2009 (see Table 1). At the same 
time their rate of employment has decreased 
and the percentage of unemployed among 
them has risen sharply. Compared to 2008, 
the percentage of people who have worked 
abroad, but have become unemployed, has 
risen twice (from 7.2% to 15%), while the 
percentage of the unemployed in the group 

that has not worked abroad earlier has in-
creased to 9%. One of the reasons why the 
rate of unemployment of those who have 
worked abroad is high can be found in their 
employment structure. During the economic 
boom labour migrants entered such eco-
nomic sectors of European countries where 
the demand for labour force increased. So 
this survey also reveals that one-half of the 
residents of Estonia who worked abroad were 
employed namely in the construction sector 
and processing industry.

The global financial crisis that started in 2008 
has grown into a job crisis that expresses it-
self in the rapid increase in unemployment 
and affects immigrants considerably more 
than local labour force. As migrants are typi-
cally younger, less educated and with minor 
experience, work in sectors of cyclic charac-
ter (construction, accommodation and cater-
ing, industry) and on the basis of temporary 
contracts, they are the first ones to be made 
redundant during an economic recession 
(Human Development Report 2009, 41).

Thus, those who have emigrated from Esto-
nia incur difficulties both in finding a job as 
well as when returning to the labour market 
in Estonia after their stay abroad. Those who 
have gone to work abroad earlier are more 
affected by the economic recession than the 

60% of  
those who 

have worked 
abroad with-

in the last five 
years have 

come back to 
Estonia due to 
the loss of job 
or completion 
of work; one-
half of those 

have become 
unemployed.
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Table 1. Division of people with earlier experience in working abroad by 
labour market statuses (%), 2008–2009

Labour market status
Did not work abroad  

at all during the  
previous year

Worked abroad during  
he previous year

Year 2008 2009 2008 2009

Employed 62.5 56.7 89.4 80.8

Unemployed 3.6 9.0 7.2 15.1

Inactive 33.9 34.3 3.4 4.1

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Estonian Labour Force Survey 2008, 2009, author’s calculations

local labour force in Estonia. The results of 
this survey confirm that 60% of those who 
have worked abroad earlier (within the last 
five years) have come back to Estonia namely 
due to the loss of job or completion of work. 
One-half of those, in turn, have commenced 
work in Estonia and one-half have become 
unemployed.

Before we start the analysis of migration in-
tentions of people in Estonia in 2010, it must 
be pointed out that compared to the results of 
earlier surveys the wishes of working abroad 
have changed significantly. It must be borne 
in mind that the economic situation in 2010 
is considerably different from that in 2006 
when the previous survey was conducted. In 
2006 the migration was significantly affected 
by the opening of the Finnish labour market 
to Estonian labour force. The year 2006 in 

Estonia was affected by the rapid develop-
ment of the economy and a sharp increase 
in salary level: working abroad was seen as 
an opportunity for acquiring new knowledge 
and skills and it was considered a natural 
part of the career. Opposite to the boom year, 
the beginning of 2010 is characterised by the 
continuous decrease in salaries and a high 
level of unemployment, when the prospects 
of finding the desired job on the Estonian la-
bour market in compliance with the expec-
tations has reduced – this is the reason why 
residents of Estonia wish more and more to 
work abroad. People engaged in labour me-
diation also admit that the number of people 
asking for advice about working abroad from 
the labour mediation system EURES of the 
Unemployment Insurance Fund is on a con-
stant increase (Raus 2010).

While in 2006 the economic growth and 
opening of labour markets changed the atti-
tudes of people of Estonia to working abroad 
more positive, then the results of 2010 con-
firm that working abroad is rather seen as 
the last resort, which must also be taken into 
account when interpreting the results. Based 
on the feedback from interviewers it appears 

that the overall timing of the survey was not 
the best as the reply background was negative. 
Economic difficulties have increased people’s 
dissatisfaction and uncertainty about the fu-
ture, which in turn has reduced the respond-
ents’ interest in participating in the survey; 
the migration intention was revealed much 
more often than in 2006.

2. Migration intentions of Estonia’s working-age 
population
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2.1. Satisfaction with current 
work and migration intentions

Compared to 2006, in 2010 there have no big 
changes taken place in the general satisfac-
tion with the current work among working-
age population as a whole. However, a sig-
nificant decline in satisfaction can be seen 
among potential migrants namely in case of 
employment security. In 2010, every fourth 
employed person considered it likely to lose 
their current job within 12 months while 
among people with migration intention every 
third person considered it likely. At the same 
time only 12% of employed persons consider 
leaving their current workplace within 12 
months at their own request likely while in 
case of people with migration intention each 
third  person intends to leave work at their 
own request.

When comparing potential migrants and 
those who do not intend to work abroad, 
the largest difference appears namely in the 
satisfaction with the employment security, 
wages and career opportunities (see Figure 
2). The share of people who are very or quite 

satisfied with their salary and career oppor-
tunities among people with migration inten-
tion is considerably smaller (by 10%) than 
among people without the migration inten-
tion. Unlike salary, the reasons for migration 
do not reflect the fear to lose one’s profes-
sional skills. The number of people perform-
ing work corresponding to their profession is 
equal in case of potential migrants and those 
intending to stay in Estonia, thus the fear to 
lose one’s professional skills is not of decisive 
importance. Potential migrants include 2% 
more of employees holding positions requir-
ing both lower as well as higher qualification, 
due to which it cannot be alleged that the 
situation of those who want to work abroad 
at the workplace is worse than that of people 
who intend to stay in Estonia.

According to the most general assessments of 
the respondents, in 2010 the share of people 
who considered going abroad for employ-
ment purposes was 38%3, in 2006, however, 
26% of working-age population. However, 
the result remains below the results of 2003 
and 2000: in 2003, the share of potential or 
rather potential migrants was 42% of work-

Insecurity 
about the  

stability of the 
workplace 

increases the 
wish to work 

abroad.

Potential migrants Those who want to stay
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Figure 2. Percentage of potential migrants and people who intend 
to stay in Estonia who are satisfied or quite satisfied with different 
aspects of their workplace, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

3	 The same result was also achieved as a result of the Eurobarometer Survey. 
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About 43,000 
people have 
made specific 
preparations 
and have a 
definite wish to 
work abroad in 
the future.

4	 The surveys of 2003 and 2000 are not comparable on a one-to-one basis with the results of the surveys conducted in 
2006 and 2010 as the questionnaire has meanwhile been changed.

ing-age population and in 2000 the same 
number was 51%.4 In 2010, 50% of working-
age population does not intend to go abroad 
for employment purposes, while in 2006, 
2003 and 2000 the same indicator was 59%, 
47% and 40%, respectively.

If migrants are deemed to be people who have 
expressed their firm wish to work abroad and 
who have also made preparations to that end, 
in 2006 those people accounted for 3.9% 
of working-age population (approximately 
36,000 people), but in 2010 the percentage 
was already twice as high: 8.5%. Thus, the 
number of potential migrants could be up to 
77,000 people.

2.2. Firmness and awareness 
of working abroad

People intending to work abroad consider 
themselves to be less aware of employment 
opportunities abroad than potential mi-
grants in previous years. People who think 
that they are very well or quite well informed 
account for less than one-half (47%) of peo-
ple with migration intention, while earlier 
their share was 60%. Although the media has 
recorded a lot of cases where people who go 
to work abroad encounter difficult working 
conditions and employers who turn out to 
be cheaters, the problems are not so topical 
for migrants. The biggest need is for infor-
mation about salary and job vacancies (24%) 
and about the general operations procedure 
(23%). Interest in the employer’s background 
and working conditions is secondary.

The use of information channels in order to 
look for a job is very limited in the case of 
potential migrants. The most widespread is 
the collection of information from acquaint-
ances and friends (68%) and very few people 
address labour mediation companies (15%) 
or the Estonian Unemployment Insurance 
Fund / EURES (4%). When obtaining infor-
mation about employment opportunities in 
other countries, women are more eager to 

Although intentions to work abroad may be 
considered as a strong indicator of actual mi-
gration, actual migration is affected by the 
combined effect of the working opportuni-
ties, financial resources, language skills, fam-
ily relations and other factors. Thus, it is not 
important to analyse the most general assess-
ments of respondents, but instead to study 
the background of migration preferences in 
more detail: how firm the migration inten-
tion is, what kind of preparations have been 
made, how high the employment opportuni-
ties abroad are assessed, how much potential 
migrants are informed, etc.

look for job-wanted ads through the Inter-
net, while men prefer information received 
from acquaintances and offers from employ-
ers in Estonia.

Migration intentions have become somewhat 
more definite than compared to the previ-
ous survey: more than one-half (56%) of the 
potential migrants have made preparations 
for working abroad, while in 2006 they ac-
counted for less than one-half (49%). To be 
more detailed, specific preparations (e.g. ap-
plying for job, language studies, enquiries 
for accommodation possibilities, etc.) have 
been made by one-third and information has 
been collected, but no specific preparations 
have been made by 35%. Thus, potential mi-
grants who have made specific preparations 
and have a definite wish to work abroad in 
the future account for 4.7% of working-age 
population, i.e. approximately 42,700 people. 
Although they are all ready to work abroad, 
they have become less certain about finding 
a job.

On average, the working-age population in 
Estonia assesses the opportunities to find a 
job lower than before. In 2006 both potential 
migrants as well as those intending to stay in 
Estonia were more self-confident about the 
opportunities for finding a new job. If earlier 
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Figure 3. Could you manage to certainly find a (new) job in compliance 
with your qualifications? 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

more than one-third of those who intended 
to work abroad believed in finding a job in 
Estonia as well as in Europe, this year only 
12–20% of the people dare to state that for 
sure (see Figure 3). As the economic reces-
sion did not touch only Estonia, but also oth-
er countries, it is also more difficult to find 
job elsewhere.

The survey reveals that people who intend to 
work abroad are still more optimistic about 
the opportunities of finding a suitable job 

both in the home country as well as abroad. 
Those who are less convinced of the oppor-
tunity of finding a job in compliance with 
their qualifications in a foreign country in-
clude non-Estonians and more self-confident 
are men and young people (aged 15–24) who 
have also expressed their migration intention 
more powerfully (see subchapters 3.1, 3.2, 
3.3). At the same time people have become 
more tolerant and expectations of employ-
ment abroad are not as high as in 2006.

2.3. Expectations of employ-
ment abroad

Insecurity and worse prospects of finding a 
job have reduced the expectations of poten-
tial migrants towards employment abroad. If 
the 2006 survey reveals that almost every fifth 
(19%) agreed to work at a job that requires 
slightly lower qualification, then in 2010 
every third (29%) agrees to that. According 
to the previous survey 15% of the potential 
migrants agreed to do any work abroad, this 

year they account for 6 percentage points 
more. The expectations are more modest 
in the case of women, young people (aged 
15–24), people of lower educational level and 
of national minority, people belonging to 
households with the lowest income and peo-
ple from Tallinn.

In the case of question what the desired job 
abroad is, clear preference is given for oc-
cupations at lower levels of the ISCO occu-
pational groups5. The most preferred jobs 

5	 ISCO occupational groups: 0 – armed forces occupations, 1 – chief executives, senior officials and legislators, 2 – 
professionals, 3 – technicians and associate professionals, 4 – clerical support workers, 5 – service and sales workers, 
6 – skilled agricultural and fishery workers, 7 – craft and related trades workers, 8 – plant and machine operators and 
assemblers, 9 – elementary occupations. 
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ary should be at least equal to that of the local 
residents doing the same work. Most of the 
people wish to receive for work performed 
abroad the salary that remains in between 
10,000 and 30,000 kroons, each fourth poten-
tial migrant would like to earn minimum net 
salary in between 15,000 and 20,000 kroons. 
The lower the latest salary is/was, the higher 
the salary increment to be earned abroad 
should be. As Figure 4 shows, the salary in-
crement to be earned abroad should be on 
average three times as high for a person who 
used to earn in his/her latest employment ap-
proximately 5,000 kroons. Those who used to 
receive salary of 10,000 kroons would like to 
earn, on average, salary increment that is one 
and a half times higher, i.e. on average 25,000 
kroons, assuming provisionally that the price 
level and subsistence expenses would be the 
same as in Estonia.

The survey reveals that the share of potential 
migrants and their wish to receive higher sal-
ary is similar according to the income levels. 
It has been found that differences in income 
levels explain only partially changes in mi-
gration patterns, therefore it will be studied 
hereinafter (in Chapter 4) what the main in-
centives for and barriers to working abroad 
are. But before that an analysis of the time 
perspective of working abroad and the socio-
demographic profile of potential migrants 
will be made.

abroad include that of a construction worker, 
elementary worker, cleaner and room at-
tendant, customer service assistant, chauffer 
and bus driver. 38% of the respondents have 
mentioned working as a builder, which is an 
expected result taking into account the reces-
sion in the building sector and the high level 
of unemployment in Estonia. In addition to 
the building sector the sectors sticking out 
include mostly those offering temporary 
and/or seasonal jobs, like accommodation, 
catering and agriculture. There is also a clear 
difference between occupational preferences 
of men and women. Those who wish to work 
in the area of construction include mostly 
men aged 35–44 and people from rural ar-
eas. However, women would rather work 
as cleaners, room attendants and customer 
service assistants in accommodation and 
catering establishments or as care-workers, 
nurses and social workers in social welfare 
and health care institutions.

The most important reason for working 
abroad as mentioned by the potential mi-
grants is the wish to receive higher salary (a 
more detailed discussion of migration factors 
has been provided in Chapter 5). If during 
the economic boom the employees’ expecta-
tions for salary increased, then by now the 
staff reductions and cost-cutting have also 
reduced the salary expectations of potential 
migrants. 61% (in 2006) and 54% (in 2010) 
of the potential migrants think that their sal-
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Figure 4. Salary in the latest employment (in kroons) and assessment 
how many times higher the net salary should be compared to that 
received in the latest employment in order for the person to work 
abroad, 2010
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2.4. Preferred duration of stay 
abroad

Often the matter of question is the time ho-
rizon of migration: whether people would 
like to work abroad on a temporary, e.g. sea-
sonal work, or permanent basis. According 
to the population researcher Luule Sakkeus 
the nature of migration has changed: people 
go abroad, obtain experience and come back 
later. As she says this is quite a usual behav-
ioural pattern of modern population.6 Ac-
cording to official statistics, remigration has 
increased within the last years; thus, four of 
each ten immigrants is of Estonian citizen-
ship (Statistics Estonia).

The results of this migration survey also con-
firm that people are more likely to go abroad 
on a temporary basis. Still, the number of 
people leaving Estonia permanently may 
be underestimated as people staying abroad 
on a temporary basis are more available for 
interviewers in Estonia, due to which more 

information is known about their migration 
experience. The Estonian Human Asset Re-
port (2010, 9) also notes that the group of 
temporary migrants makes a misleadingly 
strong impression about the extent of migra-
tion.

If earlier (in 2006) a major part of potential 
migrants saw themselves working abroad on 
a temporary basis, now the share of people 
intending to work abroad for up to two years 
has decreased from 43% to 36%. Return-
ing to Estonia is becoming less likely : 13% 
of potential migrants find that they will stay 
abroad forever, the same indicator before has 
been 5% (see Figure 5). The number of peo-
ple wanting to permanently migrate has in-
creased and also exceeds the results of 2000, 
when 15% of those wanting to work abroad 
would have migrated permanently. Poten-
tial migrants have also prepared their plan 
to work abroad in more detail. When in an 
earlier survey one-fourth of all the potential 
migrants found that they have not thought of 
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Figure 5. For how long do you plan to stay abroad? 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

6	 Rahvastikuteadlane: jutt suurest väljarändest on müüt [Population researcher: stories about large migration are a myth] 
[http: //www. postimees. ee/?id=262265].

http://www.postimees.ee/?id=262265
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or cannot say for how long they wish to stay 
away from Estonia, now their share has de-
creased to 18%.

Potential migrants who are interested in 
working abroad for a longer period (longer 
than a year, but not permanently) are prima-
rily those of Estonian nationality, the highest 
income level and from rural areas. In the case 
of potential migrants each fifth non-Estonian 
and each tenth Estonian wants to leave per-
manently.

Hereinafter the term of short-term migrants 
is applied to the people intending to go 
abroad for less than a year and the term long-
term migrants is applied to those intending 
to stay abroad for more than a year. But be-
fore we analyse in more detail who are be-
hind the preferences we will study what the 
main socio-demographic factors characteris-
ing potential migrants are.

The following is a description of the migra-
tion intentions and firmness thereof as well 
as migration preferences and how these have 
changed in time.

Registered migration statistics reveal that 
there are more women and full working-age 
people among the migrants, but the results 
of the migration intention survey conducted 
by the Ministry of Social Affairs do not con-
firm that. According to Statistics Estonia, a 
bit more than one-half of the migrants are 
women (53%) and in terms of age the larg-
est share is held by people aged 30–49 (40%). 
Men account for 60% of people with migra-
tion intentions while in the case of people 
who worked abroad earlier the percentage 

is even higher (77%). Although the largest 
group of potential migrants are aged 15–24 
(36%), in reality the division of people who 
have worked abroad during the last five years 
into age groups is quite equal, e.g. 28% are 
aged 25–34. The results of registered migra-
tion statistics may be affected by the fact that 
women are more conscientious in register-
ing their residence. In the case of women the 
reasons for migration are also more related 
to family than to work commitments and the 
duration of their migration is shorter. As the 
survey reveals, earlier the men who worked 
abroad travelled more often between their 
home and abroad than women, due to which 
they did not deem it necessary to register 
their residence change.

3.1. Gender

The results of the migration potential survey 
provide an excellent opportunity for taking 
a glance at differences in the migration be-
haviour of men and women. Within the last 
five years 6% of female and 21% of male re-
spondents have lived or worked abroad. The 
reason for a long-term residence abroad was 
in the case of men exclusively employment, 
which was stated by 80% of men. However, 

in the case of women besides employment 
(42%) family-related reasons (37%) are also 
of much importance. People with a definite 
wish to work abroad in the future also in-
clude almost three times more men (17.5%) 
than women (6.5%) and the men’s intentions 
are also more definite (they have made more 
preparations than women). 44% of men in-
tend to work abroad and men are also ready 
to work in a foreign country during a longer 
period than women (see Figure 6).

3. Socio-demographic profile of people wanting 
to work abroad
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No plan to go
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15%

29%

Figure 6. People wanting to work abroad by gender and the length of 
stay, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

Migration intentions and actual migration re-
veal that in one-half of the cases men worked 
rather (would rather work) in the construc-
tion sector. Women have worked as customer 
service assistants, waitresses and cleaners in 
accommodation and catering establishments 
– they have mentioned these jobs and, based 
on experience, also elementary work in ag-
riculture as possible occupations. Based on 
migration intentions, two-thirds of women 
would prefer work in the field of accommo-
dation and catering and one-third of women 
in the field of social and health care.

Although three-fourths of men have earlier 
worked abroad officially, still only each fourth 
man is convinced that he received as high 
salary as local residents for the same work. In 
one-half of the cases men received somewhat 
lower salary than local residents doing the 
same work. Majority of men have performed 
work corresponding to their profession and 
approximately 70% of them were of the opin-
ion that the work abroad corresponded to 
their qualification. In the case of women, the 
situation is quite the contrary. It is interest-
ing to note that these are namely women who 
consider finding job corresponding to their 
qualification and professional development 
less important than men. Based on the mi-
gration intentions, women agree more than 
men to receive job requiring a lower quali-
fication and they also agree to lower salary. 

Thus, it appears that 70% of women who 
worked abroad held a job that did not corre-
spond to their profession and only 30% were 
of the opinion that the job abroad corre-
sponded to their qualification. When reply-
ing to the question about the possibilities of 
finding a job abroad today that corresponds 
to the qualifications, men are much more 
self-confident than women.

While in the case of men the most preferred 
destinations for future employment are the 
Nordic countries, particularly Finland, then 
women are in their choices much more di-
verse, so they mention the US, Germany and 
Great Britain more often than men. While 
men consider high salary level and experi-
ence from the same country the most impor-
tant factors, women think that connections 
with acquaintances and close relatives living 
in the destination country as well as pleasant 
nature are of major importance. Thanks to the 
proximity of the destination country during 
their stay abroad men visited their close rela-
tives in Estonia significantly more often than 
women, which may also result from the fact 
that in the case of women the nature of the 
work was considerably more temporary than 
in the case of men. Before migrating abroad 
the majority of men (70%) were employed in 
Estonia, while in the case of women almost 
each third one studied before in Estonia.
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Figure 7. People wanting to go abroad by age groups, with a definite 
plan or intention to work abroad in the future, 2006 and 2010
 

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

3.2. Age

Migration abroad takes more often place 
during the period of life characterised by the 
beginning of independent life and new chal-
lenges. Migration intentions diminish when 
people start devoting more time to home and 
work (see Figure 7). Rapid increase in the 
unemployment of young people this year is 
a problem of critical importance as young 
people are the most mobile age group. Com-
pared to the results of 2006 it appears that the 
share of young people with a definite wish to 
go abroad has doubled (the increase has been 
from 9% to 18%).

The differences arising from the age are prob-
ably related to the lifestyle of people. As young 
people are more mobile and have less family 
commitments, the share of young (aged 15–
24) potential migrants in the population of 
the same age is one and a half times higher 
than the general share of migration among 
the working-age population, but compared to 
older age groups the young people’s plans to 
go abroad are significantly less detailed. Spe-
cific preparations for going abroad have been 
made by a bit less than one-half of young 
people with migration intention. Young peo-
ple differ from other age groups also by the 
fact that more than one-half of them (55%) 

would prefer to go abroad together with their 
friends while almost the same share (52%) of 
people aged 25–34 would like to go together 
with their spouse or children.

People of full working age (aged 25 and 
more) have a clear idea of working abroad: 
the majority of them would like to receive a 
job that requires the same qualification that 
their last job (e.g. as builders) required. In 
contrast, young people would prefer to work 
similarly in the field of construction as well as 
in the field of accommodation and catering. 
If one-half of the potential migrants of more 
mature full working age prefer the Nordic 
countries, the countries very popular among 
young people include besides Finland (which 
is preferred by one-third) also Australia and 
the US. Young people wish to stay abroad for 
a longer period than the average. Higher sal-
ary is less important for young people than 
for the rest. Instead, they substantiate their 
migration wish by the desire to broaden the 
mind and by the need for professional devel-
opment. As one-fifth of young potential mi-
grants have no work experience, it is logical 
that their salary expectations are more mod-
est. In addition to young people who clearly 
stand up among the rest by the migration in-
tentions, there are also differences between 
nationalities.
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3.3. Nationality

The situation of non-Estonians on the Es-
tonian labour market is more unfavourable 
than in the case of Estonians and this also re-
flects in their migration intentions. Non-Es-
tonians are more sceptical and they have less 
belief in the opportunity of finding a job that 
corresponds to their qualification in Estonia 
as well as elsewhere. There are also twice as 
many people among non-Estonians who 
would agree to do any work abroad, regard-
less of the qualification. The time horizon of 
migration in the case of people of national 
minorities is longer than in the case of Es-
tonians. At the same time, their preparation 
and informedness about the opportunities 
for finding work abroad are poorer.

Low salaries and high unemployment in Es-
tonia are for understandable reasons high-
er motives for non-Estonians for working 
abroad than for Estonians, particularly if to 
take into account the fact that in Q1 of 2010 
the unemployment rate (27.9%) of non-Esto-
nians was twice higher than the unemploy-

ment rate of Estonians (15.7%) (Estonian 
Labour Force Survey). Unfortunately disap-
pointment in life in Estonia and the wish to 
just leave are the reasons that non-Estonian 
potential migrants mention more often than 
Estonians.

Preferences with regard to work abroad are 
similar in the case of different nationalities, 
but destination countries are not. Among 
non-Estonians the Nordic countries are a 
less popular destination than among Esto-
nians and migration to Russia and Germany 
is preferred by a considerably larger part of 
people of national minorities – this is con-
firmed both by the migration intentions as 
well as the actual migration. In the case of 
non-Estonians a more important factor in 
preferring destination countries is the exist-
ence of acquaintances and place of residence 
and work in the destination country than in 
the case of Estonians. As poor language skills 
hinder non-Estonians’ finding a job in Esto-
nia, this is also mentioned as one of the most 
important barriers to working abroad.

3.4. Educational level

Professional experience and skills in for-
mal education are a prerequisite for success 
in career planning and remaining competi-
tive throughout working life. The connec-
tion between migration and human assets is 
observed from the following two points of 
view: the educational and skill level of people 
with migration intention compared to other 
working-age people and the share of migra-
tion according to the relevant levels.

When analysing migration behaviour, a lot 
of attention is paid to the educational and 
skill level, as it is closely connected with the 
so-called brain drain topic. The reasons why 
more capable people could be more mobile 
are the following: they adjust faster in the 

destination country (obtain language skills 
and accept traditions and customs faster), 
they earn migration expenses back faster and 
their skills are better transferable (van Dalen 
et al 2008, 5). Empirical literature has not 
proved the fact that people of higher qualifi-
cation and educational level are more mobile 
than the rest. Data problems are often also of 
decisive importance.

The data received on the basis of the Euro-
barometer confirm that the educational pro-
file of people with migration intentions in 
the European Union on average is similar to 
that of local population. Compared to local 
labour force, the percentage of migrants is 
higher in the case of both the first as well as 
the third level of education.7 Migrants hold 
more primary level jobs (in construction, 

7	 ISCED levels of education: level one – primary education, basic education, vocational education for young people 
without basic education; level two – secondary education, vocational education based on secondary education; level 
three – professional secondary education based on secondary education, academic education, professional higher 
education, doctor.
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Figure 8. People wanting to go abroad and working-age population by 
educational levels, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

The 
percentage 
of people 
of higher 
education 
among the 
potential 
migrants is 
lower than that 
among the 
working-age 
population.

mining, sales work), while local labour force 
hold more white-collar jobs8 (World Bank 
2010, 42–44). The results of this survey were 
similar, except in the case of tertiary edu-
cation. The comparison of the educational 
levels of both potential migrants as well as 
persons with migration experience reveals 
that the percentage of people of higher edu-
cational and skill level among the migrants is 
not disproportionately larger than among the 
working-age population of Estonia.

The educational structure of working-age 
population reveals that almost 45% of the 
people questioned in 2010 have not under-
gone any vocational or professional training 
(have obtained basic education or compre-
hensive secondary education as the highest 
level of education). The share of such peo-
ple among potential migrants is even higher. 
Compared to working-age population (13%), 
the share of people with higher education 
among potential migrants (9%) is somewhat 
smaller (see Figure 8). Compared to the pre-
vious survey, the share of people with higher 

education among potential migrants has also 
decreased (in 2006: 12% respectively). The 
share of higher educational level has reduced 
among people with both long-term as well as 
short-term migration intention.

Figure 9 presents migration intentions by edu- 
cational levels. Compared to 2006, the migra-
tion potential has increased with regard to all 
educational levels. People with higher edu-
cation are less interested in working abroad 
(57% have no plan to go) than people with 
average (53%) and lowest level of education 
(36%). The reason might be that more edu-
cated people usually adjust faster to changes 
on the labour market, i.e. that they are least 
affected by changes on the labour market.9 
The most vulnerable group includes people 
of the lowest level of education, which is also 
reflected in the educational profile of the 
unemployed. In 2009, the long-term unem-
ployment rate of persons of the first educa-
tional level was more than five times higher 
than that of persons of the third level, 9.2% 
and 1.7% respectively. Figure 9 indicates that 

8	 The so-called white-collar workers include chief executives, senior officials and legislators, technicians and associate 
professionals and clerical support workers. The so-called blue-collar workers include service and sales workers, skilled 
agricultural and fishery workers, craft and related trades workers, plant and machine operators and assemblers, 
elementary occupations and armed forces occupations.

9	 Two-thirds of employees of the third educational level are convinced that the work that they perform and their 
qualification are in agreement with each other, while in the case of lower educational levels the same indicator is by 10 
percentage points lower. The indicators showing the satisfaction with work are also higher in case of them. However, 
people of the third educational level are more sceptical and do not consider finding a job that corresponds to their 
qualification in an EU Member State or another foreign country very likely.
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Figure 9. Do you intend to work abroad in the future? 2006 and 2010

Figure 10. People wanting to go abroad with a definite plan or intention 
to work abroad in the future by educational groups, 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

Note. Level one – primary education, basic education, vocational education without secondary education; level two – 
secondary education, vocational secondary education based on secondary education; level three – professional secon-
dary education based on secondary education, technical education, higher education and more.

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

compared to 2006 the definite migration 
wish has increased the most among people 
with basic or vocational education (without 
secondary education).

When considering also preparations made 
for working abroad, it appears that migra-
tion intentions do not differ significantly by 
educational groups (see Figure 10). Although 

people of the lowest educational level are 
ready to express their migration wish, specific 
preparations have been made by a consider-
ably smaller part of working-age population of 
this educational level. The migration wish has 
been expressed most firmly by people with the 
highest education whose decision is carefully 
thought out and based on preparations.
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3.5. Skill level

According to the analyses made by the Insti-
tute for Management Development (IMD) 
the competitiveness of Estonia within the 
next ten years will depend mostly on the pos-
sibilities of finding business managers, engi-
neers and skilled workers.  It can be stated 
based on the migration intentions that the 
problem may be aggravated by migration as 
most of the migrants are skilled workers.10 

Next we will look at the skill groups and the 
percentage of potential migrants and people 
who have made preparations for working 
abroad by skill groups (see Figure 11). When 
earlier the division of potential migrants be-
tween the skill levels was equal, in 2010 their 
share has risen sharply among skilled work-
ers: among them at least 1.7 times more peo-
ple have made preparations for going abroad 
than in any other reference group.

10	 World Competitiveness Yearbook 2009.
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Figure 11. People wanting to go abroad with a definite plan or intention 
to work abroad in the future by skill groups, 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

Note. In 2006 the sample of the elementary workers’ group was too small to bring out the results separately.

An important problem worth mentioning 
is the brain waste. A lot of surveys confirm 
that despite a relatively high skill level in the 
home country short-term migrants originat-
ing from new Member States competed for 
jobs not corresponding to their skills in desti-
nation countries (Doyle et al 2006; Drinkwa-
ter et al 2006). The results of this survey also 
confirm the existence of the problem. The oc-
cupational background of potential migrants 
among employed persons reveals that less 
than one-fourth of people with migration 
intention are representatives of higher posi-

tions (ISCO groups 1 to 3) (see Figure 12). 
At the same time about one-tenth of them 
would like to work at higher positions (doc-
tors, business managers, computer specialists, 
lawyers, teachers, etc.). It also appears based 
on the experience of working abroad that the 
most desired positions or positions held were 
those of blue-collar jobs in construction, ag-
riculture and catering or accommodation es-
tablishments that require fewer skills.

When asked to specify the qualification level 
of work that you would agree to do, white-



18

15% 12% 15% 11%

32%
44% 37% 48%

26%
21% 24%

19%

27% 24% 24% 22%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

White-collar worker of high qualifications (highly qualified specialist, chief executive)

White-collar worker of low qualifications (office worker, public servant)

Blue-collar worker of high qualifications (skilled worker)

Blue-collar worker of low qualifications (elementary worker)

Working-age 
population

Potential 
migrants

With a short-term 
intention

With a long-term 
intention

Figure 12. People wanting to go abroad and working-age population by 
skill levels, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

collar potential migrants are more flexible 
than blue-collar workers and their expecta-
tions for salary are quite similar. Blue-collar 
workers are usually a bit better informed and 
they have also made more specific prepara-
tions for working abroad. The nature of work 
depends on the duration of working abroad. 
So earlier work experience reveals that peo-
ple with an intention to work abroad on a 
short-term basis are of higher position than 
migrants with long-term intentions. If ap-
proximately one-half (48%) of the potential 
short-term migrants have earlier held white-
collar jobs, potential long-term migrants in-
clude the same share of skilled workers and 
41% of white-collar workers.

The analysis of migration intentions reveals 
that those staying abroad for a shorter period 
consider professional development oppor-
tunities less important, which also explains 
their greater willingness to work at a posi-

tion requiring lower qualification (see Fig-
ure 13). Namely, each fourth person of those 
staying abroad for a shorter period agrees to 
do any work, while the expectations of peo-
ple with more long-term intentions are quite 
different. Majority of the migrants with more 
long-term intentions (46%) agree to do work 
corresponding to the same level of qualifica-
tion that they do in their home country; in 
the case of short-term migrants their share is 
only one-third.

The ideas of potential long-term migrants are 
more definite, they have made more prepara-
tions and are better informed than short-term 
migrants. They could be characterised as be-
ing more dissatisfied with their current sal-
ary and as for the reasons for migration they 
differ from potential short-term migrants by 
their disappointment in life in Estonia and by 
their intention to just leave.

People with 
an intention to 

work abroad 
on a short-
term basis 

are of higher 
position than 

migrants with 
long-term 
intentions.
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agree to do in another country? 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

4.1. People wanting to work 
abroad by labour market 
status

The proportion of students and unemployed 
persons among potential migrants is higher 
than among the working-age population on 
average. In 2010, one-half of the potential 
migrants are employed persons, but com-
pared to 2006 the proportion of unemployed 
persons has risen significantly (see Figure 
14). The growth in the share of unemployed 
persons from 4% to 25% can be explained 
by an increase in their share also among the 
working-age population (from 3% to 17%). 
If it is difficult to find a job on the domes-
tic labour market, it is likely that people will 
start looking for it abroad. The growth in the 
share of unemployed persons also reveals it-
self in the reasons for migration: compared 
to an earlier survey the wish to find a job has 
become much more important (the reasons 
for migration are discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5).

Both in 2006 as well as in 2010 the highest 
share of people wanting to go abroad was 
among students: 56% to 58% of them were 
ready to work abroad. When in 2006 one-
third of unemployed persons expressed their 
wish to work abroad, in 2010 the same in-
dicator has increased to 50%. Taking also 
into account the required preparations, it 
appears that each third unemployed person 
and each fourth student would like to work 
abroad and has also made preparations for 
that. Employed persons (17%) form the least 
informed group and they have also made 
preparations the least, therefore it seems that 
their motivation to work abroad is the lowest. 
Although the plan of unemployed persons to 
work abroad is rather definite, a lot of them 
waive it due to financial difficulties, particu-
larly after they have become aware of the sub-
sistence expenses related to working abroad 
(Erala 2010).

In terms of counties, potential migrants have 
been distributed similarly to the working-

4. Professional background of people wanting  
to work abroad
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status, 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

4.2. People wanting to  
work abroad by sector  

It is possible to talk about the migration pres-
sure on certain economic sector if dispropor-
tionately many migrants have assembled in 
one sector. While in 2006 the division of peo-
ple with migration intention between sec-
tors was more even, in 2010 about one-third 
of them come from the construction sector. 
Figure 15 shows that migration frequency is 
the highest among people who work or have 
worked in the construction sector. Their share 
among potential migrants has increased from 
17% (in 2006) to 29% (in 2010). In 2006, the 
share of potential migrants in terms of sec-

tors was the largest in the field of industry 
(20%) and in the construction sector (17%). 
Although the media has talked a lot about 
the medical staff ’s leaving for abroad, this 
survey reveals that compared to the total 
working-age population the people who are 
relatively less interested in working abroad 
come namely from the health care and social 
welfare sector.

From which sector do people with migration 
intention come and what is the proportion of 
migration by sectors? As it can be seen, fol-
lowing the construction sector people with 
migration intention come mostly from trans-
port and storing area.

Migration 
frequency is 
the highest 

among 
people who 

work or have 
worked in the 
construction 

sector.

age population: 38% of them are from Harju 
County, a bit more than one-tenth lives in 
Ida-Viru County and the same proportion 
comes from Tartu County. The division by 

counties is also confirmed by the official 
registered migration statistics.
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4.3. Preferred destinations  
for labour migration

Prior to analysing the reasons for going 
abroad, we identify the destination coun-
tries that the residents of Estonia prefer to 
go to work to. Finland is still the most pop-
ular country among migrants from Estonia 
as well as among those who have worked 
abroad earlier. Its importance as a destina-
tion country for labour migration has not 
changed compared to 2006; however, the role 
of Great Britain that used to be the second 
most preferred destination has reduced sig-
nificantly (the share has fallen from 19% to 
9%). When in 2004 labour markets opened 
for people from new Member States, Great 

Britain became an important destination 
among potential migrants, but by 2010 Great 
Britain has lost its importance. The second 
and third places among the preferences of 
potential migrants are held by Norway and 
Sweden.

The Nordic countries are preferred because 
they are geographically closer and have a 
higher salary level and people have knowl-
edge of these languages. These are the rea-
sons most often mentioned in this order in 
the case of Finland, Sweden and Norway. By 
contrast, Great Britain is preferred mainly 
because of the language and culture, which 
are not as important migration incentives as 
the proximity to home and salary level.

Australia
3%

Spain
3%

Norway
11%

Sweden
7%

Germany
6%

Finland
43%

US
6%

Russia
4%

Other
5%

Great Britain 
and Ireland

12%

Figure 17. Most preferred destination countries for people wanting to work 
abroad, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

5.1. Contributing factors

Migration from Estonia is sensitive to eco-
nomic and labour market factors, particu-
larly to relative salary level and employment 
opportunities. Within the last ten years the 
Estonian economy has grown fast and come 
well closer to the EU average income level. 
According to Eurostat, before the crisis (2008) 
the Estonian GDP level formed 67% of the 
average of EU-27. Although differences in 

the average income levels of Estonia and mi-
gration destination countries have reduced, 
they are still three- to fivefold (Eurostat), due 
to which the income difference still remains 
an important factor affecting migration. The 
statements of both people with migration in-
tentions as well as people who have worked 
abroad earlier reveal that the main reasons for 
working abroad are low salaries and high un-
employment in Estonia. Up to three-fourths 
of the respondents mention the wish to earn 

Taking into 
account the 

threefold dif-
ference in the 
income level 

of destination 
countries, hig-
her salary level 

will also con-
tinue to affect 

migration in 
the years to 

come.

5. Factors affecting the intentions to work abroad
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Table 2. Importance of the reasons for working abroad, share of people 
who mentioned the reason (%), 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

higher salary and the high level of unemploy-
ment as the reasons for migration (74% and 
67% of the respondents, respectively). World 
discovery, self-development, wish to broaden 
the mind, new experience – this is pointed 

out by approximately 10% of people with mi-
gration experience and intention.

If the wish to broaden the mind and gain 
experience is characteristic particularly to 

People who have 
worked abroad 

earlier

People with 
migration  
intention

Low salaries, high unemployment, wish to 
find job and earn higher salary 67 74

Self-development and new experience 9 12

Disappointment in life in Estonia 0 4

Debts, solvency problems in Estonia 2 2

Studies, language practice 3 1

Better quality of life 3 4

Personal/family reasons and connections 3 2

Job offer from abroad or assignment 9 –

Other 4 1

TOTAL 100 100

young people, higher salary is the aim in the 
case of full working-age people (aged 35–44). 
At the same time in comparison with an ear-
lier survey there is a change in assessments 
reflecting trends on the Estonian labour 
market. The wish to find job and also job 
corresponding to qualifications has become 
considerably more important than earlier. 
Namely, a half of people with migration in-
tention consider the wish to find job very 
important, while in 2006 this was important 
only for each fifth person (see Figure 18); 
finding job corresponding to qualifications is 
more important than average for people aged 
25–34 and for people from Tallinn.

In the light of changes on the labour market 
(the unemployment of young people has in-
creased more than five times within the last 
two years) the wish to find any job has be-
come more important, but in comparison 

with the average the share of young people 
(aged 15–24) who consider the problem very 
important is 5% smaller. The wish to find job 
is spurred by the lack of money and as it ap-
pears the reason is more important in the 
case of people of lower income level. The rea-
sons are well justified, taking into account the 
fact that people wish to work abroad mainly 
as construction workers, elementary work-
ers, cleaners and room attendants, i.e. mainly 
at positions belonging to the job groups of 
elementary and skilled workers. Registered 
unemployment is also the highest among the 
representatives of those occupations, while 
the number of vacancies is the smallest in Es-
tonia. According to the Unemployment In-
surance Fund, 30% of registered unemployed 
persons are craft and related trades workers 
and each fifth one is an elementary worker. 
People admit more than before disappoint-
ment in life in Estonia, which is character-

In 2010, a 
half of people 
with migration 
intention 
consider 
the wish to 
find job very 
important, 
while in 2006 
this was 
important only 
for each fifth 
person.
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Figure 18. Importance of the reasons for working abroad for potential 
migrants, 2006 and 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

istic of people of lower income levels and of 
non-Estonians.

The wish for professional development has 
become less important in the light of other 
factors, but in the case of young people this 
has still remained one of the most important 
reasons that has been mentioned more than 
in the case of older people.

Disappointment in life in Estonia and the 
lack of prospects are in close connection with 

the economic recession and thus both of the 
reasons have become more important than 
before. How has the recent economic crisis 
affected migration? In 2009 each tenth from 
among all the interviewees had experienced 
that somebody from their household worked 
abroad. Such households more often consist-
ed of three to four members (in 67% of the 
cases) and with high probability it was one 
person who left (in 89% of the cases).

5.2. Hindering factors

A decision to go to work or live abroad is 
never without any restrictions. The wish to 
leave in the nearest future may rather be con-
sidered as a dream as potential migrants of-
ten just lack the financial resources to realise 
their wish. Thus, it appears that compared to 
the previous survey the importance of mon-
ey as the factor hindering migration has in-
creased the most (see Figure 19).

However, migration decisions are not made 
based only on purely economic factors. The 
social framework plays even more crucial 
role here. Thus the results of the 2010 survey 
also reveal that the reasons that hinder work-
ing abroad have remained similar to those 
of the 2006 survey. The main barriers to mi-
gration are still seen as losing contact with a 
family and friends and poor language skills. 
Women consider leaving family and relatives 
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Figure 19. Importance of barriers to labour migration, 2010

Source: Eesti Uuringukeskus, author’s calculations

behind in Estonia to be a more important 
barrier than men do.

Family-related reasons are more often speci-
fied as a barrier to working abroad by wo-
men. If on average 41% of potential migrants 
would go to work abroad alone, the share in 
the case of women is only one-third. Although 
women are more modest in their migration 
intentions than men, twice as many women 
(22% and 44%, respectively) find that if they 
should go abroad, they would go with their 
spouse and/or children. Those who would 
leave with their children are people of higher 
educational level, women and aged 25–35; it 
is only natural that there are more migrants 
with families among people with long-term 
migration intentions.

In terms of the socio-economic context, the 
restrictions may be of different importance. 

Substantial costs related to working abroad 
are considered to be a significant barrier by 
women, non-Estonians and people of lower 
income level. For non-Estonians, poor lan-
guage skills constitute an essential barrier. 
Young people (aged 15–24) differ from other 
age groups by mentioning particularly the 
lack of working skills and experience as the 
main barrier. Better employment prospects 
in Estonia are deemed to be more important 
by people of higher educational level and of 
higher income level. People of low educa-
tional level, low income level and young peo-
ple consider the same reason less important. 
People of low educational level, non-Esto-
nians and young people are also those who 
point out that their home is in Estonia and 
they do not want to leave.
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Summary

Rapid deterioration of the economic environ-
ment in Estonia reflects itself in the results 
of the survey both in the case of assessments 
given to the living and working environment 
as well as in the migration intentions. In 2010 
there are 77,000 people in Estonia with a defi-
nite wish to work abroad who have also made 
preparations for that. 43,000 people of these 
have also made specific preparations (e.g. ap-
plied for a job, studied languages). Although 
the economic crisis that brought along a de-
crease in salaries and a lack of jobs has led to 
growing dissatisfaction and increased sharply 
the interest in working abroad, migration need 
not turn out to be actually as high after the sit-
uation on the labour market improves. On the 
other hand, serious disturbances on labour 
markets have also been experienced in desti-
nation countries and due to the deteriorated 
situation EU Member States have adopted 
measures to protect local labour force that has 
incurred difficulties (long-term unemployed 
persons, employees of low qualification). The 
aforementioned reasons were pointed out by 
Germany when in autumn 2008 it decided to 
extend restrictions on free movement of em-
ployees from new Member States.

A decline in population due to migration has 
an adverse impact on the Estonian economy 
and society on a long-term perspective as 
migration intensifies problems related to the 
population ageing process. Previous surveys 
confirm that migrants are mostly young peo-
ple and adult employed persons, i.e. from the 
point of view of the state this results in a de-
crease in the number of potential taxpayers 
and employees. The question is how migra-
tion will affect areas of life in Estonia.

In order to assess what kind of impact mi-
gration has on different areas of life it is im-
portant to know who the people who wish to 
work abroad are, for how long they will stay 
away from the Estonian labour market and 
what would motivate them to return.

As it appears, salary reduction and unem-
ployment encourage migration from Estonia. 
The latter concerns especially young people, 

men, residents of lower qualification and 
from rural areas, who are more eager than 
other groups to work abroad. At the same 
time people who want to work abroad are 
less prepared than in previous years, due to 
which the actual migration behaviour may 
turn out to be less similar to their statements 
than before.

The longer people stay abroad for employment 
purposes, the less likely they will come back to 
Estonia. The results of this survey confirm that 
15% of those who have made specific prepara-
tions for working abroad wish to leave Estonia 
permanently. However, major part still wants 
to work abroad on a temporary basis, either 
for a shorter or longer period.

It is only logical to presume that in the sectors 
where the labour demand exceeds its supply, 
the upward pressure on salaries is stronger. 
The analysis of the areas of activity reveals 
that the migration potential is very high in 
the construction sector, where currently we 
can talk about the oversupply. At the same 
time the division of migrants according to 
other occupations and sectors is similar to 
the average distribution of working-age pop-
ulation and the upward pressure on salaries 
caused by migration does not seem to be 
strong. However, a problem for employers 
could be the migration of skilled workers for 
employment purposes. The analysis reveals 
that blue-collar skilled workers are better 
prepared and informed and they are ready to 
work abroad for a longer period than white-
collar workers.

In connection with the free movement of la-
bour there is no clear overview of residents 
of Estonia working abroad. Similarly, it is not 
known for certain what the skill level and 
education of migrants is, due to which the 
migration impacts have been assessed based 
on the speculations. Thus, partial migration 
of labour force need not have an adverse im-
pact on the economic welfare as long as the 
migrants are particularly of lower qualifica-
tion and/or unemployed persons who have 
an opportunity to earn income abroad until 
there are no such opportunities in Estonia. 
The survey reveals that each fourth potential 
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migrant is unemployed and 23% of potential 
migrants are students.

One means for reducing structural unem-
ployment is the free movement of labour. The 
survey reveals that during their work abroad 
43% of the respondents visited their home in 
Estonia at least once a month and 24% did 
not come to Estonia at all. Thus, the so-called 
cross-border migrants who took up jobs 
abroad temporarily caused a large activity 
of migrants on the Estonian labour market. 
In 2008, when the economic growth turned 
negative and unemployment increased fast, 
people who otherwise would have been un-
employed found job abroad. According to 
the Estonian Labour Force Survey, in 2009 
the number of people working abroad to-
talled 19,000 of which about one thousand 
were unemployed in 2008. The probability 
that they would have found employment on 
the Estonian labour market is not very high. 
The results of this survey also reveal that 
10% of people with an experience of work-
ing abroad were unemployed before working 
abroad. Thus, it can be said that the increased 
mobility of workers and opening of labour 
markets have helped to mitigate shocks in 
the Estonian economy. However, the concern 
for long-term migration of young people and 
skilled workers still exists.

On one hand, it is positive that people obtain 
new knowledge and experience abroad as the 
increase in new knowledge makes a positive 
contribution to the economic development 
of the country of origin. In this case it is im-
portant that people would come back to Es-
tonia, find job here and/or stay in close touch 
with the home country. The survey revealed 
that like before young people are still the age 
group of the largest migration potential. The 
intention of young people to work abroad is 
connected more to the wish to broaden the 
mind and to professional development than 
in the case of others and their preferred dur-
ation of stay abroad is also shorter. We should 
regard the young people’s wish of professional 
development abroad as something positive 
because broadened mind and more efficient 
work should also be of interest for local em-
ployers. Unfortunately, no surveys have been 

conducted about whether employees who 
have been abroad and obtained knowledge 
and skills there are more valuable than those 
who have not been away from Estonia. Em-
pirical literature has confirmed the examples 
as if those who have worked abroad would not 
contribute with their knowledge and skills to 
increasing the competitiveness of their home 
country. In Poland, where migration has been 
studied a lot, short-term labour migration has 
not had a positive impact on the migrants’ 
further career on the domestic labour market 
as the assignments performed abroad did not 
enhance their qualification (Jaźwińska 2001, 
2004). Similar trend can also be seen based on 
the results of this survey that show that peo-
ple of higher skill level would be ready to work 
abroad at lower positions than in Estonia.

Can we talk about the so-called brain drain in 
the case of migration? This survey does not re-
veal as if people who go to work abroad do not 
wish to return. It appears that 36% of potential 
migrants of higher educational level would go 
to work abroad for a shorter period than one 
year and 15% want to leave permanently. As 
the economic conditions are bad, enhancing 
qualification is the best way to prepare for new 
economic boom. So the migrants can hold 
their qualification level and retain the possi-
bility of finding a well-paid job. Replies to the 
question “What is the qualification level of the 
work that you would agree to do in another 
country?” reveal that the wishes of people of 
the third educational level are more demand-
ing. 44% of them would prefer work requiring 
at least the same qualification as the work they 
did in their latest employment, while only 
one-fourth of potential migrants of the first 
educational level gave such a reply.

Free cross-border movement of labour has 
become an inseparable part of the globalising 
world, due to which it is important for coun-
tries to direct migration flows through in-
tentional decisions and measures. Although 
the difference in salary levels has remained 
the main reason for working abroad, it is not 
within the power of countries to increase the 
salary level. The following is a list of sugges-
tions that are worth considering while devel-
oping migration policy.
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Policy recommendations

Informing of rights and obligations.••  It is 
important that employees knew their rights 
and obligations already before going to work 
to a foreign state. It is the duty of the state to 
organise informing activities. The results of 
the survey confirm that people with mig-
ration intentions are currently less infor-
med than before and use limited channels 
for collecting information (information is 
mainly received from acquaintances). Only 
very few people have contacted the con-
sultants of the Unemployment Insurance  
Fund / EURES.

According to the forecasts of the Minist-••
ry of Finance the unemployment level will 
also remain high in the nearest years. Ba-
lance on the labour market was lost in the 
boom years and the recession following 
it affected young people, men and those 
doing less simple work in the construction 
sector the most. As those people cannot 
find any employment on the labour mar-
ket in Estonia anymore and intend to work 
abroad, it is important that the state focus 
more on alleviating structural unemploy-
ment. Attention must be paid to retraining 
and in-service training in order for young 
people who have interrupted their studies 
to enter vocational schools or higher educa-
tional establishments to obtain a profession 
and not to choose the line of least resistance 
by going abroad to do less simple work. The 
development of professional skills of people 
according to the needs of the labour mar-
ket is important from the point of view of 
labour shortage and the inflational increase 
in salaries resulting therefrom.

Generally, people whose level of skills and ••
education corresponds to the needs of the 
labour market can find employment fas-
ter, while the others face the danger of re- 
maining unemployed for a long period. 
From the point of view of increasing the 
competitiveness of Estonian economy it is 
important that the training of labour force 

correspond to the needs of the present-day 
labour market. The development of in-ser-
vice training and retraining plays an es-
sential role in improving the skills of labour 
force. As it appeared, the share of people 
who have obtained professional education 
at the level of vocational and higher educa-
tion among migrants is considerably lower 
than that of people with basic or compre-
hensive education. New jobs related to co-
ming out of the economic recession and 
changes in the economic structure require 
from unemployed persons (a lot of whom 
are potential migrants) higher educational 
level and different skills.

Today, free cross-border movement of labour ••
has become an inseparable part of everyday 
life and going to work or study abroad is 
often interpreted as human resources hope-
lessly lost for a state. However, migration 
may also contribute to economic growth 
as migrants direct some of their salary ear-
ned abroad in local consumption, which, 
in turn, stimulates domestic demand. It is 
also possible that as a result of applying in 
Estonia the knowledge and skills obtained 
abroad new jobs with higher added value 
will be created. Whether and how the state 
policy encourages people working abroad 
to return to Estonia and use that obtained 
abroad in the home country are issues that 
require more attention. To keep up with job 
vacancies from abroad, in autumn 2010 the 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry op- 
ened the Internet portal talendidkoju.ee, th-
rough which young people who have gone 
to work abroad will be encouraged to come 
back home. The portal provides practical 
information about the home country: how 
to start life or start a company here, nur-
sery school places and residence permit of 
a spouse who is a foreigner, and Estonian 
employers can also let the people who have 
gone abroad know about the job vacancies.
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Facts from the survey

Changes in the migration wishes are an exact reflection of changes on the ••
labour market. The worse the situation of different segments (young people, 

non-Estonians, etc.) on the Estonian labour market, the higher their migration 

potential is.

While in 2006 the share of working-age population who considered going abroad ••
was 26%, in 2010 the same indicator was already as high as 38%.

In the nearest years migration will most probably remain within 8.5% (77,000 ••
people) of the working-age population.

People wanting to work abroad are now less informed of job opportunities abroad ••
than potential migrants in earlier years.

The most preferred jobs abroad include that of a construction worker, elementary ••
worker, cleaner and room attendant, customer service assistant, chauffer and bus 

driver (in the given order).

13% of potential migrants would leave their state of residence permanently.••

Working in another state seems to be the most attractive for people aged 15–24.••

Each third unemployed person and each fourth student would like to work abroad ••
and has also made preparations for that.

The number of people who wish to work abroad has increased at each ••
educational level, but the most at the lowest educational levels.

The sectors where people wish to work abroad the most are construction sector, ••
followed by transport, storing and processing industry.

The most preferred destination countries are the Nordic countries, particularly ••
Finland. Compared to previous surveys, Ireland and Great Britain have lost their 

importance. For young people, popular places are Australia and the US.

The reasons for migration are similar to those mentioned in 2006: the wish to earn ••
higher salary and broaden one’s mind and the wish to find job has increased the 

most.

Policy Analysis represents a series of pre-reviewed publications of the
Ministry of Social Affairs intended for providing overviews of analyses
related to social, labour and health policy and thus contributing to
development of knowledge-based policy.
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