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You are holding another illustration of the current state of Estonia, which, this time, provides a reflection of our society 
in 2008. As in previous years, I call upon you to immerse yourself in the statistics and commentaries that elaborate on the 
numerical indicators disclosed by the research.

I express my sincerest thanks to those who commissioned and compiled this compendium, and who have found a 
new, quality of life angle for evaluating Estonia. I believe this provides us with a truer sense of reality than simply looking 
at Estonia’s position in rankings, which measure various aspects of human development.

Generally, an increase in the standard of living gives rise to an improvement in the quality of life. This is confirmed 
by the considerable progress in well-being made by the Estonian population in 2003–2007. However, life satisfaction in a 
developed society is not determined only by an increase in material wealth. “Money does not bring happiness” is a famil-
iar adage.

But then, what does? Read this report and find out.
We need this information now: at a time when the economic growth curve has taken a sudden downturn and yester-

day’s insouciance has been replaced by uncertainty about the future; at a time when Estonia’s human development, or in 
other words, the society’s true strength – what we are worth as a country and people – is being tested. Are we a mature 
society that searches for the best solutions in the course of open dialogue and resolves complicated problems with the 
analytical ability of adults? Or do we behave like sullen teenagers and withdraw to our separate corners in order to declare 
the “truth”, look for guilty parties, and lament the loss of a brighter yesterday?

I share the position of Professor Marju Lauristin, the report’s editor-in-chief, when she says that the quality of life 
based on spiritual values, deep human relations, healthy lifestyles, happy children and a strong sense of solidarity cannot 
be achieved with the help of money, but by investing one’s time, intellect and will. If we look at Estonia from this stand-
point, it seems possible that “the economic crisis may even help to re-establish the balance between tangible and intan-
gible values”.

As a citizen and the Head of State, I believe in the Estonian people’s wisdom and ability to understand the reasons 
behind the problems we face and to overcome the difficulties together, thus emerging stronger. This is why I want to 
emphasize one of the statements in this compendium, which is actually an appeal to all of you whose decisions affect Esto-
nia’s ability to cope in complicated times:

“Since money is in short supply during the economic crisis, more attention should be devoted to the non-material 
aspects of the quality of life, especially the psychological sense of security. It is particularly important to maintain confi-
dence that the state is acting in the public interest and is concerned with people’s problems.”

Money or economic growth percentages cannot be used to measure attentiveness, trust or thoughtfulness. Yet, 
these form the greatest capital of any functioning and developing society. The quantity and application of this capital is 
expressed in the indices for human development and quality of life.
Hoping that you enjoy the read and acquire new knowledge,

Toomas Hendrik Ilves 

President of the Republic

Dear Reader,
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This year, the Estonian Human Development Report focuses on exploring issues related to our quality of life. The topic 
“quality of life” has become increasingly popular among the world’s social scientists and decision makers in recent years. 
Our understanding of this subject in the changing world is constantly developing. Hence we have attempted to evaluate 
the Estonian quality of life in the context of the European Union and the world’s leading countries.

The economic depression has once again made us consider the direction in which we are headed. It is obvious that our 
country and society will not evolve without economic development. However, sustainable development requires people 
who are able to make new decisions in the changing world and mobilize action in order to reach new development goals, 
as well as a living environment that facilitates such activities. Several international studies devoted to quality of life indi-
cate that the countries that do best in this regard demonstrate an ability to evaluate and diversify risks, and furthermore, 
have a high level of social dialogue and solidarity.

Hence the Estonian Cooperation Assembly wishes to combine public interest and the studies conducted by research-
ers from Estonia as well as other countries. Furthermore, it desires to promote the discussion on defining the Estonian 
quality of life model on the basis of the existing standards of the European Union, which create a comparative environ-
ment for evaluating the Estonian quality of life.

Our people’s expectations regarding improvement in our standard of living are high, but such improvement can only 
occur in a strong society. The quality of a society is measured using its level of trust, among other indicators. Thus, Esto-
nia’s rise and potential for development must be based on trust in our society and economy. In light of this, it is impor-
tant for us to understand as well as to constantly measure and evaluate the quality of our society and living environment. 
Engaging in these practices will enable us to create the necessary preconditions for establishing new long-term develop-
ment goals in addition to guaranteeing a balanced development in the society and improvement in people’s quality of 
life.

Peep Mühls 

Chairman of the Executive Board
Estonian Cooperation Assembly

Preface
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The 2008 Estonian Human Development Report, which is now reaching the readers, has been prepared while the Esto-
nian economy, along with the global economy, is experiencing a sudden downturn. The Estonian government and the 
entire population are concerned about how to preserve every family’s ability to cope and how to guarantee the society’s 
capacity to handle the economic difficulties and make a recovery.

Last year, when the Estonian Cooperation Assembly that publishes the report chose the “quality of life” as the topic 
for this year’s Human Development Report, we were facing cheerful prospects for improvements in Estonian life. How-
ever, we feel that the quality of life is still a very important topic in the new situation, when it has become clear that both 
the government and individual families have less money to spend. It is necessary now to weigh very carefully what is 
important in life against what can be postponed, and to avoid taking steps that may irrevocably damage our quality of 
life, deeply scarring the viability of our population.

The data on which the 2008 Human Development Report is based shows us Estonia in retrospect, capturing the 
moment when the wave of economic growth was cresting and the population’s expectations for improvements in their 
standard of living were optimistic. However, the risks and weaknesses of Estonia’s development were already visible a year 
or two ago. The topics that are familiar from previous reports include the depletion of current resources for economic 
development, the problems in education, insufficient cohesion of the society and weakness of civil society. Even more crit-
ical issues are discussed in this year’s overview, especially the problems related to the population’s health, the social prob-
lems that threaten the viability of the society, the spread of consumerist attitudes, as well as social and ethnic tensions. 
While addressing these common concerns, however, the authors also provide the readers with a picture of a society that 
has developed rapidly and, during the last few years, has almost caught up with “Western standards of living” in terms of 
well-being, the availability of information, lifestyles, and the level of satisfaction with life – something that seemed very 
distant and even unachievable ten or twenty years ago. The Human Development Report proves that the Estonian soci-
ety entering this period of global crisis is neither poor nor helpless. Instead, we have managed to accumulate a relatively 
healthy reserve of strength. Increased well-being provides the basis for moving toward a broader understanding of a good 
life. Money alone cannot achieve a quality of life that is based on spiritual values, deep human relations, healthy lifestyles, 
happy children and a strong commonality; one must invest one’s time, intellect, emotions and will.

The discussions in all six chapters converge around the quality of life as a central concept. The first chapter provides 
a traditional treatment of Estonia’s position in the global context, based on the rankings of the annual Human Develop-
ment Index; alongside which a closer examination is made of two components that comprise this index – the material 
indicators of well-being, as well as the level and quality of education. The second chapter is dedicated to the population’s 
health problems. The third chapter deals with people’s satisfaction with life, focusing on the quality of life for children and 
the elderly. The fourth discusses the situation of ethnic minorities in Estonia against the background of other European 
countries, specifically analyzing the situation of minorities in the labour market and their participation in political life. 
The fifth chapter enables us to cast a glance at an entirely new set of problems related to quality of life that have appeared 
along with Estonia’s development into an information and consumer society. Here too, the focus is on children and young 
people. The final sections of the Human Development Report are dedicated to the correlations between well-being and 
economic development – the sixth chapter highlights the relationship between economic development and social policies. 
The final summary concludes with exploring the most topical issues – how the economic crisis will impact the quality of 
life and what priorities should be considered when making difficult choices.

Its treatment of social problems with academic objectivity and reliance on 
numbers and international comparisons has made the Human Development 
Report an indispensable handbook for ordinary citizens as well as journal-
ists and politicians who are interested in the society. It is noteworthy that the 
Human Development Report 2007 led to a lively discussion at a special session 
of the Riigikogu. Hopefully, the 2008 Estonian Human Development will also 
provide a great deal of food for thought and discussion. It is not impossible that 
the economic crisis may even help to re-establish the balance between tangible 
and intangible values. This is also one of the goals of this year’s Human Devel-
opment Report.

Marju Lauristin

Editor-in-chief, HDR 2008

Foreword
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Estonian Human Development 
Index and its components

Chapter 1

Today’s rational person is characterized by a desire to quan-
titatively measure all kinds of phenomena with the goal of 
assessing and comparing them, and also managing and 
directing them to change in the desired direction. For this, 
however, one must be sure about the direction one wants to 
move in. When measuring the development of society, it is 
necessary to understand what determines the developmen-
tal level a society or country has achieved. How important 
are wealth and the abundance of opportunities? In deter-
mining a country’s developmental level, what role is played 
by the population’s perception of the surrounding world 
– against the background of a scientific or religious world-
view? Is the sustainability of the population and culture a 
precondition for a high developmental level in a country/
society, or is it a consequence? To what extent, are the devel-
opmental level of a society and the quality of life and happi-
ness of its people related? Is there reason to believe that the 
highest possible quality of life of its societal members is the 
objective we should to aspire to?

With regards to countries, it has been the custom for 
a long time to speak about their developmental level, but 
the quantitative scale for measuring developmental levels 
is a relatively new phenomenon. Since 1990, the UN has 
issued an annual Human Development Report. It has also 

1.1. Global Human Development Index

included a Human Development Index (HDI) calculated 
for each UN member state and a country ranking based on 
the index. According to this concept, the Human Develop-
ment Index should measure the opportunities available to 
the population of each country, based on the assumption 
that an abundance of opportunities is related to a higher 
quality of life for the people living in that country.

Every numerical composite indicator is associated with 
a statistical paradox: the occurrence of development should 
be demonstrated by an increase in the average level, while, 
in the case of many indicators, a higher average often results 
in greater inequality, indicating the disparity of the socie-
ty’s development. Since this disparity results from the proc-
esses actually taking place and the particularities of indi-
vidual phenomena and various speeds of development, the 
reduction of the inequality of various indicators requires 
the implementation of additional resources. Therefore the 
higher a country’s average developmental indicator, the 
more resources are required to reduce the inequality. Thus 
it follows that the guarantee of an abundance of opportu-
nities is one of the primary assignments of the state for the 
support of positively progressing developmental processes.

The calculation of the Human Development Index is 
based on three relatively easy-to-find indicators that char-
acterize the country’s social and economic situation. These 
indicators are:
• Life expectancy at birth, which indicates a popula-

tion’s health and longevity;
• Educational attainment, which is indicated, on the one 

hand, by adult literacy, and on the other hand, by the 
enrolment rate of students at various educational levels;

• Standard of living, which is measured by GDP per cap-
ita at purchasing power parity in US dollars.

A component (index) is calculated on the basis of each 
indicator, which is assigned a value between 0 and 1. The 
higher the value of the corresponding component, the 
higher the level of the corresponding life sphere in the 
country is. The HDI is calculated as the average of the 
three components (Figure 1.1.1.).
Even though one may be somewhat sceptical about the 
Human Development Index as a whole, because the combi-
nation of its components is not substantively well justified, it 
has still turned out to be useful as a comparative assessment 
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Figure 1.1.1. The Human Development Index (hori-
zontal line) and its components (Estonia, 2008)

Source: HDR 2008

Life expectancy index Education index Standard of living index

The measurement of human development 
and the paradoxes related thereto
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Human Development Report 2007/2008 
and Estonia’s place in the ranking
Each UN Human Development Report deals with global 
problems that are important for humankind during the 
current year. The most recent report (UN Human Devel-
opment Report 2007/2008) is dedicated to climate change. 
However, in the current report, we comment only the sec-
ond part of the HDR 2007/2008, which includes tables 
with the indicators regarding the human development of 
UN member states. These indicators focus primarily on 
the Human Development Index, its components and their 
dynamics. Technically, the data included in these reports 
cannot be very fresh since the collection, quality assess-
ment and calculation of the indicators are unavoidably a 
time-consuming assignment. Therefore the majority of 
the data in the 2007/2008 report dates from 2005.

However, a new document, the Human Development 
Indices, was published on 18 December, 2008, which 
presents concretized and corrected HDI data based on 
2006 data. Compared to the former document, Estonia has 
arisen two places in the human development ranking and 
has reached 42nd place among 179 countries. Based on the 
HDI, the countries were categorised into three groups.
• Countries of high human development (total 75);
• Countries of medium human development (total 78),
• Countries of low human development (total 26).
Due to a lack of information, 15 countries were omitted 
from the ranking.

Based on this division, Estonia definitely belongs to the 
countries of high human development, being in 42nd place. 
Twenty-six European countries held higher positions in 
the last HDI ranking starting with Iceland (1) and Norway 
(2), incl. the majority of EU countries, except for Lithua-
nia (43), Latvia (44), Bulgaria (56) and Romania (62), which 
are in the same group but located below Estonia. The coun-
tries with higher human development indices than Esto-
nia include countries from all corners of the world except 
Africa. In America, Canada (3) and the US (15) are well 
ahead of Estonia; Chile (40) has also surpassed Estonia. 
Australia (4) is at the top of the ranking, but New Zealand 
(20) and Brunei Darussalam located on the island of Bor-
neo (27) are also ahead of Estonia. The ranking of Asian 
countries is led by Japan (8), followed by Hong Kong (22), 
Israel (24), South Korea (25), Singapore (28) and a series of 
Arab countries – Kuwait (29), United Arab Emirates (31), 
Bahrain (32), Qatar (34) and also an Caribbean country – 
Barbados (37) surpass Estonia. Of the European countries, 
those with indices lower than Estonia’s include Montenegro 
(64), Serbia (65), Belarus (67), Macedonia (68), Albania (69), 
Russian Federation (73), as well as Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(75). Of the African countries, Seychelles (54) and Mauri-
tius (74) belong to this group.

Of European countries, the only ones of medium 
human development are Ukraine (82), Armenia (83), 
Georgia (93) and Azerbaijan (97). Of the larger countries, 
China is in 94th place and India in 132nd place.

There are 26 countries of low human development, 25 
of which are located in Africa.

Two-year-old (previously also three-year-old) data 
is used to calculate the Human Development Index. The 
basic material for the 2007/2008 report includes data from 
2005, and in the updated table that is commented on here, 
2006 data was used.

Life expectancy index According to UN data, the aver-
age life expectancy at birth in Estonia in 2006 was 71.3 
years; as a result of standardization, the index value was 
calculated at 0.771.

The education index includes two sub-indices. One of 
these shows the literacy rate of those who are at least 15 
years old (with the weight 2/3), which is not measured in 
the majority of developed countries. In this case, an indi-
cator value of 0.99 is assigned. The second sub-index is 
the combined net primary, secondary and tertiary enrol-
ment rates -, which is calculated as the ratio of enrolled 
students to school-aged children and young people. The 
gross enrolment rate in Estonia according to UN data is 
91.2% and the education index value is 0.964. Until 1995, 
the education index was based on the average number of 
study years instead of the level of formal education, which 
was standardized for the purposes of uniformity.

Living standard index. The distribution of incomes by 
countries is very different. In order to ensure that the vari-
ous values of GDP (especially the high values) do not have 
too strong an impact on the Human Development Index, 
suitable modifications are used when calculating the sub-
index that reduces its variability. Initially, only GDP val-
ues that are higher than average were modified, but since 
2000, the upper threshold is used to cut off the highest 
GDP values, and thereafter the logarithm for the results is 
found. According to the UN, Estonia’s GDP value in 2006 
was 19,155 US dollars per capita, which corresponds to a 
sub-index value of 0.877, and as an average of the three 
components, the average Human Development Index 
value (HDI) is 0.871.

On examining Estonia’s ranking by the Human Devel-
opment Index, we have noticed that Estonia’s position in 
the rankings for the separate components is quite differ-
ent.

85

80

75

70

65

Figure 1.1.2. Life expectancy in countries of high human 
development. The large diamond denotes Estonia

Source: HDR 2007/2008
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of countries and as a tool for monitoring the developmen-
tal dynamics of individual countries. Using the levels of sin-

gle dimensions rather than the composite index is especially 
informative for monitoring the development of a country.
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Global dynamics of the Human Development Index

but at the bottom of the countries of high HDI. Sixty-
five countries with high HDI have better life expectancy 
indices (2005 data) than Estonia’s (Figure 1.1.2.) as well 
as 24 countries with medium HDI. This means that the 
life expectancy indicator pushes Estonia downward in the 
ranking, and by improving this indicator Estonia’s rank-
ing could improve most effectively.

On the other hand, Estonia is in a relative good posi-
tion with respect to the education indicator, being in 
19th place (2005) among all the countries (Figure 1.1.3.). 
Here, there is little room for improvement, because 
with respect to the weightiest component (adult lit-
eracy) Estonia is at the maximum level and the gross 
enrolment ratio (0.924) is relatively close to the maxi-
mum value.

With respect to the living standard index, Estonia 
is one of the few countries whose ranking corresponds 
exactly to its HDI ranking.

Although the history of the human development reports 
only dates back to 1990, the values have also been calcu-
lated retroactively and repeatedly been corrected after-
wards. As a general trend, the indices generally increase, 
while decreases in the index values indicate crises or 
shocks in the country’s development. The crisis in the 
mid-1990s that struck the Baltic countries is an example 
of this (Figure 1.1.4.). Some developing countries, like the 
Republic of Korea, are very rapid risers, while the growth 
tempo of the “old leaders” is more modest.

In the following three sections of this chapter, we will 
examine the spheres of life related to the three HDI com-
ponents and their developmental trends in Estonia.

Figure 1.1.4. Changes in the Human Development 
Index in a series of countries (number in front of the 
name indicated the ranking in 2007/2008)
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3 Australia
5 Ireland
16 United Kingdom
26 Korea (R)
27 Slovenia
29 Portugal
36 Hungary
43 Lithuania
44 eStONIa
45 Latvia
52 Mexico
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1.2. Estonia’s demographic 
development and its sustainability
Fertility and mortality trends
In the case of Estonia, as a nation of one million, demo-
graphic development is of existential importance. In 
larger nations, the problems related to population devel-
opment tend to be social in nature, related to the ratio 
between the working and dependent population (which 

is important in Estonia as well). In Estonia, however, the 
ratio between births and deaths is the most important 
indicator of developmental sustainability. In the case of 
migration, the top priority for Estonia is not just the inte-
gration of immigrants, but whether that the Estonian-
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Figure 1.1.3. Life expectancy in countries of high human 
development. The large diamond denotes Estonia

Source: HDR 2007/2008
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With respect to life expectancy, Estonia is placed more or less 
in the middle of the ranking of all the countries being examined, 
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speaking people will remain the majority ethnic group 
in Estonia.

Demographic shock
Demographic development is expressed by some impor-
tant statistical indicators – these include natural pop-
ulation growth, i.e. the difference between births and 
deaths, the birth rate indicators related thereto, the life 
expectancy, as well as the net migration, i.e. the difference 
between immigration and emigration.

A sudden demographic shock occurred in all the 
Central and East European transition countries during 
the 1990s, which resulted in an abrupt decline in mar-
riages and birth rates, while death rates increased and 
the life expectancy decreased. This was definitely caused 
by great changes in the society. On the one hand, this 
was caused by the inability to cope with the organiza-
tion of life in a changed society, while on the other hand, 
it resulted from the expansion of opportunities related 
to the opening of society, especially the change in the 
social position of women, which had taken place much 
earlier in the democratic countries of Europe, and the 
revaluation of the values related to marriage and the 
family.

In Estonia, the demographic shock in the mid-
dle of the 1990s was very intense: marriages decreased 
more than twofold, from 1990–1994, the decline in the 
birth rate averaged 10% annually, and in 1994, the life 
expectancy dropped to the lowest level in the past 35 
years. As a result of negative natural growth, the popu-
lation decreased by almost 0.5% annually in the second 
half of the 1990s. Net migration was also characterized 
by a strong negative trend. As a result, the population 
decreased by more than 12% between the 1989 and 2000 
censuses.

Despite the very rapid changes at the beginning of the 
1990s, it turned out that the demographic shock in Esto-
nia started to recede notably faster than in the majority 
of other transition countries. To a certain extent changes 
in family-related attitudes had started to take place in 
Estonia already a few decades earlier: cohabitation was 
quite popular at least prior to legal marriage, and soci-
ety accepted both children born outside of wedlock and 
to single parents.

The lowest point of the shock was reached in 1994, 
and from then on, the life expectancy has consistently 
increased. The total fertility rate (which indicates the aver-

Figure 1.2.1. Total fertility rates in groups 
of European countries and Estonia
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age number of children per woman) started to increase 
again (with small setbacks) as of 1999.

Fertility
The increase in the total fertility rate has notably accel-
erated as of 2004 (Figure 1.2.1.). There are apparently 
several reasons for this: the improved economic situ-
ation and families’ feeling of security regarding the 
future based thereon, and births postponed from previ-
ous years. One can also not underestimate family policy 
measures, especially parental benefits. It became clear 
that it was after the implementation of parental bene-
fits a change occurred in the childbearing strategies of 
households. As of 2004, the probability of making a 
decision in favour of childbirth exceeded the probability 
of having an abortion; furthermore, there was a noticea-
ble increase in the number of working women and those 
with higher educational levels that gave birth (while the 
rest remained the same). Although there were similar 
changes in the entire population, these changes among 
those giving birth significantly exceeded the changes in 
the general population. Based on various assessments, 
parental benefits have increased the fertility rate by 5–
10%. To date the impact has been permanent and cumu-
lative by years. However, the total fertility rate in Esto-
nia (which is quite good in the European context) is not 
sufficient for the sustainable development of the popu-
lation.

What is life expectancy at birth and what affects it?
To calculate the life expectancy index, the average life 
expectancy at birth for the country’s population is used, 
based on data for the reference year. This indicator char-
acterizes the death rate for the reference year. Figura-
tively, one could say that a child born in the reference 
year would live this long on average if the death rate 
remained exactly the same as it was in the reference year 
throughout his or her subsequent life span. Of course, 
this is not actually true, and one can be sure that chil-
dren born in the reference year are likely to live signifi-
cantly longer.

Compared to other mortality indicators, one must 
note that life expectancy is significantly affected by the 
deaths of relatively younger people in the reference year. 
As a rough estimate, one could say that the death of one 
20-year-old man during the reference year reduces life 
expectancy more than the death of more than five 60-year-
old men. Although in Estonia the infant mortality rate is 
quite low, approaching the European average, this is not 
sufficient to improve the life expectancy at birth.

According to this indicator, Estonia continues to be 
among the last in the European Union; on average, only 
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Figure 1.2.2. Life expectancy at birth of men and women
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Figure 1.2.3. Life expectancy of men, women and 
the entire population at birth

Source: SE
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Figure 1.2.4. Life expectancy in Estonian regions
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men in Latvia and Lithuania die earlier than in Estonia 
(Figure 1.2.2.). In 2004, the life expectancy at birth in the 
27 European Union member states was 75.2 years for men 
and 81.5 for women, while in Estonia it was 66.3 years for 
men and 77.8 for women in the same year. The reasons for 
Estonia’s low average life expectancy are covered in chap-
ter 2 of this Human Development Report.

The situation is only slightly better among women. In 
the European Union, in addition to Latvia and Lithua-
nia, the life expectancy of women is shorter than in Esto-
nia only in Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia and Hungary. The 
life expectancy of Estonian women has increased by three 
months per year over several years, while among men, the 
growth has been limited to one month per year; there have 
also been setbacks. The difference between the life expect-
ancy at birth of Estonian men and women (almost 11 years) 
is among the largest in the world. The difference has also 
not decreased during the last few years (Figure 1.2.3.).

Great differences in life expectancy are related to eth-
nicity. The average life span of Estonian men is longer and 
has increased faster than that of men of other ethnicities 
(Russian-speaking). This also appears as a regional differ-
ence, see Figure 1.2.4., where, in Northeast-Estonia with a 
predominantly Russian-speaking population (79% of men 
and 81% of women have non-Estonian ethnicity), the life 
expectancy for men is 5–6 years shorter than elsewhere 
in Estonia and 2 years shorter for women. The differences 
caused by education and income are also considerable, but 
all these reasons have less effect on mortality than do the 
differences based on gender and ethnicity.

Glimpse of the future. Changes in population
Currently, no European country has a total fertility rate 
that would achieve a recovery level, the value of which is 
about 2.1. However, in most countries natural population 
growth is still positive, one of the reasons being the con-
stant extension of life expectancy. Another effect in most 
European countries is that population structures have 
developed historically, where older generations (with the 
most deaths) are smaller on average than younger genera-

tions thanks to earlier demographic development. There-
fore there are fewer deaths than births, even when fer-
tility is relatively low. This is the situation in Spain, for 
instance.

From Figure 1.2.5. we can conclude that the Central 
and East European transition countries can expect the 
greatest population decreases during the next half cen-
tury. The first reason is the low fertility during the last 
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ten-fifteen years. In addition, most of these countries have 
lower than average life expectancy, which, in other words, 
means relatively higher mortality. Thirdly, the demo-
graphic development of many of these countries has not 
occurred normally in the past; there have been forced 
migrations; the post-war baby boom did not occur, etc. 
All these factors are also significant in Estonia. However, 
the greatest risk compared to other countries is Estonia’s 
small population.

Compared to some projections made by various inter-
national organizations in previous years, the projection 
shown in Figure 1.2.6. is relatively optimistic. Natural 
population growth in Estonia will probably soon approach 
zero, although the number of births will inevitably start to 
decrease again when the small generations that were born 
in 1994–2004 reach childbearing age.

Figure 1.2.5. Predictable population change 2010—2060 (%)
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Figure 1.2.6. Estonian population projection

Source: Eurostat
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Despite the gloom of this projection, one must remem-
ber that the Estonian population was no larger at the time 
the Estonian state was created.

External and internal migration in Estonia
Changes in the distribution and composition of regional 
population play a great role in migration in today’s mobile 
world. Migration affects the domestic distribution of pop-
ulation as well as the decrease or increase of the popula-
tion in the country as a whole. Births and deaths often 
have less impact on the total population and its structure 
than migration. However, migration may affect the fertil-
ity and mortality indicators, since it is young people and 
people old enough to have families who are most likely to 
relocate, and their arrival or departure from a region sig-
nificantly affects other population processes. For Estonia, 
the current negative emigration balance is worrying; it is 
important to know where and how may Estonian residents 
have emigrated and how many will return to Estonia. 
Internal migration has been dominated by a trend to relo-
cate to Tallinn and its environs, although the environs of 
other larger centres have also expanded. Regions far from 
population centres have emptied of population.

Definitions, data and method
Migration is a change in residence that crosses the bounda-
ries of settlement units. International migration is defined 

as a change in an individual’s country of residence. A 
country of residence is a country where a person has lived 
for most of the last year or where a person plans to live for 
at least one year (United Nations 1998: 9). In the case of 
internal migration, the migration event is a change in resi-
dence that crosses the boundaries of towns, rural munici-
palities or urban settlements within a rural municipality. 
In order to describe migration, net migration (i.e. the dif-
ference between those arriving in and departing from the 
space unit being examined in 2004–2007), net migration 
coefficients (i.e. the ratio of the net migration to the aver-
age population in the unit during the period in thousands) 
and migration intensity (number of those changing resi-
dence per thousand persons living in the area being exam-
ined) are used.

The data being used originates from Statistics Estonia, 
and its sources are the Population Register and the Citizen-
ship and Migration Board (Tammur et al 2009), which are 
currently the only possible, but unfortunately not entirely 
reliable, information sources regarding migration. Stud-
ies show that almost one fifth of the residences listed for 
individuals in the Population Register do not correspond 
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to reality. The greatest inaccuracy exists among younger 
people (20–34), and more people live in the environs of the 
larger cities than is reflected in the register (Tammur et al 
2006, Tammur et al 2009). Comparing various informa-
tion sources, one can say that Estonia foreign migration, 
especially emigration is underestimated, although the dif-
ference between the statistics of Estonia and foreign coun-
tries has been decreasing in recent years. The noticeable 
increase in the number of immigration entries indicates 
the development of residential registration rather than 
increased immigration. The registration of emigration 
has developed more uniformly. Under-registration prob-
ably occurred more often in 2000–2004. Here we should 
consider that emigration cannot be registered for foreign-
ers whose immigration was not registered (Tammur et al 
2009).

External migration

Reasons for emigration and its history 
After the World War II, massive international migration 
started from economically less-developed countries to 
more successful countries, and this trend continues today. 
In time, only the reasons for migration have changed. 
During this period, Estonia has changed from a coun-
try of destination for migration to a country of dispatch. 
Before the Second World War, Estonia was one of the eth-
nically most homogenous regions in Europe (in 1934 Esto-
nians comprised 88% of the population) and immediately 
after the war, the ratio of Estonians in the population was 
even 97% (Tiit 1993: 1678). Then, as a result of the annexa-
tion period in 1945–1989, the relative importance of the 
Estonian indigenous population was reduced to 62%. The 
annual net migration throughout the entire 40 years was 
5,000–10,000 people, which is 0.3–0.8% of the population 
(Tiit 1993).

As a result of the political and economic changes 
that took place at the end of the 1980s and beginning of 
the 1990s, migration in Estonia (like most other transi-
tion countries) changed direction, and as of 1990, the net 
migration became negative. In 1989–1994, approximately 
80,000 people (i.e. about 5% of the population) left Esto-
nia. Immigrants that had arrived during previous periods 
from other regions of the Soviet Union, especially recent 
immigrants, also Russian military personnel and their 
families as well as Jews, Germans and Finns that repat-

riated for economic reasons left Estonia. As a result of 
the emigration, the share of Estonians in their homeland 
increased to almost 68% in 2000.

In the second half of the 1990s and the beginning of 
the 2000s, the reason for emigration changed – returning 
to ethnic homelands started to decrease, while going to 
work (and also study) in countries with higher develop-
mental levels for economic reasons increased. As before, 
the majority of emigrants were Russian, although the ratio 
of Estonians among the emigrants continually increased. 
The net migration was negative with regards to all impor-
tant countries of destination. Besides Russia, the second 
important country of destination for migration was Fin-
land, the importance of which continually increased, and 
as of 2001, Finland became the primary country of destina-
tion for emigration from Estonia. Finland did not become 
a country that received immigrants until the 1990s (For-
sander 2003), which is apparently related to the opening 
of borders in former socialist countries. Currently, immi-
grants with Estonian citizenship are the main immigrant 
group in Finland (Herm 2008). Other countries in Europe 
and countries further away have been important emigra-
tion destinations for Estonia in different years.

Emigration 2004–2007
According to Statistics Estonia data, over 17,000 people 
left Estonia for other countries during the four years being 
examined, which is more than 1% of the total population. 
The main country of destination for Estonian emigration 
is Finland, to which over 13,000 people emigrated within 
four years. Finland was followed in importance by Rus-
sia and Germany (Table 1.2.1.). Since data exchange has 
occurred between the Estonian and Finnish population 
registers, which is unfortunately lacking with other coun-
tries, the Finnish migration data is notably more reliable 
than that of other countries. Finland is the primary desti-
nation for Estonian emigrants. This fact is not changed by 
presumed underestimates of the migrants to other coun-
tries.

Along with other European countries, the CIS coun-
tries, which receive very diverse migration flows, are 
important countries of destination for Estonian emi-
gration. While emigration from Estonia has generally 
increased, migration to the CIS countries has decreased 
almost threefold in 2000–2007. Although only 16% of all 
Estonian migrants to foreign countries went to CIS coun-
tries (primarily, Russia, Ukraine and Belarus), the age and 
ethnic composition of these emigrants were quite spe-
cific. Many relatively older, over-60-year-old people left, 
whereas 91% of those departing were Russians, Ukrain-
ians and Belarusians (Anniste 2009).

The gender of the emigrants from Estonia in 2004–
2007 corresponds to the gender distribution of the Esto-
nian population: men comprised 46% and women 54%. 
The age distribution of the migrating population was 
usually significantly younger than the settled popula-
tion. The average age of those who relocated from Esto-
nia to another country was 35 years and the median age 
was 33, which reflects the greater migration of younger 
working-aged people. Older working-age people and pen-
sioners migrate less frequently and the number of immi-
grants over the age of 60 drops sharply. Connecting the 
emigration from new member states primarily with work 
migration and taking into account the greater unemploy-

 Emigration year
Total

 2004 2005 2006 2007
Finland 1960 3513 4451 3163 13 087

Russia 350 353 276 221 1200

Germany 136 148 145 206 635

United Kingdom 45 87 125 164 421

Sweden 70 59 78 108 315

USA 61 60 81 57 259

Ukraine 46 82 38 32 198

Other countries 259 308 333 433 1333

Total 2927 4610 5527 4384 17 448

Table 1.2.1. Primary emigration destination 
 countries by years

Source: Statistics Estonia
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ment among young people, many researchers have fore-
cast a greater probability for younger working-aged peo-
ple to look for work abroad (Krieger 2004). This is also 
confirmed by Estonia’s emigration statistics, in which the 
ratio of 20–30-year-olds is large. According to citizenship, 
Estonian citizens account for the main group of emigrants 
– they total 87%. The relative importance of Russian citi-
zens in the four years under examination was 6% and this 
has decreased uniformly by years. The ratio of those with 
other citizenships was less than 2%.

Immigration 2004–2007
In 2004–2007, 8,508 people immigrated to Estonia, which 
comprises 0.6% of the total population. The greatest coun-
try of dispatch is Finland (31% of immigrants) and Rus-
sia (21% of immigrants), and a calculable number of peo-
ple arrived from Ukraine, Germany, Latvia and Sweden. 
Year-on-year, immigration from the majority of countries 
is increasing, which apparently indicates a growth of return 
migration. This is also indicated by the fact that 39% of the 
immigrants are Estonian citizens. Russian and Finnish citi-
zens comprise 15% and 12% of all immigrants respectively. 
Year-on-year, the ratio of immigrants that are Estonian cit-
izens has increased and the ratio of Russian citizens has 
decreased by half. Numerically, the volume of immigration 
has increased. Half the immigrants settle in Harju County. 
The other important destinations include Tartu County 
and Ida-Viru County (14% and 12% respectively).

Men comprise 55% of all immigrants. Therefore, while 
women predominate in Estonian emigration, men pre-
dominate in immigration (return migration). This fact 
points to the possibility that women that leave Estonia are 
more likely to remain abroad or to stay there for a longer 
period. The average age of immigrants is 34 years (median 
age is 32), whereas 20–29-year-olds predominate among 
the women. The age distribution of immigrating men is 
more uniform, although there are also more young, pri-
marily 20–39-year-old people among them.

Estonia’s migration trends have changed somewhat 
since 2004, when Estonia joined the European Union. 
The net migration continued to be negative in 2004–2007 
for a total of -8,940, which makes an average migration 
loss of 2,235 people per year. Therefore Estonia’s popula-
tion declines by 0.2% per year due to a negative emigration 
balance. While immigration has demonstrated a steady 
growth trend, emigration has decreased slightly in 2007 
(Figure 1.2.7.). The high point of emigration to date was in 
2006, when a record number of 5,000 people left Estonia 
for other countries.

However, by country, Estonia’s net migration is no 
longer negative with all other countries. For the countries 
of the former Soviet Union, Estonia has become a coun-
try of destination. The greatest immigration is from Rus-
sia, Ukraine and Latvia. Each year, Estonia loses the larg-
est number of people to Finland and other old European 
Union member states, such as the United Kingdom, Ire-
land, and Germany. Domestically, all the counties in Esto-
nia lose population due to emigration, with Harju and 
Ida-Viru counties losing the most (Anniste 2009). In 2007, 
when immigration suddenly increased, the larger coun-
ties, such as Tartu, Harju and Ida-Viru, all had positive 
net foreign migration and Lääne-Viru and Pärnu coun-
ties lost the most population. The age distribution of the 
immigrating and emigrating populations is quite similar 

Figure 1.2.7. Estonian foreign migration 2004–2007

Source: SE
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(Figure 1.2.8.). Therefore foreign migration has changed 
significantly compared to the 1990s. In 2004–2007 the 
majority of both immigrants and emigrants were Estoni-
ans, who go to work in European countries that are eco-
nomically better developed. A fair number of them return 
to Estonia.

Internal migration

Reasons for internal migration and its history
Estonia’s urbanization, and internal migration more gen-
erally, continues to be affected by the Soviet period, when 
the distribution of the population was organized accord-
ing the regulations of the planned economy. In Soviet 
Estonia, the migration from the country to the city was 
modest, the convergence of the population in the larger 
cities and their environs was caused to a great extent by 
foreign migration (between the Soviet Republics) (Katus 
et al 1999, Tammaru 2002). At the beginning of the Soviet 
period, the migration was primarily from the country to 
the cities and on to Tallinn, although in the second half of 
the 1970s, more people started to relocate from the capi-
tal to the rural areas of Harju County (Marksoo 1990). As 
of 1983, the net migration of the rural population became 
positive throughout Estonia. It was primarily the rural 
areas around the larger cities that gained population – this 
at the cost of the urban population and rural population 
from outlying areas (Marksoo 1992).
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After 1991, the natural migration process started to 
recur. Urbanization occurred that followed a hierarchy 
of settlements, i.e. population converged from the coun-
try and the small cities to Tallinn and regional centres (in 
Estonia, the regional centres are the cities of Tartu, Pärnu, 
Jõhvi and Kohtla-Järve). In the internal movement in all 
the counties, suburbanization took place, i.e. relocation 
from the centres to the environs. The main destination 
for all Estonian migration in the 1990s was Tallinn and 
its suburbs (Tammaru et al 2003). Since 2000, suburban-
ization has intensified significantly (Leetmaa 2004). The 
most active migrants are young people (15–29-year-olds) 
and their migration clearly converges in the larger cities 
and their environs (Jõeveer 2003, Kulu 2005).

Internal migration 2004–2007
During the four year period, 162,822 migration events that 
crossed the borders of settlement units occurred in inter-
nal migration. There was an average of 38,000 migration 
events per year (Figure 1.2.9.), i.e. the migration intensity 
was 114‰, or during four years eleven out of one hundred 
people in Estonia relocated to another settlement unit. In 
1989–2000, only 17% of the population changed residences 
by crossing the borders of settlement units (Tammaru et 
al 2003). Thus one can say that the migration intensity was 
notably lower.
The migration intensity of the various ethnic groups has 
differed. The majority of those who changed their resi-

Figure 1.2.9. Internal migration events per year

Source: SE
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Table 1.2.2. Distribution of immigrants by age 
groups (2004–2007)

Source: SE

 15–29 30–49 50+
2004 37% 25% 14%

2005 31% 28% 17%

2006 31% 28% 15%

2007 31% 28% 14%

dence were Estonian citizens (93%). The migration inten-
sity of persons with undetermined or Russian citizen-
ship was much smaller. The intensity of residence changes 
decreases as age increases (Table 1.2.2.).

In the city-country migration direction, the move-
ment from the city to the country attracts attention (Table 
1.2.3.). During the reference period, this has resulted 
in the number of people living in rural municipalities 
increasing by 10,500 and the number of city residents 
decreasing by the same number. Overall, the population 
in 125 rural municipalities and 39 urban settlements has 
decreased, while it has increased in 62 rural municipali-
ties and 17 cities. The primary migration destinations are 
the rural municipalities near Tallinn, where people from 
all over Estonia relocate, and the net migration coeffi-
cient there, and in the environs of Pärnu and Tartu, is 
also higher. In other places, people also relocate from 
cities to suburbs. Rural municipalities that are located 
further from cities and lie on the outskirts of counties 
have negative net migration as people either relocate to 
large cities or to rural municipalities that are near cit-
ies. The City of Paide and the remote rural municipali-
ties of Pärnu County have the lowest net migration coef-
ficients.

The population of almost half the cities that are county 
centres has increased, and this is caused by greater emi-
gration from remote areas. This process is occurring in 
Järva, Lääne-Viru and Valga Counties. Harju, Ida-Viru 
and Tartu counties stand out because in these counties the 
outskirts also benefit from population movement. There-
fore we can assume that the suburbs of these centres are 
expanding (Tammur 2009). In the migration between 
counties, the greatest movement is to Harju County 
(39%), which is followed by Tartu County (15%) and Pärnu 
County (7%). Large cities like Kohtla-Järve, Tartu, Tallinn 
and Narva have lost the most people due to negative net 
migration. The majority of settlement units with nega-
tive net migration are county seats and small towns and 
rural municipalities located on the outskirts of the coun-
ties. Tallinn’s net migration has become negative dur-
ing the period being examined. Positive net migration is 
experienced primarily by rural municipalities and satel-
lite cities located in the suburbs of the centre. Due to active 
immigration, populations increased the most in the rural 
municipalities in the suburbs of Tallinn: Viimsi, Harku 
and Rae Rural Municipalities.

The migration direction of various age groups differs. 
Young people aged 15–29 leave the outskirts of counties 
and their primary destination is Tallinn and its suburbs. 
People between the ages of 30 and 49 who are likely to have 
families leave the larger cities and relocate primarily to the 
suburbs of Tallinn or the regional centres. Older people 
relocate to areas outside all the larger cities – along with 
the vicinity of Tallinn, their preferred residential areas 
also include the outskirts of the counties (Tammur 2009).

As far as the internal migration of Russian citizens is 
concerned, there are similarities as well as differences with 
the general trends. Similar to Estonian citizens, they relo-
cate to larger cities and their suburbs, with many going 
to Tallinn. Unlike Estonian citizens, people with Rus-
sian and undetermined citizenship also have positive net 
migration in the outskirts of rural municipalities. People 
with undetermined and other citizenship have a negative 
net migration in Tallinn.

Table 1.2.3. City-country migration directions 
2004–2007

Source: SE

 To cities To the country Total
From cities 27% 33% 60%

From the country 25% 15% 40%

Total 52% 48% 100%
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Estonian foreign and internal migration 
in the European context
According to data from the European statistical centre 
Eurostat, the net migration of the European Union (along 
with Iceland, Norway and Switzerland) is positive; in 1998–
2008, almost 1.5 million new residents have moved into this 
region. Intra-European migration has been fairly variable 
from year to year, although here too one encounters diffi-
culties securing correct information: typically emigration 
data is greatly underreported, because peoples’ departures 
from a country are not checked, while immigration data is 
more precise in connection with the formalization of resi-
dence and work permits. Inevitably, only official migration 
data (PR for us) is used in international comparisons, and 
therefore in Estonia’s case, the Eurostat data differs some-
what from the more precise Statistics Estonia data.

Spain and Ireland have been the countries with the larg-
est immigration, where the average net foreign migration 
per year is over one percent; the same applies to Luxem-

bourg and Cyprus. There has also been large immigration 
into Italy. At the end of the 1990s, the net migration was 
negative (e.g. in Bulgaria and Romania even 2.5% in 2001) 
in the majority of transition countries (except for Hungary), 
but migration balances have been restored in recent years 
(at least based on official data) (Figure 1.2.10.). Slovenia and 
the Czech Republic are notable for their positive develop-
ment; based on Eurostat data, Estonia’s foreign migration is 
almost balanced, while the net foreign migration of Lithua-
nia, Poland and Latvia continue to be negative.

It will probably not be possible to obtain reliable informa-
tion about Estonian migration, as well as an evaluation of the 
entire Estonian population, until the next census is conducted 
in 2011. However, in order to achieve this, the census must 
definitely be conducted in the traditional manner, because the 
register data is too inexact for a register-based census. Fur-
thermore, putting it in order is impossible without a census.
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1.3. Trends of educational 
development in Estonia
The HDI education index and gross enrolment ratio
Since the weightiest component of the education index – 
percentage of adult literacy – is 99% in all developed coun-
tries (regardless of where it is measured and a value higher 
than the threshold is received, or it is not measured), the 
value of the education sub-index is only affected by the 
gross enrolment rate.

What is the gross enrolment rate and 
how is it calculated?
The gross enrolment rate is the share of enrolled students 
in an age group or the ratio of the number of enrolees and 
the total population in same age group, expressed as a per-
centage. According to Statistics Estonia data, in 2000–
2007, the average ratio of enrolees among 7–15-year-olds 

(first level, i.e. basic education) was 99.5%, among 16–
18-year-olds (second level or secondary education), 90% 
and among 19–23-year olds (third level or post-second-
ary school vocational or higher education), 46% (Figure 
1.3.1.).

For the Estonian HDI, the gross enrolment rate for 
students at the first, second and third level is calculated 
as quotient of the number of enrolees in the country and 
the size of the age group that theoretically corresponds 
to the relevant study level. In all countries, the theoreti-
cal age group for the enrolees at the third level is the five-
year age group immediately following the completion 
of second-level education. Therefore in the case of terti-
ary education, the 19–23 age group is taken into account. 
However, in Estonia it only takes three years to acquire 
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a bachelor’s degree and in the 19–21 age group, the cor-
responding rate would be 55%. This indicator provides a 
comparatively approximate evaluation of the gross enrol-
ment rate because it does not consider the real duration of 
the educational path in the case of various programmes, 
and the indicator is also affected by variations or sys-
tematic changes in the sizes of the age groups. Education 
acquired abroad is also not considered.

Despite the given shortcoming, this indicator is well 
suited for differentiating countries with developed educa-
tional organizations from the others. Despite all the prob-
lems related to education in Estonia, Estonia is indisput-
ably among the countries with a developed educational 
organization. However, does this mean that the education 
provided in Estonia is substantively significant and valu-
able based on international criteria?

Estonian students’ PISA results: 
an international comparison
In order to obtain internationally weighted feedback on 
the values and content borne by Estonian schools today, 
our 15-year-olds participated for the first time in PISA 
2006, the Programme for International Student Assess-
ment. The principal questions we sought to answer were: 
Are Estonian students ready to cope with the information- 
and knowledge-based society of the future? Are they able 
to analyze and relate to what is happening around them 
and are they able to communicate their ideas compre-
hensibly? How ready are they for lifelong learning? Par-
ticipation in the study provided Estonia with a valuable 
comparative database, on which subsequent studies can 
be constructed. In order to shape future educational pol-
icy, it is important to know what differences exist within 
schools and between schools; how students’ achievements 
are affected by their home life, attitudes toward learn-
ing, language of instruction, gender, ethnicity, class size, 
school administration model; as well as whether and how 
the money invested in education is correlated to students’ 
achievements, etc. We must consider all these factors if we 
wish to analyze the advantages and disadvantages of our 
current educational system and to manage future change.

PISA history
The PISA (Programme for International Student Assess-
ment) was first conducted by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 2000. 
This is an international achievement study that measures 
the knowledge of 15-year-old students and their skill at 
implementing their knowledge at the end of compulsory 
education. The PISA evaluates educational success (“lit-
eracy” in the PISA vernacular) in three fields of activity: 
in 2000 the main emphasis was on functional literacy, in 
2003 on mathematical literacy and in 2006 on science lit-
eracy. In the next PISA cycle (2009–2015) the studies will 
also be organized every three years.

Forty-three countries participated in the 2000 study 
and three years later 41 countries participated. In 2006, 57 
countries were involved in the study. The PISA sample is 
formed so that its results can be generalized for the coun-
try’s entire student contingent of a certain age.

The 2006 PISA study in Estonia
The PISA study was carried out in April 2006 and its ran-
dom sample included 4,865 students that represented an 
approximately 19,600-member group of contemporaries 
(according to the conditions of the study, the age of the par-
ticipants in the test ranged from 15.3 years to 16.2 years); 
49% of the participants were girls, and 51% were boys. Pro-

Figure 1.3.2. Countries participating in PISA 2006

Source: PISA website: www.pisa.oecd.org

portionally to the distribution of the language of instruc-
tion in the country, 24.3% of the students included in the 
study were from schools with Russian-language instruc-
tion. In total, 127 schools with Estonian-language instruc-
tion, 38 with Russian-language instruction and 4 with 
mixed language instruction participated in the study. Small 
rural schools were also represented. Almost 85% of the par-
ticipants were attending eighth or ninth grade of upper sec-
ondary schools, the rest were attending basic schools.

The testing was carried out under the auspices of the 
National Examination and Qualification Centre, which 
was supported by local coordinators and school directors. 
The testing was monitored by independent observers. The 
contribution and dedication of Estonian teachers was very 
important; a stress-free atmosphere during the testing 
helped to unblock the knowledge and creativity of the stu-
dents (including those with special needs). The study also 
included a questionnaire for school directors in order to 
evaluate the quality of the learning environment.

Results of PISA 2006
In PISA 2006, the main emphasis was placed on the nat-
ural sciences and the students’ performance results were 
presented in two ways: as an average score and by ranking. 
In both cases, the Estonian students demonstrated excel-
lent results in sciences. The PISA study helped to disprove 
a myth about Estonian education – supposedly, our cur-
ricula are too focused on factual knowledge and students 
do not know how to use their knowledge in everyday life. 
From the results, it turned out that in solving the assign-
ments, the students were able to identify problems, scien-
tifically explain phenomena, and interpret and implement 
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* Here only the countries that participated in 2003 were taken into account.

Source: PISA website: www.pisa.oecd.org

the results. Based on the average score, Estonian students 
were positioned along with Japan at 5–6 position in the 
general PISA scale (see Table 1.3.1.).

Another means of assessment is grouping by achieve-
ment scores. For this, the PISA test assignments are grouped 
into six levels of difficulty and the students are also divided 
into six groups according to their performance. The first- 
and below-first-level group includes students that were not 
able to implement their knowledge to solve the simplest 
PISA assignments. It was considered that basic science pro-
ficiency had been acquired if the students achieved at least 
the second level. The highest or sixth level presumed that 
the students were able to use their knowledge in real life sit-
uations, were able to associate various information sources 
and demonstrate reflection and argumentation skills.

Figure 1.3.3. shows the achievement scores of students 
from Estonia and its neighbouring countries, compared 
to Germany (known for its differentiated educational sys-
tem) and the US (known for its high educational costs).

On the general scale of students’ achievement scores in 
natural sciences, Estonia’s students ranked second (after 
Finland). From the study, it appeared that, compared to 
the international average, Estonia has significantly few stu-
dents whose knowledge about natural sciences is below the 
level of basic proficiency. This is confirmed by the results of 
the comparative TIMSS 2003 study, from which it became 
clear that 99% of students in Estonia surpassed the lowest 
level, while the international average was 78% (The Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Study TIMSS 
2003, 143). This demonstrates that in Estonia the share of 
poor students is very small when compared internationally. 
Unfortunately, however, very talented students that form a 
brilliant apex are also lacking. Students that achieved the 
highest scores, or the sixth level, in Estonia comprised 1.4%, 
which lagged behind such countries as Finland, the United 
Kingdom, Japan, Canada, and Slovenia.

The average percentage of students with high achieve-
ment scores (total of the fifth and sixth levels) in the OECD 
was 9%, while in Finland and Estonia it was 21% and 11.5% 
respectively. From this, one can conclude that Estonia has 
future challenges in its work with gifted children – current 
subject Olympiads and science schools have inspired too 
few of our students. Our neighbouring countries (Latvia, 
Lithuania and Russia) were distinguished by relatively low 
average results. It turned out that the format of the PISA 
questions differed significantly from their usual methods 
for testing knowledge, and the study also screened out a 
large number of students in these countries who lack basic 
knowledge and proficiency in natural sciences.

The United States is known for its high educational 
costs per student. It is quite natural to expect that this 
would result in good general results and a low ratio of 
poor students, since large amounts have been invested 
in various support systems. However, the PISA showed 
that high educational costs do not always entail effective 
educational organization and good results. In Germany, 
students are divided into types of schools according to 
their abilities with the assumption that this will allow 
the individual talents of each child to be taken into con-
sideration. Yet, this was not confirmed by the PISA stud-
ies. A differentiated school system produces even greater 
differences between students, and in Germany, there is 
also a high correlation between the students’ socio-eco-
nomic background and their results. In Germany, the 

Table 1.3.1. PISA 2006 study results and average 
point scores and comparison with 2003 results

Posi-
tion Country Score 

2006
Position 
2006*

Score 
2003

Position 
2003 

1 Finland 563 1 548 1

2 Hong Kong (China) 542 2 539 3

3 Canada 534 3 519 11

4 Taiwan 532 - - -

5 eStONIa 531 - - -

6 Japan 531 4 548 2

7 New Zealand 530 5 521 10

8 Australia 527 6 525 6

9 The Netherlands 525 7 524 8

10 Liechtenstein 522 8 525 5

11 South Korea 522 9 538 4

12 Slovenia 519 - - -

13 Germany 516 10 502 18 

14 United Kingdom 515 - - -

15 Czech Republic 513 11 523 9

16 Switzerland 512 12 513 12

17 Macao (China) 511 13 525 7

18 Austria 511 14 491 23

19 Belgium 510 15 509 14

20 Ireland 508 16 505 16

21 Hungary 504 17 503 17

22 Sweden 503 18 506 15

23 Poland 498 19 498 19

24 Denmark 496 20 475 31

25 France 495 21 511 13

26 Croatia 493 - - -

27 Iceland 491 22 495 21

28 Latvia 490 23 489 25

29 USA 489 24 491 22

30 Slovakia 488 25 495 20

31 Spain 488 26 487 26

32 Lithuania 488 - - -

33 Norway 487 27 484 28

34 Luxembourg 486 28 483 29

35 Russia 479 29 489 24

36 Italy 475 30 486 27

37 Portugal 474 31 468 32

38 Greece 473 32 481 30

International mean 473

39 Israel 454 - - -

40 Chile 438 - - -

41 Serbia 436 33 436 34

42 Bulgaria 434 - - -

43 Uruguay 428 34 438 33

44 Turkey 424 35 434 35

45 Jordan 422 - - -

46 Thailand 421 36 429 36

47 Romania 418 - - -

48 Montenegro 412 - - -

49 Mexico 410 37 405 37

50 Indonesia 393 38 395 38

51 Argentina 391 - - -

52 Brazil 390 39 390 39

53 Colombia 388 - - -

54 Tunisia 386 40 385 40

55 Azerbaijan 382 - - -

56 Qatar 349 - - -

57 Kyrgyzstan 322 - -



23 |

social context explains 19% of the variance in the results 
of the students, while in Estonia and Finland these indi-
cators are 9.3% and 8.3% respectively. Thus, the PISA 
shows unequivocally that a good educational system can 
compensate for the impact of low income and problem-
atic home situations. In the best educational systems, 
monitoring and intervention has been brought to the 
school level, where it is possible to detect students who 
need help and to consistently support their needs (Bar-
ber; Mourshed, 2007: 48).

As the final report of the PISA study (OECD 2007) 
emphasizes, the social and monetary price of educational 
failure is very high. Young people who lack the necessary 
competence to cope in today’s society give rise to great 
expenditures for health care, welfare and care institu-
tions, and are detrimental to the security of the society as 
a whole. Therefore it is very important to analyze the fac-
tors that cause the differences in the results of schools and 
students, and thereby to mitigate the inequality of learn-
ing opportunities.

Challenges for Estonian education 
based on PISA
The PISA 2006 study confirms that in the field of natu-
ral sciences Estonia’s students have sufficient knowledge 
and proficiency to recognize and explain natural phenom-
ena, and they also managed well with searching for proof 
and using it in everyday situations. The current natural 
sciences curriculum and teaching methods as well as the 
basic and in-service training of the teachers have provided 
fertile ground for this. However, a series of problems also 
appeared that await fast and effective solutions, as well as 
subsequent in-depth studies.

In the analysis of the results, the small ratio of tal-
ented students has already been discussed. In addition, the 
regrettable but expected fact appeared that Estonian stu-
dents have very low interest in professions related to sci-
ences. The students’ answers show that 26% of our students 
want to work in professions related to natural sciences 
(this included all fields of activity related to natural sci-
ences, such as engineering and medicine), 22% wish to 
continue studies in the natural sciences after completing 
secondary school and only 14% would like deal with scien-
tific research work. All these indicators are lower than the 
average among the participating countries. A somewhat 
surprising general trend was that the motivation to study 
natural science subjects and to tie one’s future to them was 
highest in countries where the general level of achievement 
was lower. On the other hand, a relatively negative atti-
tude toward natural sciences was characteristic of coun-
tries that ranked among the top ten. The interest in natu-
ral science specialization in universities has also suddenly 
decreased in these countries. This presents a challenge 
to the schools: to find new teaching methods in order to 
make the study of natural sciences more attractive.

The third challenge for Estonian education resulting 
from the PISA is related to the future of the local Russian-
language schools. A uniform national curriculum, text-
books, teacher training, school financing, etc. create equal 
expectations for both Estonian- and Russian-language 
schools. Nevertheless, the PISA study revealed a statistical 
difference depending on the language of instruction in both 
the average results and the achievement scores. Of Estonian-
language school students, 5% were included in the first- and 
below-first-level group in natural sciences (non-acquisition 
of basic proficiency), while 13.6% of Russian-language stu-
dents were in this group. Of Estonian-language students, 
14% attained the highest score (fifth and sixth level), while 
only 6.3% of Russian-language students did so. This points 
to differences in the schools’ teaching content and form 
and narrows the choices of Russian-language students after 
the completion of basic school. Numerous studies confirm 
that the expertise of teachers affects learning results more 
than any other factor. The students of top-quality teach-
ers develop faster than those of ineffective teachers (Barber; 
Mourshed, 2007: 12). The quality of Estonia’s Russian-lan-
guage educational system can also not be better than the 
teaching quality of the teachers. The key to this lies in the 
initial and in-service training of the teachers at schools with 
Russian-language instruction.

The 2009 graduates are our first generation to have 
completed the PISA test and their choices and careers will 
demonstrate the effectiveness of our education and abil-
ity to cope with the circumstances that have changed dur-
ing the last decade. We can only include ourselves among 
the top educational systems when the educational success 
of Estonia’s students is matched by increased interest and 
joy of learning.

Figure 1.3.3. Percentage of students according to pro-
ficiency level in the PISA 2006 natural sciences test

Source: PISA website: www.pisa.oecd.org
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Higher and technical education in Estonia
A very topical indicator (% of students specializing in sci-
ence and technology among students at the tertiary level) 
has been highlighted by the Human Development Report’s 
statistical table dealing with education. The value of this 

indicator in Estonia was 23%, while at the same time this 
indicator was highest – 40% – in North Korea. This indi-
cator was higher than Estonia in exactly half the EU states: 
Finland (38%), Greece (32%), Spain (30%), Czech Repub-
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Source: SE

Table 1.3.2. Number of students in Estonia’s higher education schools

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Average  %

Bachelor’s studies
Teacher Education, Educational Science 5247 5681 5126 4722 3930 3292 2744 2546 4161 7.9
Humanities and Arts 5647 6027 6274 6273 6525 6551 6366 6596 6282 11.9
Social and Behavioural Sciences 3090 3266 4157 4585 5157 5372 5549 5288 4558 8.6
Business and Administration 12449 13012 12707 13064 12854 12829 13051 13135 12888 24.3
Law 4696 4465 4022 3774 3604 3664 3730 3631 3948 7.5
Natural and Environmental Sciences 2459 2619 2984 3111 3391 3135 3054 3067 2978 5.6
Engineering and Computer Sciences 8566 9175 9402 9683 9965 9123 9196 8547 9207 17.4
Agriculture 1097 1179 1256 1259 1224 1078 989 880 1120 2.1
Health 3295 3576 2425 2454 2485 2426 2465 2421 2693 5.1
Service 4105 4761 5176 5452 5938 5719 5143 4753 5131 9.7
Total 50651 53761 53529 54377 55073 53189 52287 50864 52966

Master’s studies
Teacher Education, Educational Science 529 666 1121 1298 1477 1817 1940 1922 1346 13.3
Humanities and Arts 643 742 816 848 873 1009 1132 1233 912 9
Social and Behavioural Sciences 450 516 661 823 877 983 1033 1033 797 7.9
Business and Administration 1263 1429 1995 2188 2563 2801 2819 3043 2263 22.4
Law 130 170 227 307 375 537 675 743 396 3.9
Natural and Environmental Sciences 355 430 500 575 613 865 923 918 647 6.4
Engineering and Computer Sciences 563 701 1302 1680 2014 2849 3426 3592 2016 19.9
Agriculture 126 154 233 276 426 515 578 586 362 3.6
Health 165 183 1427 1397 1357 1352 1369 1397 1081 10.7
Service 115 149 227 237 312 398 443 456 292 2.9
Total 4339 5140 8509 9629 10887 13126 14338 14923 10111

Doctoral studies
Teacher Education, Educational Science 33 42 51 61 69 73 83 83 62 3.7
Humanities and Arts 155 180 215 241 284 342 372 452 280 16.7
Social and Behavioural Sciences 87 116 154 185 228 279 339 360 219 13
Business and Administration 51 67 79 72 85 93 87 88 78 4.6
Law 18 21 27 33 43 47 56 72 40 2.4
Natural and Environmental Sciences 323 347 380 414 432 472 492 521 423 25.1
Engineering and Computer Sciences 185 217 244 305 356 399 448 533 336 20
Agriculture 71 79 97 103 112 110 113 110 99 5.9
Health 104 106 112 118 125 117 121 128 116 6.9
Service 19 24 28 30 34 38 31 34 30 1.8
Total 1046 1199 1387 1562 1768 1970 2142 2381 1682 31.3

Achievement of doctoral degree
Teacher Education, Educational Science 0 0 0 2 6 2 2 8 3 2.2
Humanities and Arts 10 14 15 17 28 17 26 33 20 17.6
Social and Behavioural Sciences 4 5 8 11 4 8 14 8 8 6.8
Business and Administration 3 5 4 3 6 5 2 2 4 3.3
Law 0 4 2 2 3 4 2 2 2 2.1
Natural and Environmental Sciences 31 21 29 33 48 34 46 50 37 32.1
Engineering and Computer Sciences 11 10 11 18 19 30 22 24 18 15.9
Agriculture 6 2 5 8 5 7 5 5 5 4.7
Health 7 1 10 27 27 16 18 19 16 13.7
Service 0 0 1 1 4 1 6 2 2 1.6
Total 72 62 85 122 150 124 143 153 114 20.7

lic and Portugal (29%), Bulgaria (27%), Sweden and Slova-
kia (26%), Lithuania and Romania (25%), Austria and Italy 
(24%). Ireland was at the same level as Estonia, while data 
was not presented for Germany and France. In order to 
understand the content of this indicator, let’s compare the 
distribution of specialisation at the different study levels of 
Estonia’s higher education schools.

At the first higher education level, the largest spe-
cialization group is administration and business man-
agement (almost a quarter of the students), about a tenth 
study service as well as arts and social studies. Those 
interested in engineering sciences consistently comprise 
one sixth, and the number of students dedicated to the 

sciences (mathematics, physics, natural sciences and the 
environment) has increased from 5% to 6% during the 
reference period.

At the master’s studies level, the situation changes 
slightly. The proportion of graduate students specializing 
in natural sciences and engineering sciences grows some-
what, and the increase in the fields of teacher education 
and health is noteworthy, while the decline in the service 
sector is to be expected.

However, at the doctoral level the situation has changed 
radically. The share of students specializing in the natu-
ral and environmental sciences (including mathemat-
ics, physics, and chemistry) has increased fourfold com-
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pared to master’s studies. The share of the humanities has 
almost doubled (compared to master’s studies), while the 
engineering field have remained the same, and all other 
specialties have declined, including the health field. Actu-
ally, the number of doctoral degree awarded is the high-
est in the natural science field: almost a third of all those 
who have been awarded doctoral degrees during the last 
eight years have done so in the field of natural sciences. On 
the other hand, in the engineering sciences the number 
of doctoral degrees has declined in comparison to the 
number of students. Doctoral studies have also been effec-
tive in the health field, where more than an eighth of all 
doctoral degrees were awarded. Since the number of those 
being awarded doctoral degrees in Estonia is quite small, it 
is not possible to track the dynamics by speciality.

Do the specialities of those acquiring higher educa-
tion correspond to Estonia’s needs? Unfortunately they 
do not. Although more young people than ever are cur-
rently studying at higher education schools in Estonia, the 
number of students majoring in technical subjects – on 
average a sixth of all students – is insufficient for the inno-
vative development of the economy. Obviously, the roots 
lie in the specialization choices made in secondary school 
– since scientific subjects, including mathematics, are not 
popular, insufficient competence in these subjects closes 
the door for talented students to continue their studies in 
these fields. However, there is no sense blaming the young 
people, who mostly finance their own studies in the “soft” 
specialities – higher education in these subjects is also use-
ful for the development of the students and the society as a 
whole. It must be recognized that the abilities and propen-
sity of all secondary school graduates is not suited to the 
acquisition of engineering and scientific specialities.

As far as scientific education is concerned, there con-
tinues to be serious problems with the effectiveness of 
doctoral studies. This is demonstrated by the ratio of those 
who have studied in doctoral programs in 2000–2003 and 
those who defended their doctoral theses in 2004–2007: 
5,194:570 = 9.1, i.e. on average every ninth student was 
awarded their doctoral degree during the normal period. 
The meagre productivity of doctoral studies is harm-
ful to the sustainability of science and of higher educa-
tion itself. On the whole, it also hinders the development 
of the entire country in its aspiration to become a knowl-
edge-based society. It would be natural that, similar to the 
United States, Japan and the countries at the top of the 
European economies, we would start to have more people 
with doctoral degrees among Estonia’s top civil servants, 
as well as among company managers and top specialists. 

The career study of those with doctoral degrees (Estonian 
Study, 2008) proved that the most successful were the stu-
dents in strong schools with intensive foreign relations 
– most specialized in natural sciences and the humani-
ties. In many fields a generation of younger scientists is 
developing who, unlike their older colleagues, are more 
strongly oriented towards international cooperation and 
collective research and who prefer to publish their work 
in high-quality publications. Unfortunately, there are few 
such strong scientific schools in the field of engineering, 
including information technology, which should be one of 
Estonia’s main priorities.
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1.4. The gross domestic product and 
people’s standard of living
The gross domestic product as a measurement 
of economic activity
A country’s gross domestic product (GDP), which is the 
basis for evaluating economic activity, plays an important 
role in the calculation of the Human Development Index. 
One of the three components of HDI is GDP per capita, 
which measures economic activity and the income gener-
ated per capita.

In an increasingly integrated world, the statistics char-
acterizing the economic development of various countries 
must be comparable. Four conditions must be met for an 
international GDP comparison:
• The definition of GDP must be the same
• GDP must be measured in the same way
• The value or currency in which the GDP is expressed 

must be the same
• GDP must be expressed at the same price level

Definition of GDP and its 
measurement
GDP (in market prices) is the sum of the added value pro-
duced by the residents1 throughout the gross national 
economy, to which net taxes on products are added. Gen-
erally the accounting of GDP by European Union and 
OECD member states corresponds to the first and second 
conditions, since the accounting of the national economy 
is based on the System of National Accounts 1993 (SNA 
93) and the European System of Accounts 1995 (ESA 95) 
based thereon. The system for national accounts includes 
definitions, classifications and accounting rules. Since 
Statistics Estonia is part of the European statistical sys-
tem, we must guarantee the conformity of our accounting 
methods with the methodology and accounting principles 
that apply to all of Europe. Statistics Estonia has compiled 
national account statistics based on ESA 95 since 1996.

At the same time, the measurement of GDP in all the EU 
member states does not cover the entire national economy 
to the same extent. Thus in countries with large exhaustive-
ness GDP may be underestimated depending on how well the 
non-observed part of the economy is reflected in the coun-
try’s accounting of GDP. Therefore the second conditions 
may not be fulfilled to the same extent in all countries. In 
Estonia, the -exhaustiveness is measured using methodology 
accepted by Eurostat and therefore its measurement should 
be comparable to that of the other member states. In national 
accounting, regular GDP recalculation takes place upon 
changes in regulations, definitions and classifications. At the 
same time, recalculations are also made for previous periods 
upon improvements in methodology or the implementation 
of new methodologies. As an EU member state, it is Estonia’s 
obligation to bring its methodology of national accounting 

into full conformity with EU requirements that guarantee 
the comparability of the accounting of the member states.

Accounting methodology
Estonia, like the other countries that acceded to the Euro-
pean Union in 2004, had to fulfil pre-accession criteria 
established for the methodology of national accounting 
by the European Commission. The fulfilment of these 
criteria guaranteed the better comparability of statistics 
with the remaining EU member states. Statistics Estonia 
updated its accounting methodology for the 2006 GDP 
based on a system of tables for supply and demand and 
adjusted its GDP measurement. To express economic 
growth, GDP change has been used as an agreement. 
In order to assess the change in GDP over time, and to 
procure information about its real growth, the impact of 
price changes must be eliminated. In simple terms, the 
value of real GDP in current prices is found by dividing 
the GDP value by the price index for goods and services. 
The growth of the GDP deflator2 shown in Table 1.4.1. 
indirectly expresses the average price change in goods 
and services included in accounting of GDP. The faster 
prices increase, the slower real GDP growth is in the case 
of identical GDP nominal growth.

As of the fall of 2008, Statistics Estonia uses the chain-
linking method to measure real GDP growth. In this method, 
the base year is not fixed, but the previous year of the account-
ing period is used as the base. Therefore calculations must be 
made in the prices from the previous year, and thereafter a 
chain is formed to compare various periods. This allows real 
changes to be measured more accurately than using a fixed 
base year (2000) as was done previously. The implementation 
of the chain-linking method guaranteed better international 
comparability for GDP and its components. Almost all Euro-
pean Union and the majority of the world’s developed coun-
tries (e.g. US, Canada, Japan, Norway and Switzerland) use 
the chain-linking method to measure real GDP growth. In 
2007, Estonian real GDP growth had the fastest drop in the 
European Union, from 10.4% in 2006 to 6.3% in 2007. How-
ever, here too GDP is measured in the local currency or com-
mon currency of the Community, based on the price levels 
of individual states, and therefore all the countries cannot be 
compared unequivocally.

Accounting of GDP based 
on a common currency 
and uniform price level
The third condition for guaranteeing the international 
comparability of GDP, by using a common currency, is 

1 Resident — an institution having economic interests in given state and being committed with economic territory of it.
2 Deflator – price index used for transforming prices from one time-period to another.
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 Current prices, 
in millions of EEK 

Chain-linked volume by 2000 
reference year, in millions of EEK GDP deflator Growth of GDP 

deflator, %
Nominal GDP 

growth, %
Real GDP 
growth, %

2000 95491.0 95491.0 1.000    

2001 108218.3 102808.2 1.053 5.3 13.3 7.7

2002 121372.2 110847.5 1.095 4.0 12.2 7.8

2003 136010.2 118736.5 1.145 4.6 12.1 7.1

2004 151012.2 127682.2 1.183 3.3 11 7.5

2005 173530.2 139373.2 1.245 5.3 14.9 9.2

2006 205038.1 153835.9 1.333 7.0 18.2 10.4

2007 238928.9 163578.1 1.461 9.6 16.5 6.3

Table 1.4.1. Nominal and real GDP growth in Estonia 2000–2007

Source: Statistics Estonia

Figure 1.4.1. Comparison of GDP growth in Esto-
nia and selected other countries in 2000–2007 (%), 
 calculated by the chain method
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fulfilled only by the countries in the euro zone. The third 
condition is also partially fulfilled by accounting GDP 
according to a common value by using exchange rates. 
The adoption of the European Union’s common currency, 
the euro, was compulsory for all EU member states (the 
only exceptions are Denmark and the United Kingdom). 
The Government of the Republic and the Bank of Estonia 
have set a goal of adopting the euro at the first opportu-
nity, once Estonia is able to fulfil the necessary require-
ments. According to the Bank of Estonia’s assessment in 
2008, accession to the euro zone will be possible in 2011 
or 2012 [Ross, 2008], although this projection may change 
due to the economic downturn.

In order to compare the real GDP of a country by 
time period, for instance by year, one must eliminate 
price changes. Likewise, in order to compare the GDP of 
a group of countries at a specific point in time, the dif-
ferences resulting from their price levels must be elimi-
nated. Since GDP is measured according the price levels 
of a specific country, the fourth condition is not fulfilled. 
While general price indices are used to eliminate the GDP 
price changes measured in a country at various times, 
Purchasing Power Parities (PPP)3 are used to eliminate the 
impact of various price levels in groups of countries (e.g. 
the European Union),. With the help of PPP, the impact of 
international price differences is eliminated in GDP meas-
urement. As a result of PPP conversion, the GDP in Pur-
chasing Power Standards (PPS)4 is arrived at. Expressed 
as PPS, we can arrive at a real international comparison 
of GDP. In other words, international value and price dif-
ferences are eliminated and a “pure” GDP volume can be 
compared.

Estonian GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Stand-
ards increased to 68% in 2007 in comparison to the aver-
age of the EU 27 member states. In comparison, the corre-
sponding indicator for Latvia was 55% and for Lithuania, 
60%. According to PPS, GDP change increases with rapid 
GDP growth compared to the EU and the decrease in Esto-
nian population, while price increases in Estonia reduce 
this indicator.

Figure 1.4.2. Increase of the Estonian GDP deflator 
and PPP in percentages in 2000–2007
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3 Purchasing Power Parities are exchange rates for currencies that equalize the purchasing power of various currencies.
4 The Purchasing Power Standard is an “artificial” unit of currency that equalizes the prices of all identical goods and services in 

comparable countries.

As a result of the sudden deceleration of real GDP 
growth and the acceleration of price increases, the GDP 
growth in PPS also slowed in 2007. While this indicator 
increased by 6.8% and 6.9% in 2005 and 2006 respectively, 
in 2007 it was only 4.1% (see Figure 1.4.3.).
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Figure 1.4.3. Estonian GDP (right axis) and GDP 
growth (left axis) per capita in PPS 2000–2007 
(EU 27 = 100)
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The Purchasing Power Parities, like the majority of 
statistical indicators, include assessment and therefore 
also statistical errors. Therefore when comparing coun-
tries, one must keep in mind that the difference in GDP 
values calculated on the basis of PPP that are under 5% 
are statistically insignificant [Methodological…, 2006]. 
The PPP errors depend on the reliability of the weight of 
the cost groups and the prices related thereto, and on how 
precisely the goods and services used in the measurement 
reflect the consumer model of an individual country and 
its price level.

Standard of living of Estonian families in 2003–2007
Considering the fact that in 2003–2007 Estonia experienced 
rapid GDP growth, reaching 68% of the European Union 
average, it is quite natural to ask whether Estonian fami-
lies perceived the economic growth that took place in 2003–
2007 through an improvement in their standard of living. In 
other words, how much are increases in general economic 
indicators related to increases in the standard of living?

Incomes
Tracking the dynamics of the economic condition of fam-
ilies [Tiit, 2008], it turns out that in those years incomes 
grew in all types of households. During the four year 
period, the nominal income per household member in 
Estonia increased by 94% on average and the real income 
by 63%. The greatest increase was in double-income fam-
ilies with several children (2.35 times), as well as in sin-
gle-income (two-parent) families with two children 
(2.28 times) and one child (2.06 times). This is probably 
caused by the impact of family policies because parental 
benefits had the greatest impact on such families. Rela-
tively smaller income increases (71%) were experienced 
by single-parent families and the impact of parental ben-
efits was not great (presumably children are not often 
born into single-parent families, although single-par-
ent families develop upon the departure of one parent). 
The impact of parental benefits (as a portion of income) 
has continually increased. Child benefits comprise an 
important part (at least 15%) of the income of families 
with at least two children and one working parent. Pen-
sions increased during the reference period by slightly 
less than the average, by 77%; whereas the real pension 
growth was only 49%.

Expenditures
Increases in income have a positive impact on the qual-
ity of life, if they provide people with greater opportu-
nities to satisfy more diverse needs. In 2003–2007, the 
non-food expenditures (in nominal value) of Estonian 
families increased by 61% on average. Considering the 
increase in the consumer price index, one can conclude 
that the real expenditures increased by 40% during the 
same period. In the structure of non-food costs, the dif-
ferences in the expenditure levels of different household 
groups are almost two times greater than in the case of 
food products (2.7–3.3 times). Transport costs experi-
enced a relatively large increase – to a great extent this 
was caused by the rise in transport and fuel prices, as 

Figure 1.4.4. Structure of Estonian families’ 
 consumption 2003–2007
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well as the increase in the number of cars and the trade-
in of old cars for new ones. Wardrobe and leisure costs 
also increased considerably, as did expenditures for per-
sonal items and personal services. The greatest increase 
was in travel packages. The increase in food products and 
housing was lower than average. Household differences 
in the cost structure and volume continued to be large, 
although there was no clear trend towards the differ-
ences increasing or decreasing. All financial costs (taxes, 
fees, investments, loan repayments and interest, insur-
ance, social taxes) combined comprise less than quarter 
of all expenditures on average. It is important to know 
how families’ budgets will be affected by the existence of 
loans. The average volume of loan repayments (nominal 
value) increased by 78% in the years being examined. 

Food expenditures 
At their nominal value, food expenditures increased by 
49% on average, which means a real cost increase of 23% 
(considering the 21% inflation of food prices).

Still the structure of food expenditures has not 
changed significantly in this period. What did occur 
was a small shift to higher quality and more expensive 
foodstuffs. Meat and meat products comprise an average 
of one-fifth of all food expenditures; 13.5% is spent on 
milk, milk products and eggs, although during the year 
under observation, the consumption of cheese increased; 
12.4% is spent on bread and other grain products. Simi-
lar amounts were spent on fruits, vegetables and pota-
toes (6.5%) and alcohol (6.4%, although this is probably 
underestimated). The amounts spent on fruits and ber-
ries increased significantly (by 85% in nominal value). 
Even larger was the 2.25-fold increase in the consump-
tion of juice (nominal value). Of the total food budget, 
5.7% was spent on both non-alcoholic beverages and 
sweets. The food consumption structure is very simi-
lar by type of household (Figure 1.4.5.), while the same 
does not apply to single households. Greater differences 
between types of household exist in the volume of eating 

5 Cost quintiles are calculated by dividing the sequential range of households into five equal parts. Those with the lowest income comp-
rise the first fifth or quintile, the highest ones – the fifth quintile.

Figure 1.4.5. Volume and structure of food costs in 
cost quintiles5, average for 2003–2007
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out (10%, 2.4%–12.5% by type of household). Therefore, 
one can confirm that in 2003–2007, the living stand-
ard of Estonian households improved, especially in the 
area of nutrition in a financial sense. In Estonian history, 
there has probably never been another period when the 
economic standard of living improved so quickly.
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Sources: HDR 1995 – HDR 2008

Figure 1.5.2. Changes in the indicators that are the basis for the Eesti Human Development Index
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Figure 1.5.1. Changes in the value and ranking of Estonian Human Development Index 
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1.5. Changes in the Estonian Human 
Development Index
Since 1998, the Estonian Human Development Index has 
continually increased, although its ranking has not always 
improved, because our index growth has not been as rapid 
as other countries belonging to the same group (Figure 
1.5.1.).

The life expectancy at birth remains practically 
unchanged, while the education index (shown in percent-
ages) has changed quite a lot. The main reason lies in the 
objective increase in the gross enrolment rate. However, 
since this index is an approximate assessment, which is 
affected by the assessment method and different sizes of 
the age groups, the fluctuations may not be objectively 
justified. GDP changed the most during the observation 
period, and apparently this indicator is the reason for the 
relatively large changes in the Estonian Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI). The relatively high level at the begin-
ning of the 1990s was caused by differing calculation rules 
and the lower level of all indicators throughout the world; 
at that time, Estonia has a higher ranking than at any sub-
sequent time.

The decline in the middle of the 1990s was related prima-
rily to a decrease in GDP, while at the same time life expect-
ancy and the education index were also at a low point.

As far as future development is concerned, one can 
assume a small increase for Estonia during the next two 

years (in 2007 and 2008 based on increased GDP). How-
ever, in subsequent years, there will probably be a decline 
along with a decline in GDP, since life expectancy inevi-
tably increases very slowly and tends to decline in years of 
economic downturn. In the education index, Estonia has 
practically no room to improve.

With respect to Estonia, one can say that it has the 
greatest difference between the education index and the 
life expectancy index in the entire world: Estonians are 
relatively well educated, but they are in poor health, result-
ing in shorter life spans. It is clear that Estonia’s possible 
rise in the human development ranking is unavoidably 
related to an improvement in life expectancy, especially 
for men. Without this, we can expect a reversal, because 
life expectancy at birth in practically all developed coun-
tries is not only considerably higher than in Estonia, but it 
is also increasing faster – especially for men.

The reasons for low life expectancy of Estonia’s popu-
lation can be sought in our history and in our climate, and 
maybe even in our genes, but the example of our northern 
neighbours confirms that the state’s consistent policies to 
shape lifestyles and to place greater value on healthy life-
styles can improve this indicator considerably and guar-
antee the country a high ranking with respect to human 
development.
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Health and quality of life
Chapter 2

Health is one of the fundamental human rights and 
important to anyone’s development and well-being. The 
importance of health has been stressed in many agree-
ments and charters, including the 2008 Tallinn Charter: 
“All the Member States of WHO in the European Region 
share the common value of the highest attainable stand-
ard of health as a fundamental human right; as such, each 
country shall strive to enhance the performance of its 
health systems6 to achieve the goal of improved health on 
an equitable basis, ...” (Tallinn Charter 2008). The health 
ministers of the European Union have also emphasized 
the importance and central role of health systems in pro-
viding the residents of member states with a feeling of 
safety and increasing social cohesion and social justice, 
thereby promoting sustainable development. The health 
systems are characterized by generally recognized Euro-
pean values, such as universality, accessibility of qual-
ity services, fairness, and solidarity (EU common prin-
ciples 2006).

The connection between health and wealth is compli-
cated and has been the subject of much research. While 
better health facilitates the growth of wealth at the level of 
the individual and society, wealth is also a factor in attain-
ing better health. The connection is reciprocal, as a bad 
state of health affects people’s affluence, and poverty, in 
turn, does not allow them to attain their full potential for 
health. Empirical studies confirm that the good state of 
health of a country’s population is not only a natural by-
product of economic growth, but that the health of the pop-
ulation also influences economic development, competi-
tiveness and productivity (CMS, 2001, Suhrcke M, 2007). 
This is also reflected in the recent agreement: “Beyond its 
intrinsic value, improved health contributes to social well-
being through its impact on economic development, com-
petitiveness and productivity. High-performing health 
systems contribute to economic development and wealth.” 
(WHO, 2008).

This fact has a significant implication on policy mak-
ing: health investments should be seriously considered 
with regard to promoting national economic development 
as they can have an influence on the achievement of coun-
tries’ economic policy goals. In other words, health and 
wealth amplify each other; well-functioning health sys-
tems contribute to both health and wealth, which, in turn, 
increase social well-being (J Figueras, 2008).

On the basis of the information provided above, we 
can draw the conclusion that a significant connection 

2.1. Introduction
exists between the state of health of a country’s popu-
lation and its society’s potential for development. The 
necessity for increased health investments was also rec-
ognized by the European Commission in 2004, who 
issued a statement that health is a prerequisite for eco-
nomic welfare as it leads to a longer, better and more pro-
ductive life (European Commission & Parliament 2004). 
In the Tallinn Charter signed by the ministers of Mem-
ber States of the WHO European Region in June 2008, 
the political leaders of European countries recognize, 
for the first time, the impact of well-functioning health 
systems on both the improvement of people’s health as 
well as economic growth. The leaders gathered in Tallinn 
were convinced that by investing in health, we also invest 
in human development, social well-being and prosperity 
(WHO, 2008).

In general, the state of health of Estonian residents 
has improved in recent years. In 1990–2007 the average 
life expectancy of men increased by nearly three years 
and women’s life expectancy grew by nearly four years 
(Statistics Estonia 2008). Since this period also com-
prises years when the state of health of Estonian resi-
dents deteriorated rapidly, it is worth mentioning that 
the fast increase in life expectancy has taken place in 
the 21st century. Compared to most European countries, 
however, Estonia is still lagging behind significantly in 
terms of the aggregate indicators reflecting the popula-
tion’s state of health. Furthermore, the increase in aver-
age life expectancy in Estonia remains faster in the case 
of women, resulting in a situation where the average life 
expectancy of men was 11 years shorter in 2006 than that 
of women. Young people in Estonia are generally health-
ier now than ever before. Mortality rates indicate that 
children and young people aged up to 20, but especially 
children aged 0–5 have enjoyed a stable decrease in mor-
tality for several decades, contrary to the working pop-
ulation. However, there are several causes for concern, 
including, for example, increasing mental stress, smok-
ing at an early age, the tendency to abuse alcohol, insuffi-
cient physical activity, the spread of dangerous infectious 
diseases (primarily HIV and venereal diseases), and inju-
ries and poisonings (HBSC 2005/2006).

The following section provides a more detailed analy-
sis of various indicators related to the health of Estonia’s 
population and our healthcare administration, with the 
aim of arriving at a better understanding of our develop-
ment potential.

6 According to the definition provided by the World Health Organization (WHO), health services are a set of all public and private 
organizations, institutions and resources devoted primarily to improving, maintaining and restoring health. Health systems include 
services aimed both at private individuals and the public, as well as activities for influencing the policies and arrangements of other 
fields in order for the latter to take into account social, environmental and economic health factors (WHO 2008).
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2.2. Health of Estonian residents 
in international comparison
According to the 2005 Human Development Report, Esto-
nia occupied the 88th position in terms of its population’s life 
expectancy at birth. Despite the different methods used for 
preparing the rankings, Estonia always stands out among 
other countries for the considerable “backwardness” of its 
health indicators compared to the general standard of liv-
ing, level of education or other development indicators.

For example, compared to its level of economic devel-
opment (GDP per capita), Estonia probably has the worst 
health indicators in the world. Among countries more “pros-
perous” than us, only Trinidad and Tobago and Equatorial 
Guinea have a lower life expectancy than Estonia. Both 
countries are smaller than Estonia and their fast growth 
of national wealth is based primarily on the increase in oil 
and gas prices over the recent years, which has not brought 
about an equally fast improvement in the quality of life of 
the countries’ residents. A similar dissonance between eco-
nomic success and health indicators is also characteristic of 
Latvia and Lithuania as well as all other countries that were 
formerly part of the Soviet Union.

At more than 5,000 USD/PPP per capita, the unequiv-
ocal connection between economic wealth and average 
life expectancy disappears (CSDH 2008). With its GDP 
of 20,000 USD/PPP per capita, Estonia has far surpassed 
the level at which the mechanical increase in wealth would 
automatically improve the population’s life expectancy. 
Instead, the main influence stems from the choices made 
by individuals and the society (ibid).

Estonia also has the largest difference between its 
ranking in the overall human development table (44th in 
2005) and its ranking related to the average life expect-
ancy (88th in 2005) (see Table 2.2.1.).

Table 2.2.1. presents a comparison between Estonia 
and ten countries that were placed immediately before or 

Source: HDR 2007/2008

Country HDI 2007 
ranking

Life expect-
ancy (LE) 

index ranking

HDI – LE 
index 

 ranking

Probability of 
dying before 
the age of 60

Average life 
 expectancy at birth 

(1970–75)

Average life 
 expectancy at birth 

(2000–05)

GDP per capita 
(USD PPP)

Iceland 1 3 -2 5.9 74.3 81.0 36510

Finland 11 21 -10 9.4 70.7 78.4 32153

United Arab 
Emirates 39 27 12 2.1 62.2 77.8 25514

Chile 40 28 12 3.5 63.4 77.9 12027

Bahrain 41 45 -4 3.4 63.3 74.8 21482

Slovakia 42 53 -11 14.6 70.0 73.8 15871

Lithuania 43 68 -25 20.0 71.3 72.1 14494

ESTONIA 44 88 -44 21.4 70.5 70.9 15478

Latvia 45 75 -30 19.8 70.1 71.3 13646

Uruguay 46 41 5 4.3 68.7 75.3 9962

Croatia 47 44 3 12.7 69.6 74.9 13042

Costa Rica 48 25 23 3.7 67.8 78.1 10180

The Bahamas 49 71 -22 10.6 66.5 71.1 18380

after us in the ranking according to the Human Develop-
ment Report, while also including Iceland, the top country 
according to the 2007 report and our closest role model, 
Finland. A comparison of life expectancy at birth reveals 
that during the past 30 years Estonia (along with Latvia 
and Lithuania) has experienced the slowest improvement 
in terms of health, whereas only countries that export oil 
are ahead of us with regard to wealth. What is more, in 
relation to Finland, Estonia’s life expectancy was at the 
same level during the 1970s. In addition, in 2000–2005, 
the likelihood of dying at a younger age than 60 was the 
highest in Estonia among the countries included in the 
comparison, even if we take into account countries with 
a considerably higher rate of infant mortality. Table 2.2.2. 
illustrates Estonia’s situation in terms of the main indica-
tors of public health.

Life expectancy at birth and the mortality rate for chil-
dren under five or infants are the health indicators most 
frequently used in international comparisons. Since chil-
dren’s mortality rates have quite a strong effect on life 
expectancy at birth, we have added life expectancy at 45 
years of age as an indicator in order to provide a more 
accurate description of the health situation of the work-
ing age and elderly population. The data provided in Table 
2.2.2. on the four indicators of life expectancy all show 
that the average state of health of the Estonian population 
is (a) always lower than that of the other new EU countries 
and (b) far below even the lowest of the EU-15 indicators. 
It is also obvious that Estonia’s relatively poor indicators 
are especially clearly pronounced in the case of men’s life 
expectancy (both at birth and at 45) – compare, for exam-
ple, the 8.5-year difference for men and 3.6-year difference 
for women in life expectancy at birth between Estonia and 
the EU-15 country with the lowest indicators (see Fig-

Table 2.2.1. Comparison of health indicators between Estonia and the countries close to it according to the 
Human Development Report ranking
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Table 2.2.2. A selection of Estonia’s health indicators compared to EU member states (2006) 

Source: WHO/EURO (2005) European health for all database (HFA-DB), January 2009 version

Life expectancy at 
birth (men)

Life expectancy at 
birth (women)

Life expectancy 
at 45 (men)

Life expectancy 
at 45 (women)

Under-five 
 mortality rate

Infant 
mortality rate

EU-15

Worst 75.8 81.8 34.5 38.0 5.9 5.0

Average 76.8 82.7 34.0 38.8 4.9 4.0

Best 77.8 83.2 34.40 39.3 3.3 2.8

CEE-8

Worst 65.3 77.2 25.0 33.8 9.3 7.6

Average 68.72 77.98 27.34 34.74 8.42 6.72

Best 74.0 80.9 31.2 37.2 3.9 3.4

ESTONIA 67.3 78.3 26.2 35.1 5.4 5.4

Figure 2.2.1. The difference between the life 
expectancy of men and women in Estonia in the 
international context
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ure 2.2.1). Estonia seems to be less underdeveloped with 
regard to the mortality rates of children and infants than 
the other life expectancy indicators.

In 2006, the life expectancy of Estonian men was one 
of the shortest (after Lithuania and Latvia) in the entire 
European Union (67.4 years) (Eurostat 2008). Finland 
stood out among the Nordic countries as having the low-
est life expectancy for men, although with a life expect-
ancy of 75.9 years, Finnish men live an average of 8.5 years 
longer than Estonian men. Estonian women had a life 
expectancy of 78.6 years in 2006, which was also compa-
rable to the levels of countries with a lower life expectancy. 
With regard to women’s life expectancy, Latvia, Lithua-
nia, Hungary, and Slovakia had even lower indicators than 
us. In the ranking of women’s life expectancy the country 
closest to us is our Northern European neighbour Den-
mark where the average life expectancy for women was 
80.7 years.

A comparison of differences in the population’s health 
by ethnic groups showed that especially after the restoration 
of Estonia’s independence, there were significant differences 
in the development of the life expectancy of Estonian and 
non-Estonian men. During the first decade, the life expect-
ancy of non-Estonian men decreased noticeably (by 3.2 
years), while the corresponding decrease in the case of Esto-
nian men was much smaller (-0.8 years), and the women 
experienced a small improvement (an increase of 0.6 years) 
across both ethnic groups (Sakkeus 2009). Over the last ten 
years, the development of health of both male populations 
has been comparatively similar and both groups have added 
nearly three years to their low life expectancy during the 
period 1998–2006 (ibid). All in all, the average life expect-
ancy of women in Estonia had increased by more than three 
years, regardless of ethnicity, while the life expectancy of 
Estonian men had increased by two years and was still 0.5 
years shorter for non-Estonian men in 2006 than in 1989 
(Table 2.2.3., Sakkeus 2009).

Table 2.2.4. compares the differences with regard to 
life expectancy between the old EU member states (EU15) 
and the countries that acceded in 2004 (EU10) as well 
as Estonia by age groups. The comparison of life expect-
ancy in terms of different age groups (based on 2002 data) 
reveals that in the case of men 74% of all differences fall 
between the ages of 20 and 65. In the case of women, most 
differences occur after the age of 65. Interestingly, the dif-

Table 2.2.3. Changes in the average life expectancy 
of Estonians and non-Estonians in 1959–2006

Source: Sakkeus L. (2009). Eesti rahvastiku tervise areng. Eesti arst, 2009 
Forthcoming

Estonian 
men

Estonian 
women

Non-Estonian 
men

Non-Estonian 
women

1959–70 1.34 3.02 3.02 1.89 

1970–79 -1.29 -0.11 -0.11 -0.13 

1979–89 1.83 1.01 1.01 -0.17 

1959–1989 1.88 3.92 3.92 1.59 

1989–1998 -0.8 0.65 -3.2 0.59 

1998–2006 2.86 3 2.74 2.73 

1989–2006 2.06 3.65 -0.46 3.32 

ference between the life expectancy indicators of Estonian 
women and the women of EU15 countries are even bigger 
in this age group (2.38 years) than the differences among 
men (2.1 years).
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At the same time, the mortality rates of children and 
young people (ages 0–19) in Estonia are significantly 
lower than those of other Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries. Compared to EU15, this age group con-
stituted, respectively, 9–11% and 3–6% of the entire dif-
ference. The same is true for the elderly – in comparison 
with EU15, the relative importance of men is 30% and 
that of women is 56% in EU10 countries, and 20% for 
men and 49% for women in Estonia.

As of the 21st century, men’s average life expectancy 
in the Baltic states was approximately 12 years shorter 
than, for example, in Sweden. Within the 20–64 age 
group, the number of fatal injuries suffered by men in 
the Baltic states was approximately 7–9 times higher 
than in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. Pre-
mature adult mortality (deaths between ages 20 and 64) 
reached its highest level in Estonia in 1994. There was 
a significant decrease in premature mortality during 
the following years and the rate stabilized both among 
men and women in 1997–2002. In order to understand 
the causes of the shortness of life expectancy in Esto-
nia and the other Baltic countries, we must look at our 
situation in the context of fundamental changes that 
occurred in the causes of mortality in developed West-
ern countries.

2.3. The socio-economic 
background of health
Different data indicate that inequality is characteristic of 
Estonia in terms of health, health behaviour, as well as the 
availability of health care services. During the period fol-
lowing the restoration of Estonia’s independence (1990–
2000), there was a significant increase in inequality with 
regard to different social groups. For example, mortality 
rates increased among people with a lower than second-
ary education but decreased in the case of people with a 
higher education. The gap between the mortality of Esto-
nian and non-Estonian residents also grew, while the pro-
portion between the mortality rates among inhabitants of 

rural and urban areas remained constant in favour of city-
dwellers (Kunst et al. 2002). 

 In practice, the differentiation of inequality as an 
objective inevitability and injustice as an ethically rep-
rehensible phenomenon can be based on Whitehead’s 
1990 treatment of various forms of inequality (White-
head 1990). According to this approach, directed activi-
ties allow us to avoid: (1) freely chosen health behaviour 
that is harmful to one’s health, (2) the faster use of factors 
facilitating the improvement of health by those with bet-
ter access to information, (3) social environment-related 
activities hazardous to health, (4) mental and physical 
environments harmful to health, (5) the unavailability of 
elementary health care, and (6) downward movement on 
the social scale as a result of a bad state of health (Mack-
enbach et al. 2002). 

One of the best indicators of quality of life is people’s 
self-assessment of their state of health. According to the 
Estonian Social Survey (ESU) conducted in 2005, 77% of 
the wealthiest quintile of the Estonian population rated 
their state of health as either good or very good, while only 
41% among the poorest quintile considered their state of 
health to be good. Also, 5% of the wealthiest quintile and 
26% of the poorest quintile rated their health as bad or 
very bad (Figure 2.3.1.), clearly reflecting the convergence 
of bad health in poorer social strata.

In addition to the inequality in terms of state of health, 
the reasons for people’s inability to receive health care 
services are usually (in over 50% of the cases) economic 
(Habicht et al. 2008). Taking into account the fact that the 
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Figure 2.3.1. Self-assessment of health by income 
quintiles (% of respondents)
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MEN
Estonia vs EU15 EU10 vs EU15

Age group
Difference in 
life expect-
ancy (years)

Effect 
on the 

 difference

Difference in 
life expect-
ancy (years)

Effect 
on the 

 difference
0–1 0.16 1% 0.4 6%
1–19 0.51 5% 0.2 3%
20–44 3.24 30% 1.1 16%
45–64 4.69 44% 3.0 45%
65+ 2.10 20% 2.0 30%
Total 10.69 100% 6.8 100%

WOMEN
Estonia vs EU15 EU10 vs EU15

Age group
Difference in 
life expect-
ancy (years)

Effect 
on the 

 difference

Difference in 
life expect-
ancy (years)

Effect 
on the 

 difference
0–1 0.04 1% 0.4 8%
1–19 0.10 2% 0.1 3%
20–44 0.69 14% 0.3 6%
45–64 1.59 33% 1.2 26%
65+ 2.38 49% 2.6 56%
Total 4.81 100% 4.7 100%

Table 2.2.4. Differences in life expectancy as of 
2002 by age groups: comparison between Estonia 
and EU10 and EU15
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expenditures of the private sector on health care services 
have increased considerably in recent years (24%), mainly 
in terms of patients’ co-payments, it is also important to 
recognize that the relative importance of health care serv-
ices in total expenditures has grown in recent years espe-
cially among groups with lower incomes. By 2005, the 
relative importance of health care services in total expen-
ditures had become equal in the case of the poorest and 
the richest income decile (see Figure 2.3.2.). It is impor-
tant to note, however, that while poorer (and usually older) 
residents spend their money primarily on buying medi-
cine, the health care expenses of wealthier (and usually 
younger) residents are mainly related to dental care and 
spa services.

Figure 2.3.2. The percentage of people’s health care 
expenses related to their total expenses in the case of the 
first and tenth expenditure deciles and by years, including 
the actual difference in the health care expenses of peo-
ple belonging to those deciles (in the form of a coefficient)

Source: Statistics Estonia. http://www.stat.ee
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2.4. Health as an indicator 
of the quality of life
During the first half of the 20th century, the average life 
expectancy in developed industrial countries grew by 
more than 50% – more than during the entire human his-
tory before that. This great change is associated with the 
decrease in infant and child mortality related to conta-
gious diseases. People’s longevity began to be determined 
mainly by mortality related to non-contagious diseases, 
i.e. illnesses resulting from their behaviour (Omran 1971). 
After World War II, the causes of death and average life 
expectancy were similar in most European countries – 
there was an average difference of only 1–2 years (Health-
GAP 2008). Starting from the 1960s, there was a slow but 
constant reduction in mortality rates in almost all of the 
Western countries. In the context of the decrease in gen-
eral mortality, there was an increase in the prevalence of 
illnesses related to people’s individual health behaviour, 
and resulting from the longer average life expectancy, as 
causes of death (primarily cardiovascular diseases and 
malignant tumours) (Omran 1971). Meanwhile, in devel-
oped countries, parallel with the increase in the value of 
human life, a constant decrease in the proportion of ill-
nesses and deaths caused by external factors (mainly inju-
ries) also occurred. As a result of the decrease in general 
mortality, or the “postponement” of illnesses, an aging 
society came into being in the developed Western coun-
tries. Notably, the significant improvement in men’s life 
expectancy began only in the 1970s when the consider-
able effect of people’s behavioural changes (regarding eat-
ing, smoking, physical activity, alcohol consumption) on 
their health started to be recognized (Caselli 1995, Vallin, 
Mesle 2005).

 Due to these changes, the state of health of the public 
could no longer be measured only by mortality rates. In 
addition to the lengthening of people’s lives, the number 
of years they lived healthy, high-quality lives became an 
important criterion of the health-related quality of life.

Healthy life years
“Healthy life years” is one of the simplest concepts that 
combines data regarding mortality and illness, thus allow-
ing us to measure the health-related quality of life (Eurostat 
2008). One of the first examples of this type of indicator was 
a set of calculations of disability-free life expectancy pub-
lished in 1969 by the United States Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare (HEW, 2008). Healthy life years 
are conventionally calculated in the European Union using 
the so-called Sullivan method, which was developed in 
the 1970s for the purpose of calculating disability-free life 
expectancy. The method is based on adding the dimension 
of good health to the life table. In other words, the method 
indicates an individual’s life expectancy in years adjusted 
by the degree of “good health” based on self-assessment 
with regard to different age groups (Eurostat 2008).

The concept of healthy life years is relatively easy to 
understand as it comprises the population’s subjective 
assessments of their limitations to performing daily activi-
ties arising from their state of health by different age groups. 
As of 2004, the definition of “good health” has been agreed 
upon across the EU as the absence of limitations on daily 
activities and data is being gathered on this subject through 
the pan-European EU-SILC survey. Since this indicator is 
sensitive to interventions aimed at improving a population’s 
state of health, it is also suitable for measuring the success of 
health-related policies (Perenboom RJ, 2004). If the meas-
urement of people’s state of health is based on limitations 
on daily activities or the lack thereof, the number of healthy 
life years also serves as a good gauge of the state of health of 
a population. In addition, it can be used in the comparison 
of a population’s state of health with others in terms of eco-
nomic potential and competitiveness. 

In order to assess “good health” in different age groups 
in Estonia, we have used the Study on Health Behaviour 
of the Estonian Adult Population 1990–2004 and Esto-
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nian Health Surveys conducted in 1996 and 2006. With 
a healthy life expectancy of 52 years at birth according to 
2006 data, Estonia ranks among the worst-performing 
countries in Europe with regard to both men and women. 
However, both in the case of genders and age groups, the 
differences in healthy life expectancy are smaller than in 
the case of life expectancy in general (see Figure 2.4.1.).

Figure 2.4.1. Healthy life years of Estonia’s male 
and female population in the case of Estonians and 
non-Estonians
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Figure 2.4.2. Healthy life years in 2006 in Estonia and 
some EU countries
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Although the difference in women’s and men’s life 
expectancy is more than 11 years, there is a comparatively 
small gap of barely three years between men and women in 
terms of healthy life years (Figure 2.4.1.). On the one hand, 
this points to the different pattern of illness among men 
and the large effect of premature mortality. On the other 
hand, women’s increased life expectancy means that they 
live longer with illness-related factors limiting their abil-
ity to cope. The fact that as people grow older, the differ-
ence between the healthy life expectancy of both men and 
women as well as Estonians and non-Estonians decreases 
is determined by the state of health of those who have lived 
to the given age. (Sakkeus 2009).

In 2006, the average number of healthy life years for men 
was 49.4 and according to this indicator, the health of men 
in Estonia has been at the lowest level among the EU mem-
ber states throughout the past three years (Eurostat 2008). In 
terms of healthy life years, Estonian men are preceded, over 
short intervals, by Latvian, Lithuanian, and Finnish men 
(see Figure 2.4.2.). The average healthy life expectancy of 
Estonian women was 53.7 years in 2006. This indicator has 
fluctuated between 52 and 54 years over the period 2004–
2007. Latvia, the European country with the lowest healthy 
life expectancy in the case of women, has been preceded in 
second to last place alternately by Estonia and Finland.

An additional assessment of the distribution of peo-
ple’s state of health over various ages can be made based 
on a comparison with the probability of the death of peo-
ple living in countries with a better state of public health 
over their entire life span. Figure 2.4.3. allows us to com-
pare the relative difference in the probability of death 
in the case of every male and female age group in Esto-
nia and Finland The figure displays two peaks that indi-
cate a relatively high level of mortality in Estonia, includ-
ing one in the 5–10 age group (5–15 age group in the case 
of men), which is associated, however, with the very low 
absolute mortality figures in that age group. On average, 
the mortality rate of boys during childhood and youth is 
four times higher in Estonia than in Finland, while that 
of girls is three times higher. Another significant differ-
ence in the two countries’ mortality rates occurs during 
the prime working age, among Estonia’s male population 
aged 25–65, whose death is two to three times more prob-
able than that of their Finnish counterparts.

The main source of the above described difference 
with regard to men aged 25–64 is the relatively large dif-
ference in mortality related to circulatory system diseases 
(2.6 times higher in Estonia), external causes, i.e. injuries 
and poisonings (2.2 times higher in Estonia) and tumours 
(2.0 times higher in Estonia) (see Table 2.4.1.).

Life years lost due to 
the burden of disease
In addition to the concept of healthy life years, there exists 
a similar approach to assessing the overall state of health of 
the population called the burden of disease or DALY (dis-
ability adjusted life years) method, which was used widely 
in 1990 by the WHO upon preparing a global comparison 
(Vals K, 2005). Measurements of the population’s health loss 
based on the burden of disease method also try to take into 
account the decrease in the “(full) value” of life years due to 
disease, in addition to life years lost as a result of deaths. The 
difference between the burden of disease method and the 

Figure 2.4.3. Probability of death in Estonia as per-
centages related to probability of death in Finland in 
2006 (by gender and age)
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Table 2.4.1. Principal reasons of death among Estonian 
and Finnish men aged 25–64 in 2005

Note: standardized mortality coefficients per 100,000 people

Source: European detailed mortality database (DMDB). Copenhagen, 
WHO Regional Office for Europe, updated in January 2009

Estonia Finland Estonia/Finland ratio
Tumours 204 104 2.0

Circulatory system disease 358 136 2.63

External causes related to 
injuries and poisonings 280 129 2.17

healthy life years method consists in using epidemiological 
studies or databases instead of self-assessments in research-
ing the spread of disease. As a subjective component, a so-
called disability weight is assigned to every diagnosis, i.e. an 
assessment of the time spent living with a certain disease or 
disability that reflects the comparative social significance of 
various states of health (Lai T, 2004).

According to the DALY method, we first calculate the 
number of years of life lost (YLL) due to premature death 
and the healthy life years lost due to disability (YLD). Sub-
sequently, both indicators are summarized (Lai T, 2004):

DALY = YLL + YLD
The total health loss of the Estonian population in 

2000 was 341,164 years. This figure decreased somewhat 
during the next two years (340,968 in 2001 and 338,242 
in 2002). No significant dynamics occurred during this 
period with regard to social groups based on age and gen-
der (see Table 2.4.2.).

In 2002, the summarized loss of life years in Esto-
nia according to the DALY method amounted to 338,224 
years – 170,736 in the case of men, and 167,506 years in the 
case of women (Lai T, 2004).

Although men and women lose an approximately 
equal number of years in total, the loss of years is mainly 
the result of deaths in the case of men and illnesses in the 
case of women (see Table 2.4.3.). Of the entire burden of 
disease, 8% is borne by children and young people (aged 
0–19), 39% by pensioners (aged 65+), and over half of the 
burden is borne by the working age population (20–64) 
(58% in the case of men and 43.6% in the case of women). 
The three main groups of illnesses that cause loss of health 
(cardiovascular diseases, tumours, and external causes) 
make up 65% of the total burden of disease. HIV/AIDS is 
not yet represented in this list, although according to the 
burden of disease study conducted in Estonia, the loss of 
life years resulting from the contraction of AIDS may be 
as substantial in 2012 as the mortality rate related to car-
diovascular diseases in 2002 (Lai T, 2004).

Women’s burden of disease is twice as high as that of 
men in the field of muscle and joint diseases, while men’s 
loss of health is triple that of women with regard to exter-
nal causes. The majority of women’s burden of disease is 
constituted by cardiovascular diseases (35%), tumours 
(22%), and muscle and joint diseases (8.5%).

Table 2.4.2. Health loss in years due to mortality and 
morbidity in 2000–2002

Source: Lai T, Maakondlik haiguskoormus Eestis 2000–2003. Tallinn: 
Ministry of Social Affairs; 2006

 Men Women
 2000 2001 2002 2000 2001 2002

Years of life lost (YLL) 108 458 112 483 111 573 89 954 88 585 86 781

Years lost due to 
disability (YLD) 59 620 59 026 59 163 82 072 80 872 80 725

Disability adjusted 
life years (DALY) 168 078 171 508 170 736 172 023 169 458 167 506

Table 2.4.3. Summarized loss of health (DALY) – men and women

Source: Lai T, Kiivet R. (2004). Haiguskoormuse tõttu kaotatud eluaastad Eestis: seosed riskifaktoritega ja riskide vähendamise kulutõhusus. Ministry 
of Social Affairs, University of Tartu.

Men Women
0–4 5–19 20–44 45–64 65+ Total 0–4 5–19 20–44 45–64 65+ Total

Respiratory organ diseases 512 902 2067 4562 3360 11402 240 656 1773 2882 2748 8299
Tumours 243 1057 2616 1164 14319 29889 393 1138 5637 13843 15872 36883
Genitourinary organ diseases 17 64 254 701 1072 2108 22 235 1041 953 1179 3430
Joint and muscle diseases 152 910 2260 2935 1512 7770 134 1064 3148 5903 4114 14363
Other diseases and conditions 554 1364 2492 3386 3009 10804 843 1569 2640 3377 6726 15156
Infectious diseases 54 272 1082 798 191 2398 54 206 583 227 184 1253
Neurological diseases 2335 888 1425 1196 539 6427 2158 733 960 889 871 5610
Psychiatric diseases 145 1176 2721 1823 616 6481 66 770 2567 2223 1638 7263
Digestive organ diseases 61 107 1816 3163 1450 6598 46 151 1070 2005 1822 5093
Cardiovascular diseases 59 317 5110 21701 26214 53402 51 344 2585 12044 43745 58769
External causes 433 2831 14831 10503 2078 30676 254 917 3185 3758 1590 9705
Deformities and birth-related 
conditions 2042 465 178 46 11 2742 1017 394 209 47 17 1684

Total 6627 10353 36852 62478 54425 170737 5278 8176 25397 48151 80504 167507
% 3.9 6.1 21.6 36.6 31.9 3.2 4.9 15.2 28.7 48.1

The largest differences between men and women in 
terms of loss of life years appear in age groups 5–19 and 20–
44. In these age groups, men lose three times as many life 
years as women. Boys and young men experience accidents 
several times more frequently than girls; in this age group 
external causes are the main reason for the loss of life years 
in the case of 60% of men and 40% of women. The loss of life 
years is 2.3 times higher among Estonian men than among 
women before the age of 65 (72,642 and 32,002 years, respec-
tively) and 61% of the life years are lost by working age men.

Of Estonian men, 13% die before they reach the age of 
45, and 25% of lost life years can be attributed to this group. 
Meanwhile, although only 4% of women die before the age 
of 45, they make up 11% of the lost life years. In the case of 
men, external causes have a dominant role in causing loss 
of life years from birth until the age of 50, after which car-
diovascular diseases assume a prominent role. Women are 
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mainly subject to loss of life years due to external causes 
from birth until the age of 45. Loss of life years resulting 
from tumours is predominant among women aged 45–59, 
and cardiovascular diseases are the most common cause of 
loss of life years in the 60+ age group (Vals & Lai 2005).

Cardiovascular diseases
While cardiovascular diseases account for 50% of the total 
mortality rate in Estonia, their share of the mortality rate in 

Figure 2.4.4. Various accidents, traumas and 
 poisonings resulting in death
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developed European countries is closer to one third of the 
total. However, the prevalence of cardiovascular diseases as 
a cause for loss of life years among women has decreased 
significantly during the past decade, while mortality related 
to malignant tumours has increased (Sakkeus 2009).

Injuries
Deaths resulting from injuries are one of the leading factors 
in the loss of life years among men in their prime working 
age. In 2006, deaths resulting from injuries constituted 9.4% 
of all deaths in Estonia (the respective percentages in Fin-
land and Sweden were 11.2% and 7.7%) (Kaasik et al. 2008). 
Injury-related deaths occur, on average, 3.3 times more often 
among men than women (in some age groups, there are 
even eight times as many injury-related deaths among men). 
The most frequent causes of deaths resulting from injuries 
among both men and women are suicide, poisoning (includ-
ing alcohol poisoning), and deaths related to motor vehicle 
accidents. Of all men who died between the ages of 1 and 49, 
50% perished as a result of an accident (the corresponding 
percentage among women was 30%) (Kaasik et al. 2008).

Since 2001, the number of deaths resulting from acci-
dents, poisonings and traumas has fallen by 30%. The big-
gest decrease occurred in the case of deaths resulting from 
alcohol poisoning (see Figure 2.4.4.).

Cancer
Cancer is the second most important cause of death in 
Estonia after diseases related to the circulatory system 
and causes 20% of all deaths. According to the Estonian 
Cancer Registry, the number of first-time cancer patients 
is increasing constantly. In 1994–2005 malignant cancer-
ous tumour incidence increased by 25% among men and 
22.4% among women, while mortality increased by 20% 
among men and by 11% among women during the same 
period (see Figure 2.4.5.). According to data from 2003, 
men were most frequently diagnosed with lung cancer 
(nearly 20% of all new cancer cases among men), followed 
by prostate cancer, and colon and rectal cancer. Women 
are most often in danger of developing breast cancer (20% 
of all cases), followed by skin cancer, and colon and rec-
tal cancer. Morbidity related to these forms of cancer has 
exhibited a continuous trend of growth over the years.

HIV and tuberculosis
By the end of December 2008, 6908 HIV cases had been 
registered in Estonia over the years, but UNAIDS esti-
mates the probable number of infected individuals to be 
more than 10,000 (UNAIDS, 2008). The explosive spread 
of HIV began in 2000 in Ida-Viru County. The highest HIV 
incidence yet was diagnosed in 2001 – 1474 new HIV car-
riers were diagnosed during the year (see Figure 2.4.6.).

Estonia’s registered HIV incidence rate is still the high-
est in Europe, although the number of new infections has 
decreased and stabilized compared to the peak level of 2001. 
The percentage of women among people who are first diag-
nosed with HIV has shown a trend of stable growth, increas-
ing from 20% in 2000 to 36% in 2006 (Rüütle, 2008). This, 
however, can be explained by the decrease in the number 
of men diagnosed with HIV instead of an increase in HIV 
incidence among women. Since there is no evidence to the 
contrary, it is likely that the abovementioned women are 

Figure 2.4.6. New HIV cases and total HIV cases, 
1997–2008
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Figure 2.4.5. Cancer morbidity and mortality per 
100,000 residents by men and women
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almost exclusively sexual partners of male injecting drug 
addicts and that the HIV epidemic has not yet spread out-
side the risk groups (Drew et al. 2008).

HIV has not yet had a significant effect on the compara-
tive indicators of Estonia, but it is likely that the number of 
people who suffer from or have died of AIDS will increase 
significantly in the near future as the victims of the concen-
trated HIV epidemic7 that started at the beginning of this 
century will reach the final phase of the illness. According 
to the worst scenario, the contribution of HIV to the bur-
den of disease may equal that of cardiovascular diseases in 
a few years (Lai T, 2004), due to the fact that the Estonian 
epidemic has predominantly affected very young people. In 
Estonia, people under 25 made up 61% of all newly regis-
tered HIV cases in 2004, 57% in 2005, 45% in 2006, and 
38.4% in 2007. The number of children to have contracted 
HIV from their mothers is 25 (Rüütle 2008).

The incidence of tuberculosis became more frequent in 
Estonia during the 1990s. In 1997, 51 new cases of tubercu-
losis were diagnosed per 100,000 residents – an incidence 
rate ten times higher than that of the Nordic countries. 
The danger of the recurrence of a tuberculosis epidemic 
came into being in Estonia due to inadequate care and the 
use of incorrect treatment regimens, which were, in turn, 
caused by a decrease in vigilance regarding tuberculosis 
in the health care system and the society as a whole (TAI, 
2004). In 2006, there were 24.5 cases of tuberculosis diag-
nosed in Estonia per 100,000 residents (see Figure 2.4.7.) 
and by 2007 the number had grown to 29.8. In 2007, the 
tuberculosis incidence rate per 100,000 residents was low-
est in Iceland (3) and highest in Lithuania (66.12) (Health 
Protection Inspectorate, 2008).

Although the incidence of tuberculosis has fallen in 
recent years, multiresistant forms of tuberculosis still pose 
a serious problem. Along with the halt in the decrease of 
2007 infections, there has been a considerable increase in 
the frequency of HIV and tuberculosis coinfection.

According to the Tuberculosis Registry, a tuberculosis 
patient was first diagnosed with HIV in Estonia in 1997. 
As of 2007, a total of 183 people with tuberculosis infec-
tions have been diagnosed with HIV. The tuberculosis 
patients who have contracted HIV have been 20–44 years 
old. The average age of a tuberculosis patient in Estonia is 
45, so the risk groups do not overlap significantly based on 
age (Rüütle 2008).

Mental health
According to data gathered by WHO, mental disorders are 
the most important cause of loss of healthy life years all 
over the world, constituting 37% of the burden of disease 
among adults (people aged 15 and older) (WHO, 2008). 
According to the WHO, 9% of West and South European 
adult men and 17% of adult women suffer from severe life-
long depression. Although depression is the most com-
mon cause of mental disorders among both women and 
men, the latter are characterized by a much more frequent 
use of addictive substances (alcohol and narcotics).

During the past five years, there has been a constant 
increase in the number of mental and behavioural disorder 
cases in Estonia, especially among men (see Figure 2.4.8.). 

7 Estonia is characterized by a concentrated HIV epidemic, where the percentage of injecting drug users infected with HIV is higher than 5%, 
but remains lower than 1% in the case of pregnant women (National Institute for Health Development, HIV-nakkus ja AIDS arvudes 2006).

Figure 2.4.7. Tuberculosis incidence rate per 100,000 Esto-
nian residents in 1998–2006 (including home care cases)
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Figure 2.4.8. Mental and behavioural disorders per 
100,000 residents in the case of women and men
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Among men, the most common mental problems are men-
tal and behavioural disorders caused by the use of psycho-
active substances (917 cases per 100,000 residents). The most 
frequent mental disorders in the case of women are stress-
related, neurotic, and somatoform disorders (871.4 cases 
per 100,000 residents) (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2007).

Suicides are an important cause of premature death in 
Europe. In 2006, an average of 10.7 suicide-related deaths 
per 100,000 residents occurred in the European Union 
(Lithuania had the highest suicide-related mortality rate 
with 28.9 deaths per 100,000 residents, while Cyprus had 
the lowest rate with only 2.4 deaths per 100,000 residents) 
(WHO). In 2008, there were 18.4 suicide-related deaths 
per 100,000 residents in Estonia (30.9 deaths per 100,000 
residents among men and 7.7 deaths per 100,000 residents 
among women) (Statistics Estonia, 2008).

Compared to adults, the use of addictive substances by 
young people has increased recently (for more on this sub-
ject, see the next subchapter). The most common mental 
disorders among children and young people are disorders 
related to psychological development, behavioural and 
emotional disorders originating from childhood (includ-
ing communication disorders and fears), and stress-
related somatoform disorders (anxiety, adjustment disor-
ders, mental retardation, etc.) (Saame, 2008).
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2.5. Lifestyle and behaviour 
as a source of health risks
As stated above, there has been an increase in the promi-
nence of causes of death related to lifestyles and behaviour, 
characteristic of industrial countries. The most common 
among these factors are obesity, smoking, and alcohol-
ism. Estonia is no exception in this regard. However, risks 
related to the use of narcotics and sexual behaviour are 
becoming more dangerously frequent in Estonia, espe-
cially among young people. In discussing these problems 
below, we will be paying special attention to the health and 
risk behaviour of youth.

Physical activity
The main cause of excessive weight gain and obesity is 
insufficient physical activity. In 2006, 32% of adult men 
(ages 16–64) and 30% of women engaged in sports at least 
once a week for 30 minutes or more. Of the entire adult 
population, 43% engage in sports very rarely or not at all 

(Tekkel et al. 2007). These indicators have not changed 
significantly during the past ten years, although there 
has been a change in the preferred sports (Arvisto et al. 
2004).

In youth, physical activity is related, on the one hand, 
to good academic results and, on the other hand, to a 
greater likelihood of also engaging in sports as an adult. 
According to the ESPAD survey, there are fewer drug users 
among people who engage in sports (ESPAD, 2008).

In Estonia, a total of 70,000 children aged 7–18 
(approximately 1/3 of all children) are included in the 
activities of sports clubs and schools. According to a study 
conducted in 2003, 69.4% of boys and 55.6% of girls were 
engaged in physiologically sufficient sports training activ-
ities (2–3 hours a week or more). It is worth noting that the 
level of activity rose by ten per cent in the case of girls over 
the previous decade, while the level of activity among boys 
remained the same (Arvisto et al. 2004).

There are considerable differences between the daily 
levels of children’s physical activity between countries. 
The highest level of activity was characteristic of children 
in Slovakia, while children in Switzerland tended to be the 
most passive (Figure 2.5.1.). In all of the countries, how-
ever, boys and young children are much more physically 
active. According to the survey, 24% of 11-year-old boys 
and 21% of 11-year-old girls play sports on a daily basis. By 
the age of 15, this percentage drops to 19% among boys and 
9% among girls (HBSC 2005/2006). The last ESPAD sur-
vey shows, however, that more than 80% of young people 
aged 15–16 engage in sports at least once a week, although 
the most common way of spending free time is using the 
computer and the Internet (ESPAD, 2008).

Nutrition and obesity
The share of overweight people in the society has increased 
gradually since 1998 when 31% of adult (ages 15–64) men 
and 24% of women were overweight and 12% of men and 
15% of women suffered from obesity. According to a 2006 
survey, 36% of men and 25% of women were overweight, 
while 15% of men and 16% of women suffered from obes-
ity.

In international comparison, excess weight is a seri-
ous problem for the population of Estonia: in 2002, Esto-
nian women were the 5th most overweight and men the 11th 
most overweight among EU countries, with both groups 
well ahead of the EU15 average indicators (Figure 2.5.2.).

Overweight is not yet as significant a problem among 
Estonian children and young people. In 2006, 15% of 13-
year-old boys and 6% of 13-year-old girls were overweight, 
while the corresponding percentages among 15-year-olds 
were 10% and 4%, respectively (HBSC 2005/2006).

The nutrition habits of the Estonian population have 
improved significantly over the past decade. The most 
important change has occurred with regard to the con-
sumption of food fats. While only 28% of all Estonian resi-
dents aged 16–64 used vegetable oil as the main cooking 
fat at the beginning of the 1990s, by 2006 this percentage 
had increased to 92% (Tekkel et al. 2007).

Figure 2.5.1. Moderate engagement in sports (at 
least an hour a day) by age and country
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Figure 2.5.2. Excessive weight (BMI>25) among 
people aged 20–64 in new EU member states (%)

Source: HealthGAP

46.2

44.2

38.7

38.4

42.5

38.1

39.2

40.4

36.6

36.9

32.510.1

9.1

16.5

13.5

14.6

17.3

13.3

18.1

17.8

13.2

13.6 Slovakia

Czech 
Republic

Poland

Hungary

Slovenia

Bulgaria

EU10

Lithuania

eStONIa

Romania

Latvia

59.8

57.4

56.6

56.5

55.8

55.4

54.1

53.9

53.2

46.0

42.7

MEN

29.3 15.3

21.5 9.8

24.2 10.7

25.5 10.8

24.6 12.1

23.0 14.6

24.3 14.0

26.9 13.2

25.0 15.1

26.5 15.7

28.2 15.9

44.6

44.1

42.2

40.2

40.1

38.3

37.6

36.7

36.3

34.9

31.3

WOMEN

Bulgaria

eStONIa

Hungary

Latvia

Czech 
Republic

Lithuania

Slovakia

EU10

Slovenia

Poland

Romania



41 |

Also, daily fresh fruit consumption has increased 
from 11% among men and 22% among women in 1992 
to 18% and 36%, respectively, in 2006. A similar increase 
has occurred with regard to the consumption of vegeta-
bles (ibid).

Alcohol consumption
Europe has the highest alcohol consumption levels in the 
world, and the use of alcohol is deeply ingrained in many 
of the region’s cultures. Alcohol is one of the principal glo-
bal risk factors in terms of social damage and deteriora-
tion of health. According to data from 2002, the excessive 
consumption of alcohol caused the Estonian population 
to lose 22,248 life years, constituting 6.7% of the total bur-
den of disease. Men account for 99% of the life years lost 
due to alcohol and the majority of the burden consists of 
losses due to premature deaths (Lai T, 2004). Taking into 
account the increase in alcohol consumption in Estonia as 
described below, it is likely that the damage caused by alco-
hol to people’s quality of life is even more serious today.

Alcohol consumption has grown steadily throughout 
the past decade: the amount of alcohol consumed per resi-
dent has increased from 9.9 litres in 2002 to 12 litres by 
2006 (see Figure 2.5.3.). The percentage of people who con-
sume alcohol at least several times a week has grown from 
37% to 46% among men and from 6.6% to 13.6% among 
women. The increase has affected all age groups, exclud-
ing young men (aged 16–24), whose indicators have vas-
cillated between 32% and 37% in recent years (Tekkel et al. 
2007). Consumption has grown in the case of both light 
and strong alcoholic drinks (Estonian Institute of Eco-
nomic Research 2008). Women’s alcohol consumption has 
doubled, and there has also been a growth in the percent-
age of women aged 15–64 who consume large amounts of 
alcohol (6 or more alcohol units8) which was 9.8% in 2000, 
compared to 12.5% in 2006.

Although the rate of alcohol-related mortality is high-
est in the 45–54 age group, deaths resulting from alcohol 
use do occur at younger ages also. Young people’s deaths 
are usually caused by injuries and many deaths result-
ing from injuries can be connected to alcohol use. Alco-
hol consumption is also related to suicidal behaviour and 
homicide. 

The overall level of alcohol use among young people in 
Estonia is average in the European context (Figure 2.5.4.).

Young people’s alcohol consumption varies signifi-
cantly from country to country. In all age groups, the 
highest percentage of youth had consumed alcohol dur-
ing the past week in Bulgaria and the lowest percentage in 
Norway. In most cases, daily alcohol use was more com-
mon among boys and increased significantly between the 
ages of 13 and 15.

Several studies indicate that in comparison with other 
countries, the number of young alcohol consumers is higher 
than average in Estonia. Whereas 55% of Estonian school 
students had been drunk during the past year in 1999, by 
2003 the level of young alcohol consumers had grown sig-
nificantly and reached 68% (the corresponding European 
average indicators were 52% and 53%) (ESPAD, 2008).

8 Definition of unit of alcohol – The term drink or unit of alcohol is used internationally. In Estonia, one drink is considered to be 10 g 
of absolute alcohol. The size of a drink depends on its alcohol content: the stronger the alcohol, the smaller the amount that constitu-
tes one drink. 

Figure 2.5.3. Increase in alcohol consumption in 
Estonia in 2002–2006 (legal sales minus exported 
alcohol plus illegal alcohol, yearly pure alcohol con-
sumption per capita, litres)
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Figure 2.5.4. Percentage of respondents who have 
consumed alcohol during the past week by ages
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Smoking
The use of tobacco is a risk factor related to six of the 
eight most common causes of death in the world: respira-
tory tract cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, 
ischemic heart disease, cerebrovascular diseases, respira-
tory tract inflammations, tuberculosis. In 2002, diseases 
related to smoking constituted 8.3% of the total burden 
of disease of the Estonian population. Furthermore, the 
number of life years lost due to premature death related 
to smoking was three times higher than the number of 
healthy life years lost with regard to decreased quality of 
life. Men lose nearly four times as many life years due to 
smoking as women. As in the case of alcohol consumption, 
the 45–54 age group (i.e. working age people) accounts for 
half of all life years lost due to smoking (Lai T, 2004).

According to a health behaviour study of Estonian 
adults, the share of smokers among men has remained 
constant in Estonia since the beginning of the 1990s, while 
the percentage of smokers has increased somewhat among 
women. In recent years, however, there has been a notice-
able downward trend, as 41% of men and 19.5% of women 
smoked on a daily basis according to a 2006 survey (Fig-
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ure 2.5.5.). In the Eastern European context, this is a mid-
dling result, while in developed Western European coun-
tries men tend to smoke less (34%) and women more (25%) 
than in Estonia (WHO 2002).

With regard to the quality of life, a very important 
change occurred in 2006 which affected the time spent 
in smoke-filled rooms in the workplace: the percentage of 
respondents who come into contact with smoke at work 
has fallen from 54% to 22% among adult men (ages 16–64) 
and from 30% to 8% among women when compared with 
1992 (Tekkel et al. 2007). At home, contact with smoke has 
decreased during the same time period from 49% to 34% 
in the case of men and from 47% to 30% in the case of 
women (ibid). In 2006, 40% of men and 30% of women in 
Estonia spent time in smoke-filled public spaces on a daily 
basis, although the amount of time spent in such environ-
ments was less than one hour per day in most cases (ibid).

People usually start smoking at a young age. A signifi-
cant percentage of smokers report that they started smok-
ing and already became addicted in their youth. Health 
problems caused by smoking are related to the length and 
intensity of one’s smoking habit. It is a public health objec-
tive to prevent or at least postpone smoking among young 
people. The longer smoking can be postponed, the less 
likely people are to become addicted.

On the one hand, the number of young people in Esto-
nia who are experimenting with tobacco as well as those 
who are regular smokers has decreased significantly both 
among both boys and girls compared to the last ESPAD 
study (ESPAD, 2008). On the other hand, both Estonian 

Figure 2.5.5. Smoking in Estonia in 1990–2006
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Figure 2.5.6. 15-year-olds who started smoking 
when they were 13 or younger
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boys and girls tend to start smoking earlier than their 
peers in other countries. In Estonia, 43% of girls and 65% 
of boys started smoking when they were 13 or younger 
(Figure 2.5.6.) (HBSC 2005/2006).

Young people themselves consider smoking to be very 
harmful to their health, and this opinion has become 
increasingly widespread in recent years. Nearly three 
quarters of young people thought that if they only smoked 
cigarettes occasionally, the risk to their health would be 
low to medium. The health risk associated with regular 
smoking (a pack a day or more) was considered high by 
the young respondents. Among girls, 78% considered the 
risk of regular smoking to be high, while 63% of the boys 
thought the same. The damage associated with smoking is 
sometimes considered even more serious than the damage 
connected to experimenting with illegal drugs (ESPAD, 
2008). This is a result not only of a massive explanation 
campaign, but also of the transference of interest in exper-
imentation, characteristic of young people, to addictive 
substances other than tobacco.

Drugs
According to data gathered in 2006, 25% of Estonian resi-
dents aged 15–64 had experimented with cannabis. Exper-
imentation was most common among the 16–24 age group 
where 50% of men and 29% of women reported having 
tried cannabis (Tekkel et al. 2007). According to a study 
conducted in 2005, there are approximately 13,800 inject-
ing drug users in Estonia, 62% of whom are HIV positive.

Since the 1960s, the use of both legal and illegal drugs 
has increased among the school students of all devel-
oped countries of Europe and most developed countries 
in the rest of the world. However, the indicators related 
to young people in Estonia surpass the average European 
figures in several cases (ESPAD 2008). A large percentage 
of Estonian youth aged 15–16 smoke, drink, and experi-
ment with illegal narcotics (ESPAD, 2008). The previously 
fast growth in this trend has slowed in recent years, how-
ever. The experimentation with drugs, including alcohol, 
in Estonia is affected by the comparatively low price of the 
substances and their easy accessibility. Yet, after the fast 
increase in 1995–2003, which resulted in young people 
in Estonia passing the average European indicators with 
regard to addictive substance use, there has been no fur-
ther significant growth in the number of users/experi-
menters according to 2007 study results. To the contrary, 
the percentage of users of legal drugs as well as some ille-
gal drugs has fallen, despite still being higher than the 
European average (ESPAD).

The percentage of people experimenting with ille-
gal drugs has increased compared to 2003, but long-term 
trends indicate that the rate of growth has slowed down. 
The drug used by the largest share of teenagers is still can-
nabis, and an increasing number of school students buy 
their first drug from a friend. Similarly, there has been an 
increase in tolerance regarding drug use – the percent-
age of young people who are successful at school and have 
experimented with illegal drugs has grown. In some Esto-
nian regions, including larger cities and the surroundings 
of the capital, the percentage of young people experiment-
ing with drugs is even higher than that of excessive alco-
hol consumers. As an interesting change, the percentage 
of people who experiment with illegal drugs has decreased 
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significantly among Russian-speaking youth in recent 
years, while the corresponding percentage among Esto-
nian-speaking youth has increased noticeably (ESPAD).

In most countries, the percentage of cannabis users 
among young people falls between 10% and 20%. The 
indicators of 14 countries fall inside the 20–30% interval 
(including Estonia, where 31% of boys and 19% of girls have 
consumed cannabis) (Figure 2.5.7.). Cannabis use is not 
connected to the wealth of one’s family in most countries.

Sexual behaviour
The incidence and distribution of sexually transmitted 
disease cases shows a growing trend, both among young 
people as well as other age groups. Young people are also 
a risk group with regard to HIV/AIDS, as approximately 
25% of all new cases are diagnosed among those who are 
21 or younger. The use of condoms is widely recognized 
as an effective method for avoiding the spreading of sexu-
ally transmitted diseases (including HIV/AIDS), although 
the inconsistent use of prophylactics increases the dan-
ger of contracting sexually transmitted diseases as well as 
unwanted pregnancies. Condoms are the most common 
type of contraceptive among young people.

The tendency for risky sexual behaviour has fallen 
somewhat in the case of young people in recent years. A 
comparison of the data for 2005 and 2003, for example, 
indicates that the percentage of young men who have had 
sex with more than one partner during the past year has 
decreased in all age groups (ages 14–29) and the percent-
age of young women who have had more than one sex-
ual partner in the past years has decreased in the 14–18 
age group. Furthermore, condom use has increased across 
all age groups in the case of both young men and women. 
Young people in the 16–18 age group were most likely to 
use a condom when having sex for the first time (nearly 
75%), while young people aged 25–29 were the least likely 
to use one (approximately 40%); about 60% of all respond-
ents used a condom during their first sexual intercourse 
with a new partner in the 14–15 and 19–24 age groups 
(Lõhmus & Trummal, 2007).

On the other hand, a comparison of the same sets of 
data from 2005 and 2003 reveals that the number of young 
people who have had a sexual relationship with a random 
partner has increased. The percentage of young people who 
consistently use condoms has increased among the 16–18 
age group. However, the percentage of those who always use 
a condom when having sex with random partners has fallen 
in the three other age groups. According to the comparison 
of the two years, the share of 14–15-year-olds who used a 
condom every time when having sex with their stable part-

Figure 2.5.7. Percentage of 15-year-olds who have 
consumed cannabis in Estonia as compared to some 
other countries
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Figure 2.5.8. Percentage of 15-year-olds who used a 
condom during their last sexual intercourse in Estonia 
as compared to some other countries
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ner during the past 12 months has decreased by 12%, while 
the corresponding figure for young adults (ages 19–29) has 
remained the same (Lõhmus & Trummal, 2007). 

In international comparison, young people in Estonia 
are more rational than most with regard to sexual behav-
iour (Figure 2.5.8.). The highest percentage of youth used 
a condom during their last sexual intercourse in Spain 
(89%) and the lowest percentage used a condom in Sweden 
(65%). Among Estonian respondents, 88% of the boys and 
81% of the girls confirmed having used a condom during 
their last sexual intercourse. Boys generally report having 
used a condom during their last sexual intercourse more 
frequently than girls (HBSC 2005/2006).

2.6. Health services 
and their availability
Health services are a set of all public and private organ-
izations, institutions and resources devoted primarily 
to improving, maintaining and restoring health. Health 
systems include services aimed both at private individu-
als and the public, as well as activities for influencing the 

policies and arrangements of other fields in order for the 
latter to take into account social, environmental and eco-
nomic health factors (WHO 2007). A graphic depiction of 
the health system’s different levels is provided in Figure 
2.6.1. Personal services include both medical and public 
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Figure 2.6.1. Overview of the components of the 
health system

Source: World Health Organization. Health systems performance 
 assessment: debates, methods and empricism. Geneva, 2003
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health-related services. Hospital care in the case of a seri-
ous illness is the most easily understandable type of serv-
ice, although the category also includes initial medical 
attention from a family physician as well as vaccination, 
cancer screening, and syringe exchange services.

Non-personal health care services include, for exam-
ple, the provision of clean drinking water and all possible 
sanitary hygiene, as well as information campaigns and 
other methods of motivating beneficial health behav-
iour.

A significant part of the public sector activities aimed 
at influencing health are actually related to the coordina-
tion of policies in different fields and the consideration of 
their impact on health. Economic and social conditions 
related to people’s living and working environment affect 
their health, as does the limitation of behaviour that dam-
ages people’s own health as well as that of others close to 
them, or the facilitation of activities beneficial to people’s 
health. For example, limiting smoking has had a consider-
able effect on the decrease in cardiovascular diseases and 
lung cancer. Sales and advertising limitations have also 
affected alcohol consumption, especially among children 
and youth.

Thus, in addition to the coordination of the actual 
provision of services, the role of the health system is also 
important in inspiring all other sectors to act as benefi-
cially as possible to public health in their policy fields. 
According to the WHO Tallinn Charter, general respon-
sibility for the joint effect of various policies on health lies 
with the agency accountable for health in the public sec-
tor.

The role of health services 
in health development
The roles of the provision of medical services and the pop-
ulation’s health behaviour in the development of pub-
lic health are often contrasted. According to the modern 
approach, both play equally significant and complemen-
tary roles in improving the population’s quality of life. The 
Tallinn Charter confirms that the ministers of health and 
finance in the European region believe in the capacity of 

strong health systems to save lives (Tallinn Charter, June 
25–27, 2008). 

The most complete recent approach to measuring the 
effect of health systems on the population’s health stems 
from the concept of “avoidable mortality” (Nolte & McKee 
2004). This is a further development on the method cre-
ated by Rutstein et al. in the 1970s for measuring the qual-
ity of health care services. According to the method, the 
researchers select a list of diseases which are very unlikely 
to end in death if there is an effectively functioning health 
system in place (conventionally, premature mortality is 
seen as death before the age of 75). It is not expected that 
all deaths occurring as a result of the chosen diseases be 
avoided, but the provision of a successful health service is 
presumed to drastically decrease mortality rates related to 
those illnesses. Thus, taking into account the interrelation 
between illness and causes of death, the general effect of 
health services on public health is more likely to be under- 
than overrated.

The causes of death selected first are ones that are pre-
ventable through medical care as well as secondary pre-
vention and medical treatment (i.e. “mortality avoidable 
through treatment”), for example cervical cancer, hyper-
tension, appendicitis, etc. In the case of the second diag-
nosis group, the avoidance of mortality is successful not 
primarily due to immediate medical help, but rather 
through inter-sector intervention of outside medical 
care (i.e. “mortality avoidable through prevention”). For 
example, this can be observed in the case of lung cancer 
(avoidable through intervention that decreases smoking) 
and liver cirrhosis (avoidable through intervention that 
decreases the misuse of alcohol) (Nolte & McKee 2004). 
Mortality related to ischemic heart disease – one of the 
most frequent causes of death in developed countries – is 
treated separately, since prevention and treatment play an 
equal role in its avoidance (ibid).

According to a study based on this method, about 
20% of men’s mortality and 30% of women’s mortality 
(i.e. of total deaths in the population during a certain 
time) would have been avoidable in Estonia as recently as 
during the turn of the century through better organiza-
tion and provision of medical and public health services. 
These percentages showed no significant decrease dur-
ing the entire last decade of the 20th century (see Fig-
ure 2.6.2.).

A comparison conducted by the same research team on 
the changes that occurred in EU member states during the 
1990s shows that compared to the old EU member states, 
Central and Eastern European countries had higher mor-
tality rates across all types of mortality by the beginning 
of the 21st century. Comparing the changes during the last 
decade of the 20th century, we notice that advancement 
has been slowest in the Baltic countries (including Esto-
nia) and that the mortality rate even increased during the 
period with regard to illnesses not directly related to the 
health system.

What could be the stake of public services in increas-
ing people’s quality of life through improving and devel-
oping their health? Table 2.6.1. presents a comparison 
of the distribution of total health expenses calculated 
according to the OECD method by service type in 
2000 and 2006. In keeping with the health service con-
cept described above, this includes the majority of pub-
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Figure 2.6.2. Avoidable (through treatment 
and prevention) mortality of total mortality (%), 
2000–2001, in chosen EU member states
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lic health services, but excludes the activities related to 
other sectors.

Parallel to the nominal increase in Estonia’s GDP, the 
amount of money involved in the health care system prac-
tically doubled during the first six years of the 21st cen-
tury Most of the funds were invested in medical services 
and pharmaceuticals, with the relative importance of the 
former falling and the latter rising somewhat during the 
six years. With regard to medical services, it is impor-
tant to note that although care was added as a separate 
item during the period, this had no significant effect on 
the total relative importance of different treatment-related 
services. Prevention costs increased substantially, from 
1.8% to 2.5%, reflecting not only the massive increase in 
HIV prevention, but also the implementation of large-
scale national public health programs (see below).

Availability of health services
As of the end of 2008, 1,281,718 Estonian residents or 95.4% 
of the entire population were insured by the Estonian 
Health Insurance Fund. A year earlier, the corresponding 
indicators were 1,287,765 and 96.0%. Of all residents with 
health insurance, 51% contributed to the accumulation of 
medical treatment funds through social tax in 2008, com-
pared to 52% in 2007.

Medical services
Of all medical services, most people encounter first con-
tact care which should guarantee professional support 
in both monitoring an individual’s health from birth to 
death as well as intervening quickly in the case of illnesses 
that do not require immediate hospitalization.

Figure 2.6.3. shows that the number of doctor’s 
appointments has ranged around 7 million visits per 
year and that most of the appointments are made with 
family physicians following the implementation of fam-
ily physician care. According to the 2008 Health Insur-
ance Fund survey, 69% of people who visited their fam-
ily physicians during the past 12 months were able to get 
an appointment within 2 days and 34% on the same day 
that they required first contact care. Meanwhile, 10% of 
the respondents encountered problems or impediments 
with regard to meeting their family physicians (Esto-
nian Health Insurance Fund/Ministry of Social Affairs, 
2008).

The family physician care network mostly covers the 
entire country and generally guarantees the accessibility 
of first contact care in all locations. The most significant 
problems related to accessibility are connected to the lim-
ited choice of first contact care services, where the needs 
and expectations of the population and the health care 
system are not met. These include the lack of qualified 
health care professionals in peripheral areas; the uneven 
and inadequate accessibility of services that essentially 
constitute first contact care (home nursing care, physio-
therapy); the insufficient accessibility of general medical 
care outside the working hours of family physicians; the 
lack of accessibility of services for people without health 
insurance; and the insufficient availability of non-emer-
gency transportation services (First Contact Care Devel-
opment Plan, 2008).

Emergency medical care service, which is also included 
among individual first contact care services, is used 

Table 2.6.1. Breakdown of most important health 
care costs by function (millions of kroons)

Source: Ministry of Social Affairs 2007

Function 2000 2006 2000 2006
Medical services 3003.8 5496.1 58% 53%

Rehabilitation 58.7 118.8 1.1% 1.1%

Long-term care 0.3 369.7 0.0% 3.5%

Health care support services (including 
emergency care)

367.9 923.1 7.1% 8.8%

Medical products for ambulatory 
patients (including pharmaceuticals)

1282.5 2877.0 25% 28%

Prevention and public health care 90.9 265.7 1.8% 2.5%

Administration of health care and 
health insurance

231.4 284.6 4.5% 2.7%

Capital expenditure 110.0 105.7 2.1% 1.0%

Total 5145.5 10 440.9 100% 100%

Figure 2.6.3. Provision of family physician and 
 specialized medical care services in 2001–2007

9 000 000

8 000 000

7 000 000

6 000 000

5 000 000

4 000 000

3 000 000

2 000 000

1 000 000

0

Source: annual reports of the Estonian Health Insurance Fund in 2002–2007
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Medical specialists’ appointments

Family physicians’ appointments



| 46

approximately 180 times a year per 1000 residents, while 
the corresponding indicator in the Nordic countries is 
about 100 cases per 1000 residents (Health Care Board). 
Although emergency medical care should mean provid-
ing care related to health problems that require immediate 
medical intervention, people use the service for a signifi-
cantly wider variety of reasons. According to the Health 
Insurance Fund survey Patsientide hinnangud tervisele 
ja arstiabile 2008. a (Patients’ Evaluations of Health and 
Medical Care in 2008), 37% of the population prefers to 
call emergency medical care professionals in the case of an 
unexpected health problem occurring in the evening, at 
night, or on the weekend. At the same time, a special fam-

Table 2.6.2. Use of specialized medical care serv-
ices in 2001–2007

Source: Estonian Health Insurance Fund

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
Number of insured 
individuals who 
received specialized 
medical care

932 021 919 470 914 611 917 227 919 822 980 809 1 000 702

Out-patients 750 533 744 367 740 153   771 070 786 178

Day care      40 036 45 612

In-patients 181 488 175 103 174 458   169 703 168 912

ily physician consultation hotline (phone number 1220) 
has been in operation since 2005 and should provide suf-
ficient help in solving problems limited to initial consulta-
tion or visiting the doctor on the following day. While 7% 
of respondents used the hotline service in 2005 and 17% 
used it in 2007, in 2008, this percentage has dropped to 
12% (Aaviksoo & Koppel 2008, Estonian Health Insurance 
Fund). People often prefer to call an ambulance because 
they will be certain to receive help and the help will be 
provided quickly. Among people who used the emergency 
medical care service within the last 12 months, 85% were 
satisfied or very satisfied with the ambulance crews.

The number of people who have received specialized 
medical care has increased in recent years, especially with 
regard to out-patient and day care services (Table 2.6.2.). 
In 2007, 61% of all insured individuals used out-patient 
services.

The assessment of Estonian residents regarding 
the availability of medical care has remained relatively 
unchanged during recent years. A little over a half of the 
respondents constantly rate the availability of medical 
care in Estonia as good or rather good according to the 
annual satisfaction survey organized by the Health Insur-
ance Fund and the Ministry of Social Affairs (Estonian 
Health Insurance Fund/Ministry of Social Affairs, 2008).

The availability of medical care in Estonia is affected 
by one’s place of residence, rather than whether one lives 
in a rural or urban area. The ratio of ambulatory services 
per person, which has been increasing slowly but steadily, 
differs by up to 60% in different regions. According to data 
from 2005, this ratio was 7.9 visits per resident in Tallinn 
and 4.6 visits per resident in Rapla County. The ratio was 
higher than average (6.1) only in Harju County, Tartu 
County, Pärnu County, and Saare County (Statistics Esto-
nia, 2008). There have also been earlier descriptions of a 
nearly twofold difference in the frequency of hospital care 
between different counties (Kunst, 2002). According to a 
2005 population survey, the highest percentage of Esto-
nian residents did not receive medical care in North-East-
ern Estonia (Figure 2.6.4.). Of the people who required 
treatment in the region, 30% did not receive dental care. 
The availability of family physician care was best in Cen-
tral Estonia, where only 3.4% of the respondents reported 
not being able to receive care from their family physician 
when they needed it.

Attempts have also been made in recent years to reduce 
the length of the waiting lists. The general principle of 
operation of the Health Insurance Fund is to increase the 
volume of cost-effective services (e.g. family physicians’ 
appointments) within the limited financial means and 
to reduce the size of waiting lists involving the most seri-
ous and noticeable problems (endoprosthetics, cataracts). 
Meanwhile, the waiting period for “common” doctors’ 
appointments is being gradually lengthened (Aaviksoo 
& Paat, 2007). For example, the percentage of people who 
were able to get a doctor’s appointment on the same day 
has fallen by 15% in 2008, or more than twice when com-
pared to 2002. During the same period, the number of 
people who must wait for a medical specialist’s appoint-
ment for more than a month has increased 3.1 times, from 
10% in 2002 to 31% in 2008 (see Figure 2.6.5.). As a result, 
most Estonian residents will experience deterioration in 
the availability of specialized medical care in the short 
term due to the restrictions in place.

Figure 2.6.4. Residents’ assessment of the availabil-
ity of medical care (Deprivation of medical care, %)
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2.7. National public health care services
The majority of preventive activities aimed at the entire 
population of Estonia are undertaken through the pub-
lic health strategies supervised by the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and the National Institute for Health Develop-
ment. Furthermore, monitoring and supervision regard-
ing infectious diseases and environmental health is per-
formed by the Health Protection Inspectorate which grew 
out of the Soviet-era Sanitary and Epidemiology Service.

As of 2009, all strategies related to this area are for-
mally combined in the Public Health Development Plan 
2009–2020. The development plan includes five thematic 
categories, which are related to increasing social cohesion 
and equal opportunities, guaranteeing children a healthy 
and safe development, creating an environment support-
ive of health, facilitating healthy lifestyles, and ensuring 
the sustainability of the health care system. The priorities, 
strategic objectives, and sets of measures defined for the 
purpose of achieving the overall goals of the development 
plan are also broken down according to these categories 
(Public Health Development Plan, 2008).

Vaccination or immunization is one of the economi-
cally most profitable public health measures for protecting 
residents against infectious diseases. For example, with 
the help of vaccination, poliomyelitis has been eliminated 
in Europe and smallpox has been wiped out in the entire 
world. The rate of immunization of children in Estonia 
is very high (Figure 2.7.1.) and therefore the incidence 
of infectious diseases avoidable through vaccination, for 
example viral hepatitis B, has decreased considerably, or, 
as in the case of measles, rubella, diphtheria, and tetanus, 
has remained at a constantly low level.

The majority of the specific applied activities are car-
ried out through categorized public health strategies which 
include:
• The National Strategy for the Prevention of Drug 

Addiction Until 2010
• Estonian National Strategy for the Prevention of Car-

diovascular Diseases 2005–2020
• 2006–2010 Strategic Development Plan for Physical 

Movement Activities
• HIV and AIDS Strategy for 2006–2015
• National Cancer Strategy for 2007–2015
• 2008–2012 National Strategy for Combating Tubercu-

losis

Services related to public health
Several strategies directly fund various services. For exam-
ple, the HIV and AIDS strategy provides funding for dif-
ferent damage reduction services aimed at drug addicts, 
such as syringe exchange programs and methadone sub-
stitution treatment. The strategy related to cardiovascular 
diseases funds counselling for quitting smoking; the phys-
ical activities’ development strategy provides financial 
backing for medical services for young athletes; the cancer 
strategy supports counselling for giving up tobacco prod-
ucts; the tuberculosis combating strategy funds directly 
supervised tuberculosis treatment, etc.

Many services aimed at preventing diseases are also 
funded by the Estonian Health Insurance Fund. The 
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implementation of these programs is part of the public 
health strategies. In 2007, the Supervisory Board of the 
Estonian Health Insurance Fund confirmed the long-term 
priorities for promoting health and preventing diseases. 
The pertinent projects are implemented based on these 
priorities.
Such projects include the following activities:
• pre- and post-pregnancy counselling;
• counselling during pregnancy crises;
• pre-birth screening for the prevention of chromosome 

diseases;
• screening related to the hearing of newborn children 

in larger maternity hospitals;
• phenylketonuria and hypothyroidism screening 

among newborn children;
• rehabilitation of children who have lost a close family 

member;
• provision of school health care services in all general 

education schools and vocational schools which oper-
ate on the basis of basic education;

• counselling of young people regarding reproductive 
health and the prevention of sexually transmitted dis-
eases;

• screening for the early detection of cervical cancer 
among women aged 30–59;

• additional study and testing of high-risk people who 
are aged 30–60 and have insurance for the prevention 
and early detection of cardiovascular diseases;

• screening for the early detection of breast cancer 
among women aged 50–62;

In the case of services aimed at the entire population of 
specific target groups it is important for them to reach all 
of those concerned, regardless of their socio-economic 
status, place of residence or level of education.

An important flaw in many public health services is 
their insufficient reach and uneven coverage. The availa-
bility of services aimed at small and clearly defined tar-
get groups is usually very good, for instance in the case of 
services directed at pregnant women and newborn chil-
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dren. The majority of services are also available at least in 
all county centres. Meanwhile, in the case of the school 
health care service which was established to develop chil-
dren’s health and which reaches all schools, children who 
do not comply with compulsory school attendance do not 
receive the attention they need. Moreover, based on the 
Health Insurance Act, the Estonian Health Insurance 
Fund can only provide services to people who are insured, 
which automatically leaves out a very vulnerable 5% seg-
ment of the society. In the case of large-scale projects, 
the volume and coverage of the services is often planned 
beforehand based on the budgetary means of the Health 
Insurance Fund instead of the needs of the population 
(Aaviksoo, 2007) (Aaviksoo, 2008).

Many services are provided by non-profit association 
that depend on national or external funding and spon-
sorship, due to which the long-term development of such 
services is insecure and their sustainability is weak. An 
interesting recent development is the rise in social enter-
prise (Terve Eesti SA, MTÜ Convictus, MTÜ Käi Jala, 
etc.) where innovative business models allow for the bet-
ter targeting of services and thereby the inclusion of more 
varied funding (including contributions from the private 
sector) which, in turn, facilitate growth and the elimina-
tion of risks.

Publicity and training related 
to public health
The activities related to the national strategies are largely 
aimed at changing the residents’ behaviour through the 
public information provided by professionals dealing with 
the general population or certain problems. This includes 
the financing of media campaigns and mass events, as 
well as the development and publication of informational 
material and advice, and the organization of training.

The projects for preventing damage to health related 
to injuries incurred at home and during free time, includ-
ing injuries related to alcohol consumption, which were 
organized in all counties are characteristic and success-
ful examples of this. One of the most important results 
of these projects was the creation of regional cooperation 
networks that include not only agencies dealing with the 
different aspects of injuries (the police, the Rescue Board, 
educational institutions) but also the local decision mak-
ers and the media. The readiness to engage in promot-
ing health has been increased at the national government 
and local government levels with relatively modest finan-
cial means. The political support of local governments 
for the expansion of health promotion activities has been 
achieved, with the result that local governments actively 
participate in developing and implementing safety-related 
activities.

As a result of an important structural change, so-
called health councils have been established as a result of 
the public health strategies in all counties as well as larger 
cities. The objective of these councils is to coordinate the 
activities of the health care sector and outside fields in a 
more health-friendly manner (Public Health Develop-
ment Plan, 2008). Successful inter-domain cooperation 
has a potentially very significant effect on the health of all 
residents of the region, for example, through the organi-
zation of the planning process and the public transport 

system, but also through the mutual provision of infor-
mation.

Another activity that deserves separate attention is the 
development of various health consciousness networks 
which are also funded through public health programs. 
This includes networks of healthy schools and kindergar-
tens, healthy workplaces and healthy hospitals. The aim of 
all of these measures is to promote awareness regarding 
options for benefiting one’s own health and that of one’s 
loved ones through planning basic daily activities.

A very important activity at the national level involves 
situation monitoring and analysis, which provides an ade-
quate overview of the situation, allowing the country itself 
as well as other organizations and private individuals to 
better coordinate their activities and avoid risks. This has 
been stressed in every single one of the evaluation reports 
prepared by the WHO on national strategies (Drew 2008/
Farrington 2006).

Cooperation between sectors and the 
opportunities of local governments
International evaluation reports highlighted positively the 
integral approach taken by Estonia’s newer public health 
strategies and the engagement of various parties and 
sponsors in accomplishing common goals. For example, 
the evaluation report on the strategy for the prevention of 
cardiovascular diseases advised us to develop further the 
campaigns aimed at the community as a whole. Adding 
transport policies (e.g. promoting walking and riding a 
bicycle and creating the opportunities to do so) to school-
based intervention and individual programs aimed at 
changing health behaviour allows us to achieve consider-
ably better results (Farrington, 2006). For example, areas 
with pedestrian-friendly streets encourage people to make 
walking an enjoyable part of their daily lives. However, 
achieving this might require cooperation between vari-
ous sectors and the greater empowerment of local govern-
ments with regard to decision making.

One of the positive factors influencing young people’s 
physical activity is the improvement in the availability of 
sports facilities and equipment to schools, which has coin-
cided with the overall successful development of the coun-
try. In 2008, 62% of Estonian schools had stadiums (com-
pared to 49% in 2003), 85% had a gym or the option of 
using one (compared to 75% in 2003), and 11% had the 
option of using a swimming pool (compared to 4% in 
2003) (Raudsepp et al. 2008).

The examples provided above are just some of the ways 
in which health has been influenced positively by decisions 
made on the national and local level. Although more than 
half of Estonia’s school pupils still consider both alcohol 
and tobacco to be readily available, the level of availability 
has decreased in recent years according to them (ESPAD, 
2008). This can be seen as the result of the more stringent 
tobacco and alcohol policies adopted in Estonia. Positive 
results have also been achieved with the ban on smoking 
in establishments serving food, which was established in 
June 2007, making Estonia the 11th country in the world to 
enforce such a ban. A study conducted a year later revealed 
that the overwhelming majority of Estonian residents were 
in favour of keeping public spaces smoke-free. According 
to the study, a total of 86% of the respondents were satis-
fied with the ban on smoking in establishments that serve 
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food. No less than 70% of smokers were content with the 
smoking ban and 40% reported that they had considered 

giving up smoking after the restrictions were enforced 
(Klaster 2008).

2.8. The effect of health 
on macroeconomics
Health is determined by genetic, economic, social, cul-
tural, and environmental factors. However, health can, in 
turn, have an effect on the economy.

Figure 2.8.1. provides a simplified overview of how 
health affects economic results in developed countries 
mainly through four channels (both on the individual 
and national level): improved productivity, a larger sup-
ply of labour force, better skills attained through higher 
education and better training, and more savings for 
investment in physical and intellectual capital. These 
four channels are depicted on the right hand side of the 
figure.

The left side of the figure introduces the factors that 
influence health: genetic background, lifestyle, living and 
working conditions (including access to health services 
and the use thereof, education, wealth, residence, profes-
sion), as well as more general socio-economic, cultural, 
and environmental conditions.

It is important to keep in mind the positive feed-
back from income to health when analyzing the effect 
of health on economic development. Wealth can affect 
health in two ways: directly through material circum-
stances which facilitate the development of health and 
also through its influence on social involvement, the 
opportunity to exercise control over the situations 
encountered in one’s life as well as one’s sense of secu-
rity. If an individual’s income is higher than a certain 
base level, its importance may lie primarily in its con-
nection to other social and psychological factors, espe-
cially in societies where social involvement relies heavily 
on one’s income (Marmot 2002).

The ties between health and macroeconomics in Esto-
nia were studied in a 2006 research project conducted 
jointly by the PRAXIS Center for Policy Studies, the World 
Health Organization, and the Ministry of Social Affairs of 
the Republic of Estonia (Suhrcke at al. 2006). The results 
of the analysis published in the study indicate that the 
state of health of adults affects economic productivity at 
the level of the individual, the household, and the national 
economy. The main conclusion of the analysis is that a bad 
assessment of one’s health has a negative effect on all three 
of the labour market results.

First of all, the likelihood of people offering their 
labour force is smaller if their state of health is satisfactory. 
In Estonia, 40,000–50,000 people, i.e. 6–7% of the labour 
force (aged 15–74) are inactive due to an illness, injury or 
disability. Since 1997, this percentage has remained rela-
tively stable with a slight upward trend. Naturally, the 
largest percentage of the inactive segment falls into the 
50–74 age group (Statistics Estonia 2008). Men with a bad 
state of health are almost 40% less likely to participate in 
the labour market than men whose state of health is good. 
Among women, the corresponding indicator is 30% (Table 
2.8.1.).

Figure 2.8.1. Connections between health 
and the economy 

Source: Suhrcke et al. 2006
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The same study also revealed a strong connection between 
the state of health and leaving the labour force in the case of 
both men and women. Thus, bad health increased the likeli-
hood of a person leaving the labour force in the next couple of 
years by 6.4% among men and 5.6% among women, compared to 
those respondents who did not characterize their state of health 
as bad.

However, according to economic theory, health does not 
have an unambiguous effect on the supply of labour force. On 
the one hand, smaller salaries paid due to bad health and lower 
productivity can lead to a smaller supply of labour force as stay-
ing home becomes relatively more attractive due to the low 
income. On the other hand, the decrease in income due to lower 
productivity may motivate people to compensate by supplying 

Table 2.8.1. The connection between participation 
in the labour force and state of health, compared to 
people with a good state of health (marginal effects)

Note: *** significant at 1%

Source: Suhrcke et al. 2006

Men Women

Satisfactory health -10%*** -15%***

Bad health -39%*** -29%***
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more labour force. The income effect probably increases 
in importance when the system of social benefits does 
not alleviate the impact of decreased productivity on 
one’s earnings. The result of the contrary influences of 
the substitution effect and the income effect is ultimately 
an empirical issue (Currie & Madrian 1999).

The negative effect of a bad state of health is also 
confirmed by the smaller number of working hours and 
lower income. In the case of a bad state of health, the 
weekly number of working hours decreases by an aver-
age of 12 hours in the case of men and 8 hours in the 
case of women compared to people whose health is 
good (Suhrcke et al. 2006). Bad health reduces the net 
monthly income of working men by nearly 1300 kroons 
(i.e. approximately 30% of the average income of men 
in the given sample) and that of working women by 
about 600 kroons (i.e. approximately 20% of the aver-
age income of women in the given sample) (Suhrcke et 
al. 2006).

Bad health also affects the economy due to the drop 
in productivity, assuming that healthy people are more 
productive per working hour. Productivity is increased 
directly by improved physical and mental activity, while 
people who are more active physically and mentally are 
also able to make better and more effective use of tech-

Figure 2.8.2. How much a health disorder limited (or 
“would have limited” in the case of unemployed per-
sons) the type of work the respondents did in 2002
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nology, machines and appliances. A healthier labour 
force is presumed to be more flexible and adaptable to 
changes (e.g. changes in work assignments and the 
organization of work), thus decreasing labour turnover 
and the related costs (Currie & Madrian 1999). Accord-
ing to the Estonian Labour Force Survey, 21% of men and 
23% of women aged 15–64 had experienced a health dis-
order in 2002. The percentage was 17% among working 
respondents, 24% among unemployed respondents, and 
31% among inactive respondents. In general, a health 
disorder “considerably or somewhat limits” the type 
and amount of work done in the case of 3% of employed 
respondents, 9% of unemployed respondents, and 21% of 
inactive respondents (Figure 2.8.2.).

Health also has a presumable effect on a population’s 
level of education. According to the theory of human 
capital, better educated people are more productive (and 
earn more). If children with a better state of health and 
a better diet obtain a better education, are absent from 
school less frequently, and do not drop out of school 
early, the improved health of young people will affect 
their productivity in the future. Furthermore, if good 
health is connected to longer life, healthy people have a 
stronger incentive for investing in education and train-
ing as their skill depreciation is smaller (Strauss & Tho-
mas 1998).

Savings and investment. The health of an individual 
or a population affects not only the level of income, but 
the distribution of income between consumption, sav-
ing, and investments. People with a good state of health 
are more likely to lead longer lives, which is why they 
may save more than people whose state of health is bad. 
Thus, a greater collection of savings can be expected 
from a population whose life expectancy is rising fast. 
This should also facilitate investments into physical and 
human capital (Bloom, Canning & Graham 2003).

What, however, could the aggregated effect of the 
population’s health be on the economic development of 
an entire society? Countries’ experiences indicate that 
the health of the population has a clear impact on eco-
nomic growth. Bhargava, Jamison and Murray (2001) use 
panel data regression to show that the speed of a 5-year 
GDP increase per person depends, among other things, 
on the mortality rate of a country’s adult population and 
that the direction of causality is clearly from adult mor-
tality to economic growth.

The results of a similar economic simulation con-
ducted by Suhrcke, Võrk and Mazzuco indicate that 
the reduction in the rate of adult mortality would have 
a potentially significant positive effect on Estonia’s eco-
nomic growth. The authors of the study emphasize that 
the value of the results does not lie primarily in predict-
ing the absolute GDP level, but instead in comparing rel-
ative changes in the case of different scenarios. In the 
case of the three scenarios analyzed (see Figure 2.8.3.), 
a yearly 1.5% decrease in mortality would increase Esto-
nia’s GDP per person by 14% in 25 years when compared 
to a situation where there is no drop in adult mortality. 
Accordingly, in the case of a 3% yearly drop in mortal-
ity, Estonia’s GDP per person could be 30% higher. Since 
a reduction in mortality rates is also accompanied by a 
decrease in morbidity, the actual positive effect on the 
economy could be even greater.

Figure 2.8.3. Simulated change in GDP per person in 
the case of different mortality rate scenarios (USD)
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A comparison with Finland shows that while the 
Estonian mortality coefficient (in the 15–64 age group) 
in 2000 was 641 (per 100,000 residents), the correspond-
ing Finnish coefficient was 307 (WHO DMDB 2009). In 
the case of a 1.5% yearly decrease in adult mortality, it 
would take Estonia 49 years to reach the level Finland had 
attained by 2000. If our mortality rates dropped 3% on a 

yearly basis, we would reach Finland’s level by 2025. Fig-
ure 2.8.3. indicates, among other things, that the growth 
of GDP per person halts or may be replaced with a down-
ward trend if Estonia’s adult mortality rate remains at 
its current high level (the constant mortality scenario). 
Thus, economic growth cannot last if the health of the 
population does not keep up with economic success.

2.9. Summary
In 2006, Estonia ranked 93rd in the world in terms of 
life expectancy, with people in only 86 countries living 
shorter lives than us. However, during the first years of the 
21st century, life expectancy in Estonia has increased very 
quickly and the life expectancy of men and women has 
grown by 2.6 and 4.1 years, respectively (Statistics Esto-
nia). This means that the increase in life expectancy has 
been quicker than at any time during the last half century 
and that Estonians live longer today than ever before.

A stagnation trend began in the life expectancy of the 
populations of the entire Soviet Union, and also in all of 
the other so-called socialist Eastern European countries 
around the 1960s. Estonia was no exception. As a result, 
in forty years the life expectancy of men has not changed 
at all and the life expectancy of women has grown by only 
two years (Katus 2009). In the 1960s, Estonian and Finn-
ish women had the same life expectancy, while our men’s 
life expectancy was one year less than that of the men liv-
ing in what was one of the most backward Nordic coun-
tries at the time. The difference has constantly increased 
ever since (see Caselli 1995, Katus 2009).

In Estonia, the average life expectancy of 1980 was 
surpassed only in 1996. We have worked hard to reach the 
level that Europe’s wealthiest countries were at 20 years 
ago and despite our great spurt during the past five years, 
the other countries have kept increasing their lead over 
Estonia throughout the time following our restoration of 
independence. The development in women’s health has 
been more stable; the difference between the life expect-
ancy of Estonian and Finnish women was nearly 5 years 
in 2006. In the case of men, however, the difference was 
already 9 years (WHO 2009). Why is that?

Overall, the shortness of Estonia’s average life expect-
ancy can be attributed to both the self-destructive health 
behaviour of the population along with the environment 
and values that promote such behaviour as well as the inef-
ficient health system that has not been capable of imple-
menting measures that improve health with the necessary 
speed (Nolte & McKee 2004).

Empirical studies indicate that the good state of health 
of a population is not only a natural by-product of eco-
nomic growth, but that the health of the population also 
affects economic development. With an aim of a yearly 3% 
decrease in mortality, we could reach Finland’s current 
level by 2025 and the GDP per person could potentially 
increase by 30% compared to a scenario where the mortal-
ity rate remains at its present level (Suhrcke et al. 2006).

There is potential for the development of public health 
in both the improvement of health behaviour as well as 
the more extensive and effective operation of the health 
system. While relatively good results have been achieved 

in improving the healthiness of the population’s diet, tak-
ing into account our latitudinal position and purchasing 
power, the rate of engagement in movement activities of 
Estonian residents is still as insufficient as it was at the 
beginning of the 1990s, despite the significant improve-
ment in opportunities. Moreover, risk behaviour, espe-
cially among working age men, has not changed con-
siderably, as alcohol use is constantly growing and the 
reduction in smoking is slow.

Estonia’s relative backwardness in comparison with 
other European countries is smallest in the case of chil-
dren’s and young people’s health. It is true that Estonian 
youth cannot be set up as an example for their health behav-
iour, but during the last couple of years their rationality has 
increased with regard to several aspects and there have been 
changes for the better. Examples of such improvements 
include the decrease in risky sexual behaviour and even a 
halt in the increase of alcohol and tobacco use. However, 
compared to other countries, Estonian children’s problems 
include early experimentation with addictive substances 
and more frequent cases of alcohol-induced intoxication.

Health behaviour can be affected directly through the 
provision of relevant information and the creation of a 
favourable environment. This also applies in the case of 
Estonia. Practical examples include the improvement of 
people’s diet through the increase in the availability of 
vegetable cooking oil and fresh fruits and vegetables since 
the 1990s, but also the improvement in the sexual prac-
tices of young people as well as the changes in attitudes 
towards smoking among both Estonia’s youth and adults. 
In addition, regardless of the unjustifiably fast spread of 
HIV, the occurrence of an epidemic among the general 
public has been so far successfully avoided. According to 
the latest analyses, this can be associated with the preven-
tion measures implemented (Drew et al. 2008).

There still exist considerable inequalities in Esto-
nia between men and women, between Estonia’s differ-
ent regions and between different ethnic groups or groups 
based on income and education. Women’s mortality indi-
cators are still improving faster than those of men in all age 
groups (Statistics Estonia 2009). The average life expect-
ancy of ethnic Estonian men is comparable to the Euro-
pean average in the 1970s, while the life expectancy of non-
Estonian men is three years lower and thus comparable to 
the average of the rest of the Europe in the 1950s (Sakkeus 
2007). People with lower incomes and those who are ill 
more frequently contribute more of their own resources to 
health care (Habicht et al. 2006) and specialized medical 
care is not equally available. In addition, there are mani-
fold differences between the use of, for example, hospital 
care in different regions (Kunst et al. 2002).
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2.10. Policy recommendations aimed 
at improving quality of life related to 
the health of the Estonian population
An important key to developing people’s health and 
improving it, if necessary, is their own behaviour. How-
ever, health-related quality of life can also be improved by 
creating favourable conditions for making healthy choices 
and by adding capital through involving responsible pri-
vate enterprises.

A good example of this, in addition to constructing 
sports facilities, is simply creating the conditions for phys-
ical movement in the form of light traffic roads, well-lit 
paths, parks, etc. It is very important to support the physi-
cal environment with active publicity and the activation of 
business and social organizations. Estonia has a number 
of good examples that should be presented to a wider pub-
lic. This would allow us to achieve the desired results more 
quickly through learning from each other and engaging 
in cooperation.

The best level for merging various fields and interests is 
the community which, in many cases, can mean the local 
government, the village or the city district. An important 
achievement that should be reinforced is the creation of 
local health networks between various parties who wish to 
coordinate their activities in a health-conscious manner.

The propensity of people to emulate life around them 
makes leadership and the creation of examples very impor-
tant. At the national level, for example, much has been 
achieved with the technically simple but ethically multi-
faceted decision to limit smoking in public spaces, which 
is supported by the overwhelming majority of residents 
and most smokers themselves. In addition to the changes 
in the physical environment, such decisions send impor-
tant signals that help people make voluntary changes in 
their behaviour. Fighting against the use of tobacco is also 
a good example of international cooperation supported by 
the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control.

Dealing with the HIV epidemic will continue to be 
a topical issue in Estonia. On the one hand, increas-
ingly more attention must be devoted to patients who 
have reached the AIDS phase, meaning an increase in 
the treatment burden, but also the necessity of increas-
ing our ethical level to attain the capacity for unbiased 
relations with fellow-Estonians diagnosed with this dis-
ease. Since Estonia continues to be the European coun-
try with the fastest growing HIV infection rate, preven-
tive activities must be continued as strongly or even more 
forcefully than before in order to ensure that the positive 
trend achieved in recent years persists. Among other pre-

ventive measures, the efforts of the local governments in 
Tallinn and Ida-Viru County in solving the health prob-
lem specific to them deserve recognition and encourage-
ment as well as to be set up as an example for other local 
governments.

Health services paid for by public funds in order to 
improve people’s quality of life should be universally and 
freely available to all members of the target group, not only 
those who are most accessible. This should be especially 
closely monitored in the case of people who are worse off 
economically, since poorer members of the society may 
have very many risks competing with their health-related 
choices. In this case, the professional approach means 
finding solutions aimed at specific target groups rather than 
the middle ground. This type of judicious policy requires 
a significant investment in analysis focusing on everything 
from the causes to the effects.

Previous economic recessions have shown that Esto-
nian residents are very sensitive to changes in the eco-
nomic environment and that it is usually the most vulner-
able social groups that are in danger of deterioration in 
their state of health. In order to guarantee the successful 
and sustainable development of society it would be impor-
tant to guarantee basic first contact medical care to the 
entire population, regardless of their social status (includ-
ing their insurance status).

Taking into account the particularities of the funding 
of the Estonian health care system and its reliance on just 
half of the population, compensatory measures should 
be implemented. Additional funding could be gained 
through a more equitable distribution of the burden of 
financing as well as through increasing the range of options 
in areas where the interests of less capable members of the 
society would not be hurt, thus guaranteeing a wide basic 
service coverage. In relation to the suggestions above, it is 
very important to ensure that the financial risk involved 
in using the services does not increase, as this has been a 
growing danger in Estonia during recent years.

In addition to the monitoring of contribution sizes, 
successful risk management also requires us to guarantee 
the deliberate interaction of various policies. In an eco-
nomically difficult context, residential policies, transport, 
education and tax policies as well as regional policies can 
be used to increase the health and life expectancy of the 
population. In any case, analyses indicate that investment 
in health is profitable.
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Quality of life and life 
satisfaction in Estonia in 
international comparison

Chapter 3

The concept and nature 
of quality of life
Not long ago it was thought that social development meant 
a rise in the living standard. However, a new approach, 
which adds a qualitative dimension to the concept of quan-
titative growth, was developed in the 1970s (Zapf 2000). 
According to the new approach, having an income, a car 
or a house cannot be automatically equated with leading 
a good life, or, in other words, having more possessions 
does not necessarily improve one’s quality of life. Based 
on this logic, the slogan for social development became 
“qualitative growth instead of quantitative growth”, or 
“quality of life is more important than living standard”. 
Today, the concept of “quality of life” is used not only as 

3.1. Introduction
a scientific term or a political concept, but also in collo-
quial language.

What is quality of life? In the broadest sense, qual-
ity of life characterizes the general well-being of peo-
ple and shows how well people cope with the various 
areas of daily life that reflect the significant values and 
goals of the society (Land 2001). First, the quality of 
life indicates the resources used by an individual and 
the result of their use (Erikson 1993), while “resources” 
and “results” do not only mean economic resources or 
material living conditions, but are also equally indica-
tive of non-material and non-economic resources. Using 
resources and achieving results is, to a greater or smaller 
degree, dependent on the environment surrounding the 
individual – the family, community, and society on a 
broader scale. Thus, the general social environment 
should correspond to people’s needs and abilities, guar-
anteeing their equal access to various goods and serv-
ices (education, health care, income maintenance, etc). 
The social, political and cultural context of an indi-
vidual’s life determines the extent to which people are 
able to achieve the goals they have set for themselves. 
It is assumed that if there is a balance between individ-
ual needs and the opportunities provided/afforded by 
the environment, the general quality of life of a society 
tends to be higher.

Quality of life cannot be objectively described through 
objective living conditions alone (e.g. income, state of 
health, size of individual social networks, or working con-
ditions). The subjective assessment provided by a person 
(good – bad, satisfied – not satisfied) regarding their life 
as a whole and other so-called objective conditions are 
equally important in terms of determining quality of life. 
Wolfgang Zapf (1984) has defined quality of life as “good 
living conditions which correspond to positive subjective 
well-being”. According to Erik Allardt (1993), people have 
three main needs in having, loving and being, which are, 
in turn, divided into objective and subjective needs (Fig-
ure 3.1.1.).

Measuring the quality of life
According to Ruut Veenhoven (1996), the influence of the 
social environment on the well-being and quality of life 
of a person can be viewed as the livalibility of societies, a 
concept that can be understood in terms of the living con-

Figure 3.1.1. Conceptualization of the quality of life 
(adapted from Allardt (1993))
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ditions of a society, which should meet the needs and abil-
ities of people (wealth, political freedom, equality, access 
to education, etc.). Such an understanding can be condi-
tionally termed as “input-based” measurement of quality 
of life, where an assessment is made of the opportunities 
provided by a society for leading a high-quality life. This 
approach has been criticized for the unconfirmed presup-
position that better social conditions can be automati-
cally equated with a higher level of individual well-being. 
Another problem results from determining individuals’ 
needs and abilities to which the social conditions should 
correspond. (Noll 2002).

The “output-based approach” studies people’s qual-
ity of life through subjective well-being (e.g. assessments 
of their state of health, satisfaction with life, happiness 
or satisfaction with their living environment (school sys-
tem, healthcare services, infrastructure, etc.)) (Veenhoven 
1996). According to this approach, the quality of life of a 
society is determined by the average quality of life of its 
members. In the temporal or spatial comparison of the 
general quality of life, it is important to combine the two 
approaches, taking into account that an increase in the 
general affluence of a society does not mean that people’s 
happiness increases at the same rate. Cummins (2000) 
believes that general economic growth is only expressed 
in general subjective satisfaction if there is a decrease in 
the percentage of the population living below the poverty 
line.

In addition to the quality of life derived from the gen-
eral environment, the quality of life is also determined by 
the resources and abilities of the individual. Resources 
related to the quality of life include, first of all, income, 
i.e. the material welfare of an individual or a household, 
followed by the state of health, work, relationships with 
friends and family, involvement in the community, per-
sonal safety, emotional well-being (Cummins 1996). Per-
sonal free time is another important resource in the con-
text of current lifestyles.

Resources related to the quality of life provide the 
opportunity to satisfy basic needs; the satisfying of 
basic needs creates individual quality of life which is 
expressed in the individual’s feeling of satisfaction and 
positive assessments regarding their way of life. This 
means that in addition to objective indicators, subjec-
tive individual satisfaction must be taken into consid-
eration when measuring quality of life. Subjective sat-

isfaction with life comprises satisfaction with various 
spheres of life: satisfaction with family life, relationships 
with friends, health, personal success, economic situa-
tion, etc. (Campbell 1981). Subjective indicators not only 
reflect the objective situation, but also point to the gap 
between expectations and the actual situation. Subjec-
tive assessments thus reveal the problematic spheres of 
life where barriers prevent the achievement of goals (e.g. 
the improvement of living conditions or family relation-
ships). Individual satisfaction assessments are formed 
through various social comparisons (compared to a ref-
erence group, an earlier situation, or a situation consid-
ered ideal or suitable).

The following chapter measures the quality of life based 
on the Erik Allardt’s approach to well-being, according to 
which the quality of life consists of objective resources and 
subjective assessments in the dimensions of having, lov-
ing and being.

Three aspects are taken into consideration in analyz-
ing the quality of life of the population of Estonia: the 
current state of the quality of life, the trends in individ-
ual quality of life in 1994–2006(8), and the comparison of 
the general living standard of Estonian society to similar 
indicators reflecting the performance of other European 
countries.

The analysis of the quality of life applies data from 
various social studies. The data for 1994 and 1999 has 
been taken from two living conditions surveys (NOR-
BALT I and II) conducted in Estonia in cooperation 
between the University of Tartu, the Ministry of Social 
Affairs, the Statistical Office of Estonia and the Insti-
tute for Applied Social Studies FAFO (Norway). The 
sample for both studies consisted of 5000 households9. 
The indicators characterizing quality of life in 2004 and 
2006 have been taken from the European Social Sur-
vey which studied 26 countries in 2004 and 25 coun-
tries in 2006; the Estonian sample consisted of 2000 
respondents in the 2004 survey and 1500 respondents 
in the 2006 survey10. The most recent data have been 
taken from the document entitled Integration of Esto-
nian Society: Monitoring 2008 (sample 1500 respond-
ents). In addition to the aforementioned material, the 
report also uses data from the European Union Survey 
on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) and cur-
rent statistics.

3.2. Development of individual 
quality of life, 1994–2008
Living conditions
Living conditions are primarily defined through dwell-
ings and their surrounding infrastructure. In terms of 
the general quality of life, important aspects related to 
living conditions include the size of the dwelling, the 
availability of amenities, as well as the characteristics of 

the surrounding environment (access to various infra-
structural objects, noise levels, pollution of the living 
environment, etc.).

In 2007, 70% of Estonia’s population lived in apartment 
buildings, while 30% of the population lived in farmhouses, 
single family or terraced houses. At the same time, living 
conditions differ by region – nearly half of the people liv-

9 A more detailed overview of the study of living conditions in Estonia see http://www.fafo.no/norbalt/index.htm
10 See www.http://europeansocialsurvey.org
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ing in Central, Western and Southern Estonia live in sin-
gle-family houses (Table 3.2.1.) where the number of rooms 
per household member is the largest. Living conditions are 
the most cramped in North-Eastern Estonia. People living 
in Northern Estonia and primarily Tallinn are the most 
satisfied with their living conditions. In these regions 63% 
of respondents evaluate their living conditions as good or 
very good. Also, compared to the other regions, many more 
households in Tallinn have internet connections at home. 
In North-Eastern Estonia 58% of the people characterize 
their living conditions as satisfactory and studies show that 
this region has the smallest number of households with a 
home internet connection. Regions are clearly differenti-
ated by the problems related to living conditions: in North-
ern Estonia, the greatest problem is noise, while in North-
Eastern Estonia pollution and noise as well as people’s fear 
of crime are seen as the most pressing problems.

However, if we look at a longer period of time, it 
becomes evident that living conditions have improved 
over time. The transition from a socialist system to a capi-
talist economic system affected most areas of life, includ-
ing the households’ way of life and the form of ownership 
of the dwelling. In 1994, at the beginning of the owner-
ship reform, 26% of households owned their dwellings, 
whereas in 2006, 95% of all households had become own-
ers of their dwellings and the ownership status did not 
depend on the type of household or the material situation 
of the household.

The increased percentage of households living in their 
own house is another factor indicating the improvement 
of living conditions. In 1994, 24% of all households and in 
1999, 28% lived in their own house, but by 2007 this per-
centage has increased by another two percentage points. 
To a large degree, this increase reflects the building of new 
suburban residential districts.

There has also been an increase in the number of 
rooms available per household member. While in 1994, 
54% of households lived in two-room dwellings, by 2006 
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Farmhouse … … 16.4 … 16.5 18.9 9.4

Single family dwelling or 
terraced house 11.9 6.3 33.5 9.6 35.4 25.3 19.6

Apartment building or other 
dwelling 85.7 93.6 50.1 88.3 48.1 55.8 71.0
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Less than one room 23.2 22.9 21.4 24.9 21.1 20.9 22.4

One room 38.9 40.9 28.4 34.9 23.7 26.2 32.5

More than one room 37.9 36.2 50.2 40.2 55.3 52.9 45.1
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g Leaking roof 5.5 10.1 4.0 6.8 8.9 6.8

Humidity 8.4 18.8 10.2 14.2 13.4 11.7

Crime 29.8 11.7 40.4 11.0 8.1 21.4

Noise 73.1 59.8 72.2 51.3 59.4 65.5

Pollution 62.5 51.5 73.0 36.4 47.4 55.7
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g Good or very good 61.9 63.3 47.5 35.6 59.6 46.5 52.9

Satisfactory 34.8 34.8 46.5 57.9 37.2 46.0 42.1

Poor 3.3 … 6.0 … … 7.5 5.0

Internet connection at home 65.6 67.9 59.8 44.7 58.0 52.7 58.1

Table 3.2.1. Characteristics of living conditions in Estonia, 2007 (%)

Source: Statistics Estonia 2008.

the average number of rooms per household member had 
grown and 37% of households lived in two-room dwell-
ings. Although dwellings have become larger, this is not 
directly reflected in the improvement of living conditions. 
For example, the percentage of households who can use a 
shower or a bath in their dwelling has not changed in 12 
years (71% in 1994, 73% in 2006).

The generally improved condition of dwellings is 
expressed in people’s level of satisfaction.  In 2008, nearly 
a quarter of the respondents were completely satisfied with 
their dwellings and half of the respondents reported that 
they were relatively satisfied.

All in all, it can be said that the living conditions of 
the population of Estonia have improved over the last dec-
ade, mainly in connection with the exchanging of apart-
ments for houses and the increase in the size of the dwell-
ings, regardless of the type of household. Although living 
conditions have improved for all types of households, the 
differences between households have not disappeared or 
subsided. Meanwhile, the improved living conditions of 
households do not automatically mean that their qual-
ity of life has improved. In many cases, living conditions 
have been improved with the help of housing loans which 
can generate objective difficulties in other areas of life 
and also cause subjective pressures. According to the F-
monitor survey conducted by AS Emor, 16% of Estonian 
households have taken loans using real estate as collateral. 
Taking into account the current economic situation, the 
problems that have emerged with regard to the repayment 
of housing loans may lead to the deterioration of living 
conditions in the near future.

Material situation
Comparisons of the incomes of various types of house-
holds reveal that childless couples enjoy a relatively bet-
ter material situation – in 2006, the average equivalent 
income of these families was nearly one quarter higher 
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than the average income. Elderly people living alone and 
single parents have the lowest incomes (about half of the 
average income and one and a half times lower than the 
average income, respectively) (Table 3.2.2.). Incomes have 
grown approximately 1.6 times within the last four years, 
and the incomes of all household types have grown more 
or less equally, although the incomes of older people have 
increased less than the average income.

Instead of the average income, the quality of life related 
to the material resources of the households is better charac-
terized by the income/poverty line ratio12. According to the 
data of Statistics Estonia, two-parent families with children 
have the smallest risk of relative poverty (11% for two-parent 
families with one or two children, 20% for two-parent fam-
ilies with three and more children), while single-member 
households and single-parent households have the largest 
risk (50% and 44%, respectively). There has been practically 
no change in the poverty risk of families with children in 
recent years, but the poverty risk of single-member house-
holds has increased from 30% in 2000 to 50% in 2006.

An analysis of the difference in the poverty rates 
of men and women in 2002–2006 shows that men’s and 
women’s poverty rates are levelling off in the younger age 
groups, but among people aged 65 and over, the poverty 
rate of women is nearly twice as high as that of men. In 
the case of education, the poverty rate of people with basic 
education and lower education grew to 43% in 2006, while 
the poverty risk of individuals with secondary education 
or higher education remained the same (20% and 10%, 
respectively) (based on data from Statistics Estonia).

Two indicators are used to assess the changes of the 
households’ economic situation: the relative income posi-
tion of various types of households in comparison to the 
general income13 and the relative importance of housing 
costs in the income in 1994 and 2006. In over ten years, 
the percentage of housing costs in incomes has decreased 
by nearly ten points, which indicates that income growth 
has exceeded the increase in housing costs (Table 3.2.3.). 
In the context of the overall reduction of residential 
expenses, the decrease in housing costs has been quickest 
among households without children (both single-person 
households and households comprising several individu-
als). The relative income position has improved the most in 
the case of single-member households, while at the same 
time the relative income position of two-parent families 
with children has deteriorated by 14 percentage points.

Summarizing the results provided above, we can con-
clude that the general income growth has affected differ-
ent types of households in different ways. A deepening 
age polarization can be seen in the case of single-mem-
ber households – the incomes of young people living 
alone have increased significantly compared to earlier 
years, while pensions have increased at a slower rate than 
incomes in general, causing the relative poverty risk of 
elderly people to grow. A trend towards the equalization 
of incomes is evident in the case of two-parent families 
with children. Both the number of families at risk of pov-
erty and the general income level compared to the average 
income have decreased.

Type of household 2003 2004 2005 2006 Change 
2003–2006

Total 4230 4733 5678 6913 1.63

Household without children 4126 4563 5647 6694 1.62

Single-person household 3125 3474 4469 5152 1.65

Single person under 65 3766 4103 5568 6441 1.71

Single person 65 and older 2404 2752 3121 3598 1.50

Couple without children, at 
least one of whom is under 65 5101 5743 7140 8599 1.69

Couple over 64, without 
children 3235 3662 4204 5065 1.57

Other household without 
children 4593 4966 6127 7262 1.58

Household with children 4310 4861 5702 7097 1.65

Adult and child(ren) 2603 3197 3684 4422 1.70

Table 3.2.2. Monthly equivalent income11 of 
households, 2003–2006 (EEK)

Source: Statistics Estonia, 2008

11 Income per household, divided by the sum of weighted consumption units of household members (equivalence scales used: 1:0.5:0.3)
12 Percentage indicates the relative importance of people whose equivalent net income was below the relative poverty line (Statistics Estonia).
13 Proportion of the median income of the given household to the overall median income

* the median income of the corresponding household as a percentage of 
the overall median income

Source: Estonian living conditions survey (1994) and EU SILC (2006)

Table 3.2.3. Changes in the relative household 
income levels* and the relative importance of hous-
ing costs in incomes during 1994–2006

Income Housing costs

1994 2006 Change 1994 2006 Change

Single-person household 90 100 +10% 40 29 -11%

Two-parent family with 
children

110 96 - 14% 21 17 -4%

Single-parent family with 
children

74 71 -3% 38 29 -9%

Family of two adults 
without children

106 108 +2% 23 17 -6%

Other families with 
children

92 94 +2% 19 12 -7%

Other families without 
children

127 126 -1% 22 12 -10%

All households 28 19 -9%

Satisfaction with the material situation. In studies of 
quality of life, much attention has been devoted to the 
connection between one’s material situation and satisfac-
tion with life. Satisfaction with one’s material situation is 
strongly dependent on the income level of the household 
(Table 3.2.4.). Households whose income per household 
member exceeds 5000 kroons consider themselves able to 
cope at their current income level (86%). However, in the 
case of households where the income is lower than 3000 
kroons per household member, 38% consider coping to be 
difficult and 16% consider it very difficult.

The following table (Table 3.2.5.) provides informa-
tion regarding the satisfaction of respondents with their 
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Table 3.2.4. An assessment of the economic situa-
tion of households by income groups (%)

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

Up to 3000 
kroons

3001–5000 
kroons

5001 kroons 
and over 

Well-to-do at the 
current income level 4.4 6.7 23.4

Able to cope at the 
current income level 41 54.5 63.2

Difficult to cope at the 
current income level 38.3 27.6 11.0

Very difficult to cope at 
the current income level 16.3 11.2 2.3

Table 3.2.5. Subjective assessment of the economic 
situation (%)

Source: Estonian living conditions surveys, 1994 and 1999; European Social 
Surveys, 2004 and 2006; Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

1994 1999 2004 2006 2008

Rich 0.1

Materially 
satisfied 11.1 Not rich, 

live well 11,1
Living comfortably 
on present income 5.5 9.1 13.1

Coping on present 
income 49.9 60.7 56.5

 Making 
ends 
meet

66.7

Neither 
rich nor 
poor

59

On the 
verge of 
poverty/ 
poor

30 Difficult on present 
income 31.5 22.5 22

Poor 22.1 Very difficult on 
present income 13 7.7 8.4

material situation over the past 14 years. Regardless of the 
different wording of the question asked with the aim of 
determining the subjective material situation through-
out the years, it can still be argued that satisfaction with 
one’s income has generally increased and the percentage 
of people who feel that their situation is problematic has 
decreased. However, subjective assessments provided by 
individuals regarding their own incomes have been rela-
tively stable over the years, since the increase of opportu-
nities related to personal well-being has resulted from a 
general economic growth and the relative level of the indi-
viduals’ well-being (e.g. compared to others or the average 
level of the society) has not changed.

The following section will provide an overview of how 
assessments regarding the sufficiency of incomes have 
changed among various groups based on age, education, 
income and ethnicity (Figure 3.2.1.). Compared to 2004, 
people’s satisfaction with their income level in 2008 has 
increased on average and nearly 70% of respondents are of 
the opinion that they are doing well or are able to cope at 
their current income level. As can be expected, the people 
with the highest incomes exhibit the highest level of satis-
faction with the economic situation (86.5%). However, the 
sense of economic security of people with lower incomes 
has experienced a rapid growth (24 percentage points) in 
recent years. The improvement of the quality of life of peo-
ple with lower incomes and the homogenization of levels 
of coping also increase the society’s general quality of life.

People with a higher education feel the most econom-
ically secure (nearly 80%), but the faster growth of the 
sense of economic security among people with a second-
ary and basic education refers to a tendency of homog-
enization. This can also be confirmed by comparing the 
economic security of different ethnic groups. However, 
the assessments of the Russian-speaking population vary 
clearly according to whether or not the respondent is a cit-
izen of Estonia, with non-citizens and citizens of Russia 
expressing the least amount of satisfaction (see Kasearu & 
Trumm 2008; Trumm & Kasearu 2008).

Differences in the sense of economic security are still 
evident among different age groups. Three quarters of per-
sons aged 15–24 feel economically safe, compared to less 
than 60% of the elderly. It is also significant that these 
differences have increased rather than subsided between 
2004 and 2008.

Consumption opportunities. The increase in the pop-
ulation’s consumption opportunities in 2008 serves as 
proof of the improvement of the economic aspect of the 
quality of life (Figure 3.2.2.). Nearly 80% of the respond-
ents reported that their families had enough money to 
cover housing costs and feed themselves properly. Less 
than one fifth of the respondents reported that sometimes 
they have been short of money to cover housing costs and 
eat adequately. Primary necessities can also be considered 
to include expenses related to maintaining one’s health. 
Financial reasons have caused 6% of the respondents to 
avoid such expenses. While 45% of the respondents have 
enough money to buy clothes, the percentage of respond-
ents who feel that they have had to avoid entertainment-
related expenses for financial reasons has increased signif-
icantly (23%). More expensive activities, such as travelling 
or repairing and furnishing one’s dwelling is affordable for 
10% and 17% of the respondents, respectively.
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Figure 3.2.1. Satisfaction with income in 2004 
and the increase of satisfaction as of 2008 by age 
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Source: European Social Survey 2004 and Integration of Estonian Society: 
Monitoring 2008.
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77.9 18.7 3.4

79.7 17.1

58.6 27.5 6.2 7.7

45.2 39.7 12.2 2.9

28.7 37.5 23.8 10.0

17.1 37.8 36.1 9.0

10.9 29.6 44.7 14.8Travel
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Figure 3.2.2. Financial means of households, 2008 (%)

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008
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Compared to the earlier period, however, the financial 
means of the Estonian population have improved consider-
ably. For example, in 1994 a quarter of the respondents had 
to give up eating meat and fish products more than once 
a week (see Einasto 2002:105), while in 1999 the same was 
true for 12.9% and in 2006 for 10% of the respondents.

To conclude, there have been no great changes in the 
structure of consumption opportunities in recent years. 
During the early 1990s’ shortage economy, the quality of 
life depended, to a great extent, on the availability of pri-
mary goods and the ability to satisfy basic needs, while 
nowadays the opportunity to spend one’s vacation away 
from home can be considered an important indicator of 
quality of life. In 2006, 33% of the respondents were able to 
afford a week-long vacation away from home without any 
problems, in comparison with 19% in 1999.

Employment
A satisfying job and job security play a significant role in 
one’s quality of life. According to labour market statistics, 
the employment rate has grown in the 2000s, and unem-
ployment has dropped from 13.6% in 2000 to 4.7% in 2007. 
Through the years, men aged 15–24, non-citizens, the resi-
dents of Ida-Viru county and rural regions in South-East-
ern Estonia have been at the highest risk of unemployment 
(see Kasearu & Trumm 2008). As a result of the economic 
recession, the unemployment rate has grown again during 
the past year (according to Statistics Estonia, the number 
of people who have been unemployed less than 6 months 
grew from 12,400 to 20,000 during the second quarter of 
2008) and it appears likely that the deterioration of the 
labour market situation may worsen people’s work-related 
quality of life.

Job security. In addition to the unemployment rate, it 
is important to look at subjective perceptions of the labour 
market situation. Similar to the drop in unemployment, 
there has been a decrease in the level of concern regard-
ing job loss. In 1994, half of the respondents were not con-
cerned about losing their jobs; in 2006, more than three 
quarters of the respondents were certain that they would 
not lose their jobs (Figure 3.2.3.). This means that job 
security has increased significantly during the monitored 
period and the differences between social groups have 

grown smaller. According to the Integration of Estonian 
Society: Monitoring 2008, 41% of Estonians and 29% of 
non-Estonians were certain that they could find a suita-
ble job in Estonia if necessary. However, the current eco-
nomic downturn will probably diminish the general sense 
of job security.

Job satisfaction. Low pay, working at night (Tausig & 
Fenwick 2001), overtime (Crompton and Lyonette 2006; 
Dex and Bond 2005; Grzywacz and Marks 2000; Voyandoff 
2004) and the accompanying problems related to reconcil-
ing work and family life may decrease job satisfaction and 
quality of life. In 2008, 72% of the population were satisfied 
with their jobs, and 23% of the population expressed high 
satisfaction with their jobs. Job satisfaction is closely con-
nected to the improvement of professional knowledge and 
skills: 55% of people who participated in self-education pro-
grams during the last six months are completely satisfied 
with their jobs. Meanwhile, half of the people who have not 
taken part in any training/schooling programs during the 
last ten years are very dissatisfied with their jobs.

However, the relatively high level of job satisfaction is 
eclipsed, by the large difference in opinions among differ-
ent social groups. Job satisfaction is higher in the case of 
people with higher income (80%, while the job satisfac-

Figure 3.2.3. Percentage of respondents who are 
not afraid of losing their jobs

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Source: Estonian living conditions studies, 1994 and 1999; European Social 
Survey 2006.

15–24 25–49 50–64
Age

60

69.4

79.6

48.6
56.8

85.2

56.4
51.2

81.2

20061994 1999



| 60

tion level for people with lower incomes is 60%) and job 
satisfaction is also much higher in the case of Estonians 
compared to the Russian-speaking population (80% and 
54%, respectively). Also, compared to younger and older 
age groups, people aged 25–39 report above average job 
satisfaction (Figure 3.2.4.). The higher levels of educa-
tion increase job satisfaction: more than three quarters 
of people with a higher education are satisfied with their 
jobs, compared to 65% among people with a basic educa-
tion. Job satisfaction among people with a higher educa-
tion may derive from their employment in management 
positions. For example, it is apparent that people who feel 
that the success of the organization depends on them and 
their work are more satisfied with their jobs. Comparisons 
of people with different employment relationships reveal 
that 97% of employers and 72% of salaried employees and 
self-employed individuals are satisfied with their jobs.

Reconciling work and family life. As one of the most 
important areas of life, work is connected to all other 
spheres of life and its impact on the quality of life is not lim-
ited to just job security and satisfaction. The effect of work 
and working on family life is especially important – find-
ing the balance between work and family life, the transfer 
of work-related problems into family life, etc. According to 
the 2006 European Social Survey, people with higher lev-
els of education and people with higher income employed 
in management positions face the most problems related to 
reconciling their work and family lives. More than half of 
the respondents with a higher education believe that their 
families are disturbed by their strenuous work, while one 
third tend to worry about work-related problems at home 
and also find that they do not have enough time to devote to 
their partner and their family. Large workloads reduce the 
amount of free time and opportunities to engage in activi-
ties that provide enjoyment. Therefore, working in a higher 
position has both a positive and a negative effect on one’s 
quality of life. Compared to women, men are more prone to 

working overtime, during weekends or in the evenings and 
at night. At the same time, studies do not indicate any ten-
dency among men to worry more frequently than women 
about work-related problems or time devoted to their family 
and partner. This means that while men are more likely to 
work irregular hours, they do not feel a higher level of stress 
with regard to reconciling work and family life.

Social relations
Social relations are the means of satisfying an individu-
al’s need of belonging as well as the need for approval and 
security, and thus significantly affect a person’s individ-
ual quality of life. Paugam and Russel (2000) distinguish 
three types of social relations: relations within a family 
or household, relations with friends, neighbours and co-
workers, relations with social organizations and institu-
tions (social participation). These spheres of social rela-
tions may reinforce each other, but the domination of one 
sphere may decrease an individual’s involvement in oth-
ers. The significance of different spheres of social rela-
tions varies in different societies. A study by Olagnero et 
al. (2008) shows that among European countries, Estonia 
represents the Scandinavian model, where support from 
the family is less important than extra-familial support 
networks. Despite this, the importance of family in one’s 
quality of life should not be underestimated.

Family life. Family plays an important role in shaping a 
person’s individual quality of life (Jeffers and Dobos 1995). 
The primary role of the family is to provide social support, 
help and a feeling of security. However, the importance of 
family as an influence on a person’s quality of life is con-
stantly changing, depending on the stage they have reached 
in their life (Kohler et al. 2005). According to the Integration 
of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008, 45% of the respond-
ents were relatively satisfied and 35% completely satisfied 
with their family life. As expected, the level of satisfaction is 
higher among people who have both a spouse/partner and 
children (87%) than among people who live alone or are sin-
gle parents (66% and 70%, respectively).

It can be assumed that family life, including doing 
housework and raising children, has a different effect 
on men’s and women’s quality of life. Although in Esto-
nia women do a larger share of housework and contrib-
ute more to raising children than men (Telpt 2008), this 
difference cannot be equated with a greater dissatisfac-
tion with family life on the part of women, since dissat-
isfaction usually arises from discrepancies between con-
ditioned attitudes and actual behaviour. If the greater 
involvement is seen as inequality, dissatisfaction increases 
(Lyonette et al. 2007) and may be expressed as a lower level 
of satisfaction with life in general. According to the 2004 
European Social Survey, nearly a third of the respond-
ents experienced disagreements related to the sharing of 
housework at least once a month and the frequency of dis-
agreements was higher in the case of younger couples and 
families with children. One fourth of the couples reported 
having disagreements related to financial matters, with 
money being the cause of dissension even more frequently 
among younger couples (a third of respondents under 40 
had finance-related disagreements with their partners at 
least once a month).

In addition to their state of health, the quality of 
life of older people is affected significantly by the exist-

Figure 3.2.4. Difference in the job satisfaction of 
socio-demographic groups compared to the average 
level of job satisfaction
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ence of social contacts, including relationships with chil-
dren and grandchildren (Farquhar 1995). The increase in 
social risks and insecurity caused by the changes in Esto-
nian society at the beginning of the 1990s (Kutsar 1997) 
increased the importance of the help and support received 
through family connections and informal networks as a 
means of maintaining one’s quality of life. Yet it is safe 
to assume that there was a shortage of resources that 
could be used to aid each other. In 1994, 32% of people 
received help in housework from their adult children and 
28% of parents provided help to their adult children. Ten 
years later, the share of people receiving help has grown 
to 53%, while 39% of parents help their adult children 
with child care or housework. Hence, there has been an 
increase in the provision of inter-generation support. On 
the one hand, this tendency may represent a strengthen-
ing of ties between generations and/or reflect the insuf-
ficiency of social services which has brought about an 
increase in informal help. For example, the role of grand-
parents in child care is relatively large: in 2004, a third of 
the respondents said that their children’s babysitters were 
usually the grandparents, while in the case of a fourth of 
the respondents, one of the parents themselves stayed at 
home (ESS 2004). Although the availability of child care 
services has improved recently, the grandparents remain, 
in all likelihood, an important resource in the day-to-day 
organization of family life. However, the expectations of 
Estonian residents regarding support from the family are 
lower in comparison to other European countries, resem-
bling the corresponding indicators for Denmark, France 
and Finland (Olagnero et al. 2008).

Communication networks. In addition to family, an 
individual’s support network comprises their friends, 
neighbours and co-workers. Compared to the end of the 
1990s, the frequency of communication between people 
had increased somewhat by 2006: the share of respond-
ents who saw their friends once a week increased from 
60% in 1999 to 77% in 2006. The activeness in communi-
cating with friends is dependent on age – younger people 
have more contacts with friends than older people. Fur-
thermore, Estonia’s Russian-speaking population tends 
to communicate with friends more frequently than the 
Estonian population (46% of Russians and 37% of Esto-
nians communicate with friends at least several times a 
week or more frequently). People are generally satisfied 
with their relationships (in 2008, only 5% of the respond-
ents reported that they were dissatisfied with their rela-
tionships with friends and people close to them). About 
a half of the Estonians and a third of the Russian-speak-
ing population are completely satisfied with their relation-
ships. Compared to Estonians, a higher percentage of non-
Estonians agree with the statement that people are more 
likely to care about themselves than try to help others. The 
level of trust in others is also lower in the case of non-Esto-
nians. Interpersonal trust is not dependent on age or gen-
der, but a higher tendency to express trust is exhibited by 
people with a higher education.

Participation in social life. In 2008, more than 85% of 
the population belonged to citizens’ associations, socie-
ties and clubs – a significant increase from the mid-1990s 
when just 31% of the population belonged to an association. 
This growth has mainly been the result of the increase in 
the memberships of housing and consumers’ cooperatives. 
In 2008, 46% of the respondents were engaged in other 

forms of co-operation. Despite the increase in participation 
in social life, the level of participation in Estonia still lags 
behind the corresponding indicators for Western European 
countries, but is higher than those of Latvia and Lithuania 
(Olagnero et al. 2008). Active participation in local events 
or the organization thereof is much more common outside 
Tallinn and North-Eastern Estonia. Younger people with 
a higher education and a larger salary tend to participate 
in organizations and citizens’ associations more actively. 
Charity organizations have the lowest rate of participation 
(approximately 20% of Estonia’s population in 2006).

Relationship between the individual 
and society
Feeling of security. Since the beginning of the 1990s, the 
sense of security has grown in Estonian society. In 1994, 
43% of people were not afraid of being attacked in the 
street; by 1999 the figure had grown by eight percent-
age points and reached 60% by 2006. However, there are 
certain differences: in 2008, 86% of Estonians were com-
pletely or relatively satisfied with their personal security, 
but only 63% of the Russian-speaking population reported 
similar confidence in their security. There are also consid-
erable differences in this regard between residents of rural 
areas and cities. While 15% of city-dwellers are completely 
satisfied with their security, the satisfaction rate is twice as 
high among people living in rural areas.

Interest in politics. People’s connectedness with the 
state can be viewed through how much they are interested 
in the politics and care about the well-being of the state. 
Compared to 1994, the number of people who are very 
interested in politics has tripled as of 2008 (growing from 
5% to 17%) and there has also been an increase in the per-
centage of people “rather interested” in politics (from 35% 
to 52%). Interest in politics is highest among people with 
a higher education and nearly a quarter of the popula-
tion aged between 60 and 75 state that they are very inter-
ested in politics. A comparison of the Russian-speaking 
and Estonian-speaking populations reveals that non-Esto-
nians are generally somewhat more interested in politics, 

Figure 3.2.5. Difference between average trust and 
the average opinion of a given group by year

Source: European Social Surveys, 2004 and 2006; Integration of Estonian 
Society: Monitoring 2008.
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although the percentage of those who are very interested 
in politics is higher among Estonians.

General trust in national institutions has been steadily 
low in 2004–2008. On a scale of 1–10 (1 meaning having no 
trust at all and 10 meaning having full confidence), confi-
dence in the Riigikogu has fluctuated between 4.2 and 4.6 
points during this period, while confidence in the judicial 
system has increased over the years (4.9 in 2004 and 5.3 in 
2008) and confidence in the police has remained the same 
(5.6 points). Although the trust of Estonians in the national 
institutions has grown in comparison with the overall 
average, the opinions of the Russian-speaking population 
have become increasingly negative when measured on the 
same scale (Figure 3.2.5.), pointing to a polarization proc-
ess that is affecting the society (see also Trumm & Kase-
aru 2008). In 2004 and 2006, people with a higher educa-
tion expressed greater confidence in institutions, but the 
differences have grown smaller by 2008. Trust also wanes 
as people grow older (younger people have more trust in 
institutions than older respondents). Younger respondents 
also attribute more value to social cohesion and are ten per 
cent less likely to think that society would function better 
if everyone were to take care of themselves.

Subjectively perceived alienation (withdrawal) from soci-
ety. Previous surveys have shown that subjective assess-
ments of one’s economic situation and success are more 
important as indicators of well-being than the actual situ-
ation (see Kasearu & Trumm 2008). This allows us to con-
sider that subjective assessments of one’s situation may have 
a more significant effect on the general quality of life than 
the real situation itself. Dissatisfaction with one’s life, way 
of life, living conditions and quality of life in general may 
more likely be an outcome of perceived withdrawal from 
society than an assessment of actual living conditions.

In 2006, 14% of Estonia’s population claimed that they 
belong to a group that is discriminated against in the soci-
ety. Ethnicity and language were reported as the primary 

bases for discrimination, meaning that discrimination 
was experienced most frequently by Russian-speakers and 
people with a higher education.

Perceived withdrawal from society was measured 
through seven statements (Table 3.2.6.). The table provides 
the percentages of respondents agreeing with the statements 
by ethnicity, place of residence and age group. The absence 
of opportunities and the resulting lower quality of life can 
be viewed from the standpoint of future expectations. The 
percentage of people pessimistic about their future has 
decreased from 32% in 2006 to 24% in 2008. Estonians, res-
idents of rural areas, people with a higher education and 
younger people tend to be more optimistic. The most sig-
nificant source of dissatisfaction for the residents of Estonia 
is the absence of opportunities to influence social processes 
and a quarter of the respondents feel that they are under-
priviledged members of the society and are unable to pro-
tect their interests. Studies reveal that living in rural areas 
decreases the likelihood of withdrawal: the number of peo-
ple who feel that they are unable to protect their interests 
and that they are looked down upon due to their low income 
is two times lower among people living outside of urban cen-
tres.

The feeling of being alienated is closely related to age 
(Table 3.2.6.). Older people were considerably more likely to 
agree with statements that measured alienation and nearly 
80% of people aged 60–75 stated that they do not have 
the opportunity to influence society. One fifth of younger 
respondents were of the opinion that the society and fel-
low citizens do not recognize their contributions but were 
also quite optimistic, with less than 10% of young people 
claiming to have “missed the boat”. Among middle-aged 
people, however, there is a common fear of being a sec-
ond-rate person who has not been able to keep up with the 
changes occurring in society. Comparisons between coun-
tries (Böhnke 2008) have shown that among EU states, Bal-
tic countries exhibit the highest rate of perceived alienation 
from society and the least connection between a people’s 
withdrawal and their socio-economic position.

Compared to the Estonian-speaking population, a much 
higher percentage of the Russian-speaking population feel 
alienated, but the most important difference becomes clear 
when we look at the perceived ability to protect one’s inter-
ests. The fact remains that there are 28% more Russian-
speakers than Estonian-speakers who feel that they are 
unable to protect their interests (Table 3.2.6.). At the same 
time, the data of the 2006 European Social Survey indicate 
that, surprisingly, the percentage of those who feel that they 
are unable to manage their own life is higher among Esto-
nians compared to Russian-speakers. Thus, Estonians are 
more likely to consider their lack of success a result of their 
personal problems, while the Russian-speaking population 
sees structural reasons related to the organization of the 
society as one of the sources of their failures. For example, 
22% of Estonians and 46% of Russian-speakers believe that 
compared to the Russian-speaking population, Estonians 
have better opportunities for self-expression and engaging 
in creative processes, and 39% of the Russian-speaking pop-
ulation agreed with the statement that they have very few 
opportunities to show how capable they are, while among 
Estonian respondents, the rate of agreement with this state-
ment was twice as low.

For further analysis related to perceived alienation 
a composite alienation index was created by combin-

Table 3.2.6. Agreement with statements express-
ing alienation from society (responses “completely 
agree” or “sooner agree than disagree” by ethnicity, 
place of residence, and age group (%))

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

Ethnicity Place of 
residence Age group

Total Esto-
nian

Rus-
sian City Rural 

area 15–2425–3940–5960–75

I do not look at the 
future hopefully 21.1 18.6 26.1 23.8 15.5 9.5 12.6 24 40.3

My contribution is 
not recognized 23.5 19.3 32 25.9 18.6 20 19.8 23.9 32.4

I feel that I am a sec-
ond-rate member of 
the society

26.3 22 35.1 28.8 21.3 15.8 19.8 28.2 42.4

People look down 
on me due to my low 
income or occupation

13.8 10.8 19.7 16.2 8.8 9.2 8.4 15.2 23.5

I feel that I have 
“missed the boat” 22.5 18.9 29.4 23.8 19.6 6.4 14.5 28.6 39.4

I do not have the 
opportunity to influ-
ence society

63.3 57.8 72.3 65 59.8 44.6 55 70.8 79.2

I am unable to protect 
my interests 25.7 16.4 44.5 30.2 16.3 13.2 18.1 27.3 53.3
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ing the statements expressing alienation, with the com-
posite index being separated into three categories on 
the basis of the division of the index (not alienated, at 
risk of alienation, and alienated). Subjectively perceived 
alienation was characteristic of a fifth of the respondents 
and there were more alienated individuals among peo-

ple aged 60–75 (34%) and the Russian-speaking popula-
tion (30%), and considerably fewer alienated individuals 
among people living in rural areas (14%). In the further 
analysis of quality of life, the absence of perceived aliena-
tion has been viewed as social involvement that guaran-
tees a higher quality of life.
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3.3. Happiness and satisfaction with life
As mentioned earlier, the quality of life of individu-
als and societies can be measured not only by economic 
and social indicators, but also through subjective well-
being, which is characterized by the emotional and cog-
nitive assessments people make of their lives, or in other 

words, everything that is commonly known as happiness 
or satisfaction with life (Diener et al. 2003). Subjective 
well-being has two important components: the cognitive 
component comprises people’s assessment of their level 
of general satisfaction with their lives or specific areas 
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of life, for example, marriage, work, their material sit-
uation, or how meaningful and purposeful they believe 
their lives to be. The emotional or affective component, 
on the other hand, is characteristic of people’s tendency 
to experience positive emotions more frequently than 
negative ones. In other words, people rate high on the 
scale of subjective well-being when they are satisfied 
with their life and experience more positive than nega-
tive emotions.

In recent decades, interest in studies concerned 
with subjective well-being and satisfaction with life has 
increased sharply. One of the reasons for this trend is 

14 see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
15 see http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/standard_en.htm

Figure 3.3.1. Satisfaction with life in Estonia in 
1990–2008 (percentage of respondents who were 
satisfied/very satisfied with their lives). S = spring; 
A = autumn.
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probably the fact that many studies show that people who 
are happier and more satisfied with life enjoy more suc-
cessful marriages, have more friends and better relation-
ships with others, receive larger incomes, are better at 
their jobs, have more ties with the community they live 
in, participate in volunteer work and, most importantly, 
have a better state of health and live longer (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 2005). What is even more significant – happiness and 
satisfaction with life are the cause and not the result of all 
these good things: people are not happy because they are 
healthy and have higher incomes; instead, they are healthy 
and more successful because they are happy and satisfied 
with life (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005).

Dynamics of satisfaction with life in 
Estonia during the last 20 years
Following the assessments of Estonians regarding their 
satisfaction with life has been possible through interna-
tional surveys since 1990 (Figure 3.3.1.). The relevant data 
regarding the 1990s was gathered through the European 
and World Values Surveys conducted in Estonia in 1990, 
1996 and 199914. Since 2001, it has been possible to ana-
lyze Estonian residents’ satisfaction with life on the basis 
of Eurobarometer15 surveys, which are conducted in all 
EU member states and candidate countries once or twice 
annually. Both surveys ask respondents to rate their satis-
faction with life as a response to a similar question (“On the 
whole, how satisfied are you with your life in general?”) on a 
scale of 1–10 (1 – not satisfied … 10 – satisfied; World Val-
ues Survey) or 1–4 (1 – not at all satisfied … 4 – very satis-
fied; Eurobarometer). Figure 3.3.1. shows the percentage of 
respondents who were satisfied or very satisfied with their 
lives (Eurobarometer surveys) or who used scale points 
6–10 to characterize their satisfaction with life (European 
and World Values Surveys) in the given year.

The satisfaction with life of residents of Estonia varied 
considerably during the 1990–1999 period. Approximately 
60% of Estonian residents were satisfied with their lives 
in 1990, immediately before the restoration of Estonia’s 
independence. However, amid the whirlwind of social, 
economic and political change that occurred during the 
first five or six years after Estonia had regained its inde-
pendence, the satisfaction rate dropped nearly twofold – 
only a little more than a third (37%) of Estonian residents 
were satisfied or very satisfied with their lives in 1996. By 
1999, the rate of satisfaction with life had reached almost 
the same level (56%) as before the restoration of independ-
ence. Even at the beginning of the 2000s, Estonians’ rate 
of satisfaction with life was one of the lowest in Europe, 
but it began a steady increase after Estonia’s accession to 
the European Union in 2004. In the autumn of 2007, 78% 
of the residents of Estonia were satisfied or very satisfied 
with their lives, a rate only slightly below the EU average 
(80%; Figure 3.3.2.).

Connection between subjective well-
being and cultural factors
Subjective well-being has long been considered to be 
dependent solely on external factors. The studies con-
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Figure 3.3.2. Satisfaction with life in EU member 
states and candidate countries in the autumn of 
2007 (percentage of respondents who were satis-
fied/very satisfied with their lives)
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ducted during the last decade have revealed, however, 
that various demographic factors only have a partial 
effect on an individual’s level of subjective well-being. In 
addition to external factors, the subjective well-being of 
people is also dependent on whether their personality is 
dominated by traits that characterize them as neurotic 
or extroverted. People with a high neurotic tendency are 
more prone to experience negative emotions, while the 
lives of more extroverted people are dominated by posi-
tive emotions. Since it has been discovered that most per-
sonality traits, especially the tendency to be neurotic or 
extroverted, are hereditary to a large degree, it can be 
theorized that approximately 50–60 per cent of individ-
ual differences related to subjective well-being have to do 
with hereditary traits. The data on Estonia presented in 
the 2006 European Social Survey also confirm this con-
nection: people who experienced more positive (r = .20, p 
= .05) and less negative (r = -.27, p = .05) emotions during 
the week preceding the survey were more satisfied with 
life. At the same time, the relative importance of posi-
tive emotions in assessments of satisfaction with life is 
not very significant in Estonia as well as other post-com-
munist countries where emphasis is still being placed 
on values related to survival (Inglehart & Baker, 2000) 
– i.e. trust in other people, low tolerance, scarce politi-
cal activity, awareness of the environment and personal 
initiative. People in these countries tend to be happy and 
satisfied even when things are “normal”, i.e. not going 
very badly. However, in countries (including the Nor-
dic countries and many European states) where people 
emphasize values related to self-expression instead of 
values related to survival (high level of trust, tolerance, 
political and social activity, etc.), people need many pos-
itive emotions, lots of positive stimulation to be happy 
with their lives. This is why the definition of a “good life” 
depends, to a large degree, on the values held by the cul-
ture in question (Kuppens et al. 2008).

Socio-demographic factors affecting 
satisfaction with life
Although a large percentage of Estonian residents are sat-
isfied with their lives, considerable differences still exist if 
we look at people by age groups, level of education, citizen-
ship and income level. These differences can be analyzed 
on the basis of data gathered in the course of the 2006 
European Social Survey (a total of 1517 respondents in 
Estonia). This survey measures the respondents’ satisfac-
tion with life with the help of the following questions: “All 
in all, how satisfied are you with your life in general? Rate 
your satisfaction using a scale of 0–10 where 0 means that 
you are not satisfied at all and 10 means that you are very 
satisfied”. (In order to compare the results of the social 
survey with earlier surveys, the scale has been reduced to 
a ten point scale varying from 1 to 10).16

One of the most important factors influencing Esto-
nian residents’ satisfaction with life is age: approximately 

87% of Estonian residents aged up to 20 are satisfied or 
very satisfied with their lives, while among respondents 
aged 61–70 only 52% are satisfied with their lives. It is 
probable, however, that this is not simply a reflection of 
age-related peculiarities, but instead a difference in the 
level of satisfaction of different generations. This inter-
pretation is also supported by the fact that the data gath-
ered in Finland at the same time and in the course of the 
same surveys reveals no connection at all between age 
and satisfaction with life. Furthermore, a similar rep-
resentative survey conducted in Sweden in 1998–2000 
demonstrated that respondents belonging to older age 
groups exhibited a higher level of satisfaction and hap-
piness (Hansson et al. 2000). Consequently, the lower 
level of satisfaction with life of older Estonian residents 
is more likely caused by social than biological factors 
(Realo 2006).

In addition to age, the level of satisfaction of Estonian 
residents is dependent on their citizenship. Respondents 
who were Estonian citizens had a nearly 20% higher sat-
isfaction rate than those who were Russian citizens and 
a 10% higher satisfaction rate than stateless respondents 
(holders of an alien’s passport).

While the levels of satisfaction with life are very sim-
ilar in the case of women and men, it appears that Esto-
nian residents who are unmarried and do not have chil-
dren are remarkably more satisfied with their lives than 
people with children and individuals who are married or 
divorced. However, these differences become trivial after 
taking into account the effect of age. In other words, the 
level of satisfaction with life in Estonia is highest prima-
rily among young people (especially students) who have 
not yet started a family of their own. Meanwhile, the 
number of children growing in a family does not influ-
ence the respondents’ assessments of their satisfaction 
with life.

Naturally, the respondents’ level of education plays 
a significant role in the assessment of their satisfac-
tion with life. The satisfaction rate is nearly 18% higher 

16 According to the Social Survey, 65% of Estonian residents were satisfied with their lives at the end of 2006/beginning of 2007 (i.e. used 
scale points 6–10), which is 14% lower than the result of the Eurobarometer survey that was conducted in the same year and indicated 
that 79% of Estonian residents were satisfied with their lives. This effect was probably caused by the use of the response scale, since a 
similar difference between the results of the Social Survey and the Eurobarometer survey is apparent in most countries that took part 
in the social survey. However, the rank correlation between the results of the Social Survey and the Eurobarometer survey among 
countries that participated in both studies is very high, with Spearman’s R = .95, p = .000.

Figure 3.3.3. Percentage of people satisfied or very 
satisfied with life by age group (%)
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among Estonian residents with higher education than 
among respondents with basic education. The level of 
education affects people’s assessments of their satisfac-
tion with life even if the effect of age and income has been 
taken into account. As many earlier studies (Lucas 2007; 
Realo 2006) have indicated, people’s work-related status 
is another significant factor influencing their satisfac-
tion with life: the rate of satisfaction with life is lower 
in the case of unemployed people (27%) and those who 
are not able to work due to a disability (42%), whereas 
nearly 88% of students are satisfied or very satisfied with 
their lives. 

To what degree do wealth and material well-being 
increase the happiness of Estonian residents? Many 
researchers are of the opinion that most people in the 
world are sufficiently happy regardless of their income 
and material situation (Biswas-Diener et al. 2005). There 
is, however, a moderate positive connection between 
people’s level of income and their satisfaction with life, 
and this connection increases in strength in economi-
cally less well-to-do countries (Diener & Biswas-Diener 
2002). If Estonian residents are divided into groups based 
on their income, a clear connection between income and 
satisfaction with life becomes apparent: only half of the 
people whose family’s monthly net income is lower than 
5000 kroons (Figure 3.3.4.) are satisfied with their lives. 

Figure 3.3.4. Percentage of people who are satis-
fied or very satisfied with their lives by monthly net 
household income (%)
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The rate of satisfaction is more than 30% higher among 
Estonian residents whose monthly income exceeds 
20,000 kroons. This indicates that an increase in income 
also increases people’s sense of happiness and satisfac-
tion.

At the same time, according to a study conducted in 
the spring of 2008 (Arakas 2008), the richest people in 
Estonia, i.e. the ones who ranked among the first 150 of 
the list of top 500 richest people in Estonia compiled by 
the business newspaper Äripäev in 2007 (Raidla et al. 
2007), did not prove to be happier than people whose fam-
ily’s monthly net income exceeded 30,000 kroons. This 
means that there is a certain point up to which money can 
buy happiness and when that point is surpassed, any fur-
ther increase in wealth does not automatically bring about 
a greater sense of happiness and satisfaction. Or in other 
words: money does not equal happiness, but neither do 
economic hardship and poverty.

Is there a connection between Estonian residents’ sat-
isfaction with life and their state of health? Generally peo-
ple who believe they are healthy are more satisfied with 
life (or inversely, the happier people are, the healthier they 
believe themselves to be). The percentage of people sat-
isfied with their life is three times smaller (30%) among 
Estonian residents who believe their state of health to be 
very bad than among residents who believe their state of 
health to be very good (90%; Figure 3.3.5.).

Yet the connection between health and subjective 
well-being exists only if the respondents are asked to 
assess their own health. As soon as researchers consider 
more objective indicators of the respondents’ state of 
health or assessments of their state of health provided by 
doctors, the connection becomes weaker or disappears 
completely (Diener & Biswas-Diener 2008; Johansson 
2008; Okun & George 1984). It can be concluded that an 
individual’s satisfaction with life is affected more by how 
they perceive their own state of health (i.e. if they con-
sider themselves to be unwell or healthy) than by their 
actual state of health as characterized by certain objec-
tive indicators.

Conclusion
Compared to, for example, Denmark, Sweden or the Neth-
erlands, where 98% and 96% of respondents, respectively, 
were satisfied with their lives in the autumn of 2007, life 
in Estonia seems somewhat more dismal. It is naturally 
conspicuous that satisfaction with life is generally lower 
in the newer and/or poorer EU member states. The easiest 
explanation for this is that Estonia, along with the other 
stragglers, has not yet reached (or has only just entered) 
the “post-materialist” stage of development where more 
money does not equal more happiness. This is confirmed 
by Estonia’s position on the World Values Survey map pre-
pared by Ronald Inglehart (1997): the people of Estonia 
are still fighting for security and survival and do not have 
enough time or means to devote to self-education and self-
expression, which in turn are necessary for achieving sat-
isfaction with life. Meanwhile, Estonian residents’ satis-
faction with life has increased significantly during the past 
four or five years, thus reflecting Estonia’s economic devel-
opment and the considerable positive social changes that 
have occurred.

Figure 3.3.5. Percentage of people satisfied or very 
satisfied with their lives by state-of-health assess-
ment (%)
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Although people’s sense of happiness and satisfaction is 
based to a large degree on what is happening in their hearts 
and souls, a full measure of happiness and satisfaction with 
life is achievable in our cultural context only through an 

economically secure, egalitarian and democratic society. 
While it is true that no country can automatically make its 
residents happy by enacting a law or a programme, it can 
create the conditions that allow people to be happy.
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3.4. Typology of quality of life
Previously, we looked at the current level of quality of life 
as well as its development over time on the basis of sepa-
rate indicators relevant to shaping quality of life. Material 
well-being, having a job, social relations as well as general 
satisfaction and happiness with life proved to be the most 
important dimensions related to quality of life.

Economic security has improved considerably over the 
last 15 years along with living conditions. In addition, the 
progress made with regard to objective indicators related 
to quality of life is reflected in people’s assessments of their 
satisfaction. Furthermore, the social ties that connect peo-
ple have become stronger and there has been an increase 
in social activity. Individual quality of life, which consists 
of many different components, varies both in terms of the 
level of quality of life (high, low, medium) and substance. 
Thus the quality of life of different people may comprise 
different elements, the importance of which in the overall 
quality of life varies greatly.

In order to provide a generalized characterization of 
the quality of life of Estonian residents, a cluster analysis 
was carried out based on the data of Integration of Esto-
nian Society: Monitoring 2008. The analysis divided the 
respondents into several types of quality of life on the 
basis of eight attributes used for measuring quality of life 
(economic opportunities, satisfaction with one’s dwelling, 
satisfaction with the general material means of one’s fam-
ily, satisfaction with family life and relations with friends, 
satisfaction with one’s own security, perceived social posi-
tion, and perceived social involvement). An evaluation of 

different models revealed a four-type model to be the most 
appropriate for the purpose of interpreting the results of 
the cluster analysis.

Estonian residents with a high quality of life. The first 
type of quality of life is characteristic of 37% of the pop-
ulation and indicates an equally high quality of life with 
regard to every attribute analyzed. The people who belong 
to this group have very good economic opportunities and 
are able to live on their incomes without any problems 
(a third of the people in this group live well at their cur-
rent level of income and two thirds are able to cope); their 
satisfaction with all areas of life taken into consideration 
in the analysis (dwelling, security, family life, friends) is 
higher than 90%; they do not feel alienated from society 
and have a higher than average social position (66% place 
themselves between the 6th and 10th rung of the social lad-
der) (Figure 3.4.1.). Higher quality of life is also related to 
higher than average trust in social institutions, positive 
and optimistic attitudes towards Estonia’s current socio-
economic situation and prospects for future development, 
as well as a greater tendency to associate one’s life with 
Estonia (nearly ¾ do not wish to leave Estonia temporar-
ily or permanently) and greater involvement in citizens’ 
associations.

This group primarily includes younger people (more 
than half of all people aged below 40) and is more likely 
to include Estonians (more than 40% of all Estonians) 
than non-Estonians (23%). In terms of social status, high 
quality of life is characteristic of managers and special-
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ists (55%), and is more widespread among people with a 
higher level of education than those with a lower level of 
education (Figure 3.4.2.).

Estonian residents with a contradictory level of quality 
of life or “the dissatisfied” represent an inconsistent type of 
quality of life (17% of the population). On the one hand, 
the people whose quality of life corresponds with this type 
have a social status that is approximately equal to the mem-

bers of the first group (50% enjoy a higher than average 
social position). Their economic indicators are also similar 
(84% are able to cope or are well off). On the other hand, 
they are very dissatisfied with certain aspects of their lives 
(60% are not satisfied with their dwelling, 50% are dissat-
isfied with their family life and 45% with their security), 
thus resembling the group of people with the lowest qual-
ity of life. Almost a fifth of them feel alienated from soci-
ety. Although the individuals belonging to this group have 
a slightly higher than average rate of involvement in vari-
ous citizens’ associations, their trust in social institutions 
is somewhat lower than average, and one tenth are pre-
pared to leave Estonia permanently and 27% temporarily.

“The dissatisfied” group is also heterogeneous in its 
socio-demographic structure – the people in this group 
are represented more or less equally in almost all social 
groups. However, half of the people belonging to this 
group are younger than 40, and the attitudes associated 
with this type of quality of life are more characteristic of 
non-Estonians than Estonians.

“The satisfied” (30%) differ from the first type with 
high quality of life mainly due to their lower level of mate-
rial resources and economic situation (more than 60% of 
the people in this group manage to cope at their current 
level of income). The perceived social position of people 
belonging to this group is much lower (only a sixth per-
ceive their social position as higher than average), while 
the rate of perceived alienation is 13%. At the same time, 
the members of the group report consistently high satis-
faction with their lives, lagging only a couple of percent-
age points behind the satisfaction rate of people with a 
high quality of life. Although this group is characterized 
by lower than average social involvement and a more neg-
ative attitude towards Estonia’s current and future socio-
economic situation, they do not express much interest in 
leaving Estonia.

More than 60% of the people in this group are older 
than 40 (over 40% of them are retired) and Estonians and 
non-Estonians are represented on a relatively equal basis.

Estonian residents with a low quality of life. The fourth 
type of quality of life is clearly representative of low quality 
of life and comprises 16% of the population. Nearly 90% of 
the people in this group are not able to cope at their current 
level of income, four fifths of the group feel that they are 
alienated from society and more than half of them place 
themselves on the three lowest levels of the social hierar-
chy. Also, their general level of satisfaction is significantly 
lower than average, but still comparable to the satisfaction 
rate of the “dissatisfied” group. The predominant attitudes 
towards developments in Estonia are pessimistic and there 
is widespread distrust of institutions. Approximately 15% 
of the people belonging to this group are prepared to leave 
Estonia permanently if they have the chance.

This type of quality of life is mainly characteristic of 
the older population: 34% of the people in this group are 
older than 60 (35% of all retired people, most of whom are 
women, with the group containing a higher percentage of 
non-Estonians than Estonians).

The younger age group comprises the largest percent-
age of people with a high quality of life while among older 
people, 28% represent the low quality of life type. The dif-
ference in the quality of life of young people aged 15–24 
and the oldest age group (60–74) is primarily a result of the 
better material situation, greater social involvement and 
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higher social position of the younger population (Figure 
3.4.3.).

A comparison of different households indicates that 
families which consist of two adults and children have the 
largest number of people belonging to the high quality of 
life type. The largest number of people with a low quality 
of life belongs to single-member households and single-
parent households.

Contrasting the segments of Estonia’s population 
reveals that the largest difference in quality of life is based 
on ethnicity. A high quality of life is characteristic of 43% 
of the Estonian-speaking population, whereas the same 
is true for only approximately 25% of the Russian-speak-
ing population. One distinctive feature is the significantly 
higher tendency of members of the Russian-speaking pop-
ulation to belong to the “dissatisfied” group. This raises 
the question: what are the main aspects of quality of life 
that bring about the difference in the quality of life of the 
Estonian-speaking population and the Russian-speaking 
population? Figure 3.4.4. shows that there are differences 
in all of the observed dimensions and the largest differ-
ences are manifested in the categories of social involve-
ment and personal security.

In conclusion, the main differences between Esto-
nian residents in quality of life appear by age and eth-
nicity. A comparison of the components that make up 
the quality of life of Estonians and non-Estonians shows, 
most importantly, the difference in the levels of quality 
of life. The Estonian-speaking population’s quality of life 
is consistently higher according to all of the attributes 
analyzed. However, the significantly lower satisfaction 
of non-Estonians with their personal security and their 
higher risk of perceived alienation (withdrawal) that are 
evident among the other quality of life components may 
indicate a more unfavourable effect of the social envi-
ronment (the so-called quality of life conditions) on the 
development of individual quality of life. Differences 
that are even more substantial appear in the quality of 
life components of young and elderly people. The lower 
than average quality of life of elderly people is a result of 
their extremely low social position and perceived aliena-
tion. This is aggravated by their material situation which 
is devoid of opportunities and produces discontentment, 
thus functioning as both the cause and effect of the afore-
mentioned problems.

3.5. Quality of life of children
Introduction
According to the new approach to childhood, children 
are a part of the social structure and exist here and now 
as subjects and as active social agents. Based on this 
approach we can look at their quality of life from two 
aspects. First, the quality of life that children can enjoy 
themselves here and now (e.g. their health, the existence of 
significant adults and peers and relationships with them, 
access to social benefits). Second, the children’s quality of 
life as the source of potential for a successful adulthood 
(development of knowledge and skills as well as physical 
and mental resources). Consequently, children’s quality of 
life includes both the personal goals of children as well as 

activities that ensure the sustainability of the society, i.e. 
social goals.

A child’s quality of life is created in a family context and 
is directly affected by the family’s coping skills (the ability 
of the adults to cope with family-related matters, socio-eco-
nomic issues and issues related to upbringing, etc.). Impor-
tant influences include the family’s living conditions and its 
general level of integration in the society, as well as whether 
or not the child is valued in a wider social context. In addi-
tion to communicating with adults, children need to relate 
to their peers. According to William Corsaro (1997) who 
established the new paradigm of childhood, involvement in 
a group of their peers has a therapeutic effect on children. 
Children who have been mistreated at home or in school 

Figure 3.4.3. Average assessments of the dimen-
sions of quality of life in the case of age groups 15–
24 and 60–75 (compared to the overall average)

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

15-24 y.o.

60-75 y.o.

Economic means

Satisfaction with 
one’s dwelling

Satisfaction 
with personal 
security

Satisfaction with 
relations with friends

Satisfaction 
with family life

Satisfaction with 
one’s economic 
situation

Perceived 
social 
involvement

Perceived 
social 
position

0.40

0.20

0.00

-0.20

-0.40

-0.60
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Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.
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may be able to cope with their insecurities and anxieties if 
they are accepted and recognized by a group of children. 
Trust and support provided by people their own age help 
increase children’s well-being – their own social capital 
which will support and protect them if they have to experi-
ence something bad or difficult in the future. 

Andrews et al. (2002) stress the importance of human 
and civil rights, social justice and participation in civil soci-
ety in the lives of children. Children’s participation in civil 
society indicates that they are continuously communicat-
ing with both adults and their peers and that social justice 
determines the distribution of social benefits between vari-
ous target groups. Children’s human and civil rights help 
them to be seen and heard in addition to giving them the 
right to actively participate in social affairs, including shap-
ing their own quality of life to a certain degree. The level 
of realization of a child’s quality of life depends on how 
the society in question views children as a social category 
and to what extent children’s needs are generally taken into 
account, to whom the political measure is addressed and 
whether the society attempts to regulate the well-being of 
children through the well-being of adults.

Solidarity between generations as 
a prerequisite for providing children 
with a high quality of life
Children do not generate material wealth for the soci-
ety. Their task involves the explanatory reproduction 
and transmission of knowledge from one generation of 
adults to another. Unlike in the case of adults, the work 
children do and the compensation they receive are sep-
arated in time, meaning that effective investment into 
knowledge and life skills as a child provides the basis for 
the ability to cope with life successfully as an adult. Chil-
dren and adults form two separate social groups and rep-
resent differing and sometimes contradictory interests in 
political discourses. Children’s quality of life, however, is 
affected both by political decisions addressed to children 
and by decisions that regulate the well-being of adults and 
thereby the living environment of children.

Poverty surveys conducted in Estonia have repeatedly 
outlined children as the group most vulnerable to the risk 
of poverty. The current social practice indicates that in mak-

ing political decisions, authorities are quick to misuse the 
restraint of groups of adults who represent the interests of 
children as well as their limited ability  to protect the well-
being of children. As a result, the percentage of pension insur-
ance expenses in the GDP have remained within the limits 
of six per cent in recent years, while the actual pension pay-
ments have grown nearly twofold. There has also been a mod-
erate increase of family benefits in recent years as a result of 
the parental benefit introduced in 2004, despite the fact that 
the relative importance of family benefits (including those 
directed to children) in the GDP has actually decreased. Sim-
ilar to other European countries, Estonia is an aging soci-
ety: compared to 2000, the proportion of people aged 18 or 
younger in Estonia’s population has decreased and the pro-
portion of people aged 65 or older has grown. If the size of the 
interest group that represents children’s needs (adults raising 
children) becomes smaller, the direct representation of chil-
dren’s interests in political discussions will diminish further 
and the decisive role in the distribution of social wealth will 
be played by the solidarity of political interest groups.

Children’s support network as a 
reflection of their quality of life
Family members. Nowadays, children in Estonia face 
changes in social and biological bonds more frequently and 
at an earlier age than before, with the changing world of 
their own, half siblings and “obtained” brothers and sisters, 
parents, grandparents and other relatives. Children’s qual-
ity of life within the system of family relations is directly 
dependent on how well adults are able to cope within 
their larger family network. Who make up a child’s fam-
ily and whom can they rely on? The results of an interna-
tional health behaviour study of schoolchildren (Aasvee et 
al. 2007) showed that teenagers felt most comfortable dis-
cussing their problems with their mothers, while their least 
frequently preferred confidants included stepmothers and 
stepfathers (Figure 3.5.1.). Although the tendency to confide 
in adults decreases as children become older and they find 
new confidants among friends, it can be concluded that the 
increasing frequency of situations where children live with 
step-parents presents a risk in terms of children’s quality of 
life. The study indicated, however, that more children from 
economically well-to-do families confided in their parents 
compared to children from less wealthy homes.

It is in the interest of children to have both parents and 
to be able to communicate with them. Communication with 
parents living separately is often rendered difficult by unre-
solved problems that persist between the parents, which in 
turn overshadow their readiness to understand the real needs 
of their children. Leeni Hansson (2004) demonstrated in 
her study that the likelihood of communicating with a par-
ent who lives separately from the family and receiving sup-
port from grandparents on that parent’s side is greater if the 
parents have been married. If the parents have been living 
together outside wedlock, however, the support networks 
tend to be less developed and remain tenuous and ineffective 
in the case of a break-up. In the latter case, the ties between 
the parent living elsewhere and the child tend to be weaker. 
As a result, the wide informal network created around a child 
through variegated family structures does not necessarily 
provide them with more support or a higher quality of life.

Belonging to a family provides children with a sense 
of security, while belonging to a group of their peers gen-

Figure 3.5.1. Percentage of teenagers who find it 
easy to discuss their problems with parents, grand-
parents and friends (boys and girls aged 11, 13 and 
15)
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erates trust and self-respect. Children need both types of 
connections. Children today spend a lot of their time in 
childhood institutions (nursery schools, schools, hobby 
schools, etc.). Their daily lives and social experiences are 
firmly structured and affected by the institutions’ distri-
bution of time and space. For example, if a family is inca-
pable of developing good life skills in a child then this can 
be corrected by these institutions as well as the children’s 
own support networks (friends, peers, teachers, instruc-
tors, the children’s own access to services and support). 
Furthermore, media (television, the Internet) has begun 
to compete for an increasingly large share of attention in 
children’s lives and the amount of the so-called quality 
time spent by children with their parents is decreasing.

Peers. The importance of peers in a child’s life increases 
with age (Figure 3.5.1.). Most teenagers have at least three 
friends, although approximately one per cent of teenagers 
have no friends. Children tend to spend time with friends 
immediately after school at least once a week, and a fourth 
of Estonian children spend time with friends after the end 
of almost every school day. Children’s communication 
with their friends is somewhat less active in the evenings, 
but this changes as they grow older. Approximately 40% 
of teenagers communicate with their friends through SMS 
or the Internet on a daily basis, the latter being an impor-
tant means of communication for around 70% of teenag-
ers. In addition to participating in active forms of face-to-
face communication (e.g. listening to music and dancing 
– 47%; playing sports – 43%, etc.) approximately half of 
the respondents reported that they simply “hang around” 
with their friends (see Alasoo et al. 2007:163–184).

School. Children spend most of their time in school, 
but school as a communication environment is problematic 
with regard to children’s quality of life. Boys tend to like 
school less than girls, and the inclination to like school gen-
erally decreases with age. Compared to children in other 
countries, Estonian children are the most critical towards 
school (Figure 3.5.2.). It is likely that there is some aspect 
of Estonia’s school curriculum that does not suit the pref-
erences of boys and older teenagers. On the other hand, it 
is certain that children’s problems are related to the atmos-
phere prevalent in schools. A study of school violence by 
Strömpl et al. (2007) revealed that more often than physi-
cal abuse, the school environment is fraught with mental 
abuse and that girls, not boys, are more likely to take part 
in it. According to the children suffering from school abuse, 
teachers are incapable of recognizing mental abuse between 
students and therefore do not devote enough attention to it. 
Furthermore, victims themselves sometimes tend to avoid 
interpreting abuse as such and attempt to somehow cope 
with the negative emotions they are subjected to.

Compared to other countries, Estonia’s schools are rel-
atively violent according to the children’s assessments, 
although among the participating countries the situation is 
similar in the other Baltic States. The percentage of teenagers 
who reported having been the victims of school abuse was 
significantly lower, however, in the case of the schools of Nor-
dic and Western European countries (Figure 3.5.3.). Strömpl 
et al. (2007: 96) claim in the conclusion of their study that the 
causes of school violence lie deep within the social processes, 
and the so-called problem children in question (victims and 
perpetrators of abuse) are a type of symptom that indicates 
the existence of problems that have not been caused by chil-
dren themselves. They add on a critical note (p 96): “Estonia’s 

Figure 3.5.2. Percentage of teenagers who like 
school very much by the country of residence, age 
and gender of the respondents (excerpt from coun-
tries that participated in the 2005/2006 study)
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schools today are too fixated on “providing knowledge” and 
ignore the people participating in the process, both students 
and teachers. Individuals are being valued only on a rhetori-
cal level, but it is necessary to learn to interpret these lovely 
words and to actually start caring about every person.” The 
research sees a solution in creating a sense of belonging in the 
school community and solidarity between its members, and 
establishing it as a core of a new school concept.

Economic performance of children as 
a component of quality of life
The economic existence of children, i.e. the availability of 
resources for satisfying their needs is directly dependent on 
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their parents’ economic situation and the parents’ attitudes 
towards raising children. In the opinion of the children, the 
economic situation of families in Estonia has improved, i.e. 
in an international study of the health behaviour of school-
children the percentage of respondents who rate the eco-
nomic situation of their families as bad has decreased dur-
ing the last five years (Figure 3.5.4.). It is worth noting that 
the economic situation of families has improved at a signifi-
cantly faster pace in the new EU member states, such as the 
Baltic countries and Poland, but remains considerably worse 
there than in Nordic and Western European countries.

In the European context, Estonian children are relatively 
poor and only children in Lithuania and Latvia are poorer, 
while the median income of poor children in neighbouring 
Finland is just 10% below the poverty line (Polandkese & Rei-
nomägi 2008). In terms of the economic situation, the level 
of quality of life is lowest for children living with non-active 
parents, who constituted 8.2% of all people under 18 in 2006. 
The effect of the unemployment of a parent on children is 
especially conspicuous in times of general economic growth 
when differences between people living on social benefits and 
those living on an income grow quickly. The poverty risk of 
children with unemployed parents started growing sharply 
in 2002 concurrently with the economic growth experienced 
by the Estonian society. Tiit (2006) points out an important 
cause of this trend: unemployment insurance benefits did not 
keep pace with the rise of the relative poverty line. 

The socio-political decisions of recent years reflect a cer-
tain tendency of improvement in the material well-being on 
which children’s quality of life is based. Analyzing the effect 
of family benefits on the alleviation of poverty in Estonia, 
Võrk and Paulus (2007) found that national family bene-
fits have reduced the number of children living in poverty 
by nearly a third. The effect was the greatest in the case of 

17 The assessment is based on a conventional score calculated as an index characterizing the extent of the family’s belongings as defined by the child 
(ownership of cars, computers, number of joint vacations, availability of a separate room for the child). The score varies from 0 to 9. Economic 
situation is bad: score 0–3; average: score 4–5; good: score 6–9 (Aasvee et al., 2007, Kooliõpilaste tervisekäitumise uuring 2005–2006).

families with many children and the smallest in the case of 
families with one child and single-parent families. Accord-
ing to Tiit (2006), the poverty risk of households has not 
been significantly raised in recent years (unlike before) by 
having a larger number of children under 14 in the house-
hold, although the poverty risk of children living with sin-
gle mothers has increased during the same period.

Effect of poverty on children’s quality of life. The results 
of a household income and expenditure study conducted 
by Statistics Estonia revealed that families differ greatly in 
terms of the percentage of the family’s total expenses spent 
on children. Tiit (2004) used data gathered in 2002 to com-
pare households belonging to the five lowest (the poorer 
half) and five highest (the wealthier half) income deciles 
and found that the difference between these two income 
groups in terms of spending on children was nearly twofold. 
The structure of expenses of the wealthier half of the fami-
lies showed that they spent, on average, 1.55 times more on 
food for children, 1.86 times more on children eating out, 
2.13 times more on children’s transport, 3.12 times more on 
children’s clothing and 3.25 times more on children’s rec-
reational activities. The needs of children vary more than 
the needs of adults and change quickly as children become 
older. The analysis showed that expenses related to buying 
clothes and footwear for even preschoolers constituted 80% 
of the expenses related to satisfying the corresponding needs 
of adults, while in the case of 18-year-olds the expenses had 
grown 1.5 times higher than those related to adults.

In addition to having their primary needs related to 
food, shelter and self-development met, children also have 
the need to belong to groups of their peers on an equal basis. 
Owning certain items (the “right” toys, clothes, mobile 
phone, computer, etc.) is an important external indicator of 
the fact that children share the standards and values of their 
peers and can therefore be accepted into a group of their 
peers. The lack of these indicators may, however, be reason 
enough to cause children to be rejected from participating 
in the cultural routines of their peers. Compared to their 
peers, children from poorer homes are more likely to expe-
rience economic deprivation – they have less pocket money, 
lack more of the items they need as well as opportunities 
to participate in the activities of their peers. They perceive 
themselves as having fewer friends than others and are less 
satisfied with themselves (Kutsar et al. 2004). Lack of wealth 
in itself does not destine children to social exclusion, but 
money can facilitate their inclusion, especially in activities 
that require the availability of financial resources.

In fact, children are less likely to have negative experi-
ences due to them lacking a certain item (economic depri-
vation) than due to their inability to be included in groups 
of their peers, i.e. deprivation of choices. Self-initiated activi-
ties are more important to children than organized activi-
ties. A small-scale survey of sixth graders by Viira (2005) 
showed that 27% of the respondents felt deprived of opportu-
nities to participate in activities along with their peers. These 
respondents were most often children who had unemployed 
parents or parents with low incomes. The study also indicated 
that children from poorer families actively reduce their own 
needs, while being less active than children from wealthier 
families in finding opportunities to escape undesirable sit-
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uations. Thus, children cope with their subjectively per-
ceived relative deprivation by reducing their own quality of 
life standards. However, this coping strategy also diminishes 
interest in organized recreational activities, thereby intensi-
fying the affected children’s passiveness and inactivity.

Social networks, whether those created by adults or chil-
dren themselves, play an important role in children’s qual-
ity of life. Children’s quality of life is increased considera-
bly by a friendly and united school atmosphere, the support 
of their friends, help provided by highly qualified special-
ists, and the availability of social services and support. Chil-
dren begin accumulating human, social and cultural capi-
tal already before school as they learn to trust their peers by 
being included in their games. Later, when children are old 
enough to go to school, the process of capital accumulation is 
intensified. It is paradoxical that while children spend most 
of their time in institutions (nursery school, school, hobby 
clubs, etc.) among their peers and stay separated from the 
world of adults, they become increasingly similar to adults. 
In the context of our aging society researchers have noticed 
a trend called the aging of childhood which focuses both 
around the individuation process (the individual represen-
tation of a child in society) and children’s own propensity 
to be active and make purposeful choices corresponding to 
their social competence after discussing them with adults.

Children are increasingly acting in cooperation with 
agents that do not belong to their families, including the 
“new nannies” (computers, the Internet, mobile phones, pub-
lic game arcades, shopping centres, etc.). Parents whose eco-
nomic situation is better have more opportunities for entrust-
ing their children to the “new nannies”, while the children of 
parents with a low financial status can choose between options 
that do not require an immediate contribution of additional 
financial resources (watching television, communicating 
with their friend in the streets, simply “hanging around” at 
shopping centres, etc.). At the same time it is important to 
note that children’s quality of life has become more depend-
ent than before not just on the resources around them but 
also the life skills children use to make those resources avail-
able to themselves. In addition to negotiation skills, children 
are also supported by the society’s tendency to value children 
and the solidarity of its political interest groups.

Satisfaction with life as the universal 
measure of children’s quality of life
According to the international study of the health 
behaviour of schoolchildren, children are generally 

satisfied with their lives (Figure 3.5.5.). There is, how-
ever, a significant drop in the number of children sat-
isfied with their lives among the older teenager group. 
Girls are more critical in their assessments of their sat-
isfaction with life than boys and their assessments are 
related to the level of financial means available to them 
in all countries (greater satisfaction is connected to 
the family’s better economic situation). Children from 
Western European and Nordic countries are more sat-
isfied with life compared to children from Eastern and 
Central European countries. Estonian children’s sat-
isfaction with life is one of the highest among transi-
tional countries.

Figure 3.5.5. Percentage of teenagers who are gen-
erally satisfied with their lives (have given their sat-
isfaction with life a rating of at least 6 points on a 
10-point scale) by gender and country of residence 
(excerpt from countries and age groups that partici-
pated in the survey).

Source: Currie et al. 2008
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3.6. Quality of life of the elderly
Introduction
As of January 1, 2008, 230,469 people aged 65 and older lived 
in Estonia, making up 17.2% of the entire population. There 
were 17,899 very old people (85 and older) constituting 1.33% 
of the population. During the next decades, the percentage of 
very old people will grow, which makes the issues related to 
the quality of life of the elderly increasingly topical.

Discussions about the quality of life of the elderly 
emphasize health-based quality of life and sometimes tend 
to equate it with quality of life in general. This approach 
is justified in evaluating the treatment of specific illnesses 
and discussing difficulties in coping with challenges aris-
ing from such illnesses, but it does not substitute the treat-
ment of quality of life on a wider scale. As they become 
older, people usually experience several losses (related to 
health, partners, jobs, income, position, etc.) and the sub-
jective quality of life of the elderly is dependent, to a large 
degree, on psychological reserves that allow people to cope 
with such losses. Thus, one of the keys to aging well is the 
skill to employ selectiveness, optimization and substitution 
as the means for coping with the challenges related to aging 
(Baltes & Baltes 1990). With regard to material well-being, 
Estonia’s elderly are largely dependent on solidarity-based 
social support as well as the availability of services and ben-
efits, since current pensioners have had few opportunities to 
accumulate material resources for themselves.

The following section provides a closer inspection of 
the relationship of the elderly with the labour market, 
their social activity and assistance, health evaluations and 
the need for care as factors influencing the quality of life 
of the elderly. Data have been gathered from five studies 
conducted in Estonia: the Study of Health and Coping of 
the Older Population of Estonia in 2000 (pan-Estonian 
random sample of 1000 respondents aged 65 and older, 
data on 811 individuals, i.e. 0.5% of the elderly population; 
study conducted by family physicians); the Study of Tartu 
Seniors in 2002 (random sample of 1000 people aged 50 
and older living in Tartu, data received from 480 individu-
als, mail-in survey); the CareKeys study (Estonia, Finland, 
Germany, Sweden, the United Kingdom; a random sample 
of 150 persons receiving home care service and 150 people 
on institutional care from each country; data collected in 
2005); the 2006–2007 nursing care audit (sample included 

all nursing care institutions in Estonia, N=41, with a ran-
dom sample of 10 patients from each institution or all 
patients if the institution had less than 10 patients in nurs-
ing care; a total of 369 cases; a survey of patients and per-
sonnel and the researchers’ analysis of documentation).

Employment and exit from 
the labour market
Compared to other EU member states (Table 3.6.1.), Esto-
nia, like the Nordic countries, has a relatively high level of 
employment among the older population. Employment is 
higher among women than men and the elderly prefer to 
work full time. This employment behaviour among the eld-
erly surpasses the corresponding EU goal for 2010. A signif-
icant withdrawal from the labour market begins around the 
ages of 61–63 and as the older population’s willingness to 
stay in the labour market decreases sharply, 80% of the eld-
erly have left the labour market by the age of 65 (Tiit et al. 
2004). When people continue working after reaching retire-
ment age, they are paid old-age pensions alongside their 
salaries. They are thus encouraged to remain active while 
aging and supported materially with regard to their qual-
ity of life. Many members of the older population would, 
however, prefer to use the “soft” strategy for exiting from 
the labour market, which would entail working part time or 
doing easier jobs before completely leaving the labour mar-
ket (Tiit & Saks 2002; Saks et al. 2000).

Social activity and informal support 
networks of the elderly
According to the Estonian Study of the Elderly, the social 
activity of people over 65 is relatively small. Only 15% of 
the elderly said that they participate in events organized in 
their neighbourhoods, while about a half of the respondents 
stated that the reason for their lack of participation is their 
bad state of health, and one fifth of the respondents said 
that they lacked interest in the events. For the most part, the 
communication and hobby activities of the elderly tend to 
be individual, mainly comprising watching television, lis-
tening to the radio, reading books (including visiting librar-
ies), going to the theatre and concerts. Approximately 15% 
of the members of the elderly population are regular visi-
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Table 3.6.1. Employment rates in EU member states 
and candidate countries, 2002 (%)

Source: Eurostat, Statistics Estonia (Tiit et al. 2004).

Employ-
ment rate 

(15–64)

Women’s (15–
64) employ-
ment rate

Employment rate 
of the older work-

force (55–64)
Belgium 59.9 51.4 26.6

Denmark 75.9 71.7 57.9

Germany 65.3 58.8 38.6

Greece 56.7 42.5 39.7

Spain 58.4 44.1 39.7

France 63.0 56.7 34.8

Ireland 65.3 55.4 48.1

Italy 55.5 42.0 28.9

Luxembourg 63.7 51.6 28.3

The Netherlands 74.4 66.2 42.3

Austria 69.3 63.1 30.0

Portugal 68.2 60.8 50.9

Finland 68.1 66.2 47.8

Sweden 73.6 72.2 68.0

United Kingdom 71.7 65.3 53.5

EU 15 64.3 55.6 40.1

Cyprus 68.6 59.1 49.4

Czech Republic 65.4 57.0 40.8

Hungary 56.6 50.0 26.6

Lithuania 59.9 57.2 41.6

Latvia 60.4 56.8 41.7

Malta 54.5 33.6 30.3

Poland 51.5 46.2 26.1

Slovenia 63.4 58.6 24.5

Slovakia 56.8 51.4 22.8

eStONIa 2002 61.7 57.8 51.5

eStONIa 2003 62.6 58.8 52.1

the eU goal for 2010 70 More than 60 50

tors of day centres for the elderly and 14% visit the day cen-
tres sparsely, with older people living in rural areas being 
more active in this regard than those living in cities (Tiit & 
Saks, 2002; Saks et al., 2002). Nearly a quarter of the elderly 
population participate in church-related activities. A fifth of 
the respondents reported that they would like to participate 
in joint events or church life but are unable to do so. At the 
same time, over a fifth of the elderly population were not at 
all interested in taking part in joint activities. It is probable 
that one cause of the low social activity of the elderly is the 
shortage of opportunities aimed at their age group. A third 
of the respondents, however, complained about the lack of 
relevant information and a quarter reported that they do 
not care about participating in events outside their home.

According to the European Social Survey (2004), peo-
ple’s activeness in communicating with friends, relatives 
and colleagues decreases as they become older and friend-
ship-based communication is replaced with communica-
tion based on care-related needs. Compared to men, wom-
en’s communication activeness diminishes at a slower rate 
because they are also more active in providing non-financial 
assistance (e.g. helping friends, neighbours, children, etc.) 
and accepting assistance when they are left alone, while men 
receive informal assistance primarily from their spouse/
partner and report being left without assistance more often 
than women when living alone. Consequently, elderly men’s 
quality of life is more dependent on resources within the 
household, while women tend to be more efficient in com-
bining these with resources available outside the household.

Health
People’s functional abilities decrease in old age, but it is the 
increasing frequency of health problems that cause health 
to be the primary factor affecting elderly people’s quality of 
life. One of the most informative indicators for characteriz-
ing the state of health of adults is people’s own assessment of 
their health. The percentage of people who rated their health 
as good or very good is 3.5–3.9 times higher in Estonia than 
that of people who rated their health as bad or very bad (Fig-
ure 3.6.1.). The average proportion in the EU was as high as 
6.1 (National Health Interview Surveys 2004; Health sta-
tus…, EU-SILC online). In older age groups, the difference 
between good and bad health ratings decreases both in Esto-
nia and other EU countries. In Estonia, the number of peo-
ple with self-perceived bad health surpasses the number of 
people with good health already before the age of 65, while in 
the EU, this tendency is apparent only after the age of 75. It 
can be concluded that the state of health of the elderly wors-
ens much more quickly in Estonia than in the EU on aver-
age, thus creating a situation where health is a significant 
negative influence on the quality of life of the elderly.

Satisfaction with various aspects 
of quality of life
Studies of the satisfaction and subjective well-being of the 
elderly have shown that these indicators rely largely on the 
health of the respondents and their coping capacities, as 
well as the availability of health care and nursing care serv-
ices (Bowling & Gabriel 2007). Studies of the elderly con-
ducted in Estonia revealed that more than two thirds of 
people aged 65 and older were generally satisfied with their 
lives. Approximately half of the elderly respondents rated 

Figure 3.6.1. Health self-assessment by age groups 
in Estonia and the EU, 2004 and 2006
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their ability to cope economically as satisfactory or good. A 
large segment of the elderly were satisfied or relatively satis-
fied with their dwelling and the surrounding area, while a 
tenth of the respondents reported dissatisfaction with these 
spheres of life. Only a small part of this target group evalu-
ated the work local governments do with the elderly as good 
(11–13%), a large percentage of respondents had no opin-
ion on it, and the percentage of respondents who were dis-
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satisfied with the local governments’ efforts was somewhat 
larger (16–20%) than that of satisfied respondents.

According to the study of well-being conducted in the 
neighbouring cities of Tallinn and Helsinki (Talsinki 2004), 
the subjective quality of life of the elderly living in Tallinn 
is significantly lower than that of the elderly living in Hel-
sinki (Figure 3.6.2.). The only area where no difference was 
identified was the respondents’ perceived indispensability 
to others, but the elderly in Tallinn reported a greater sense 
of loneliness, a lesser will to live, fewer plans for the future 
and remarkably lower satisfaction with life. These indicators 
were apparently not influenced by the fact that a considerably 
smaller percentage of the elderly live alone in Tallinn than in 
Helsinki (36% in Tallinn compared to 67% in Helsinki).

The lower quality of life of Estonia’s elderly popu-
lation is a result of worse health (52% of respondents in 
Tallinn considered themselves ill or very ill compared to 
29% in Helsinki), but also significantly worse access to for-
mal services (4% of all respondents used such services in 
Tallinn, while 35% of respondents were able to do so in 
Helsinki). The availability of help from family or friends/
acquaintances is similar in both cities (nearly 80% of 
respondents can receive help if they need it).

Quality of life of the elderly 
with care needs
In the case of elderly people with care needs it is possible 
to differentiate between the quality of life in general and 
the quality of life dependent on care. The aim of care is to 
improve people’s quality of life as much as possible in their 
situation by adjusting their environment, helping and sup-
porting them. It is possible to relieve many coping problems 
caused by illnesses or age with care, although it is not possi-
ble to fully compensate for irreversible losses. Due to this, the 
key dimensions of quality of life in terms of providing care 
are those that can be affected through care. The four care-
related dimensions of quality of life include the environment 
and resources, functional abilities, social identity and social 
relations, and psychological well-being (Pieper & Vaarama 

Figure 3.6.2. Subjective quality of life of the elderly in 
Tallinn and Helsinki (%)
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Source: TALSINKI study 2004. 
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2008). On the subjective level, these four dimensions corre-
spond with safety and convenience, the feeling of control, sat-
isfaction with life, and emotional well-being. The provision of 
care must help the recipients in their activities of daily living, 
support the self-sufficiency of people depending on care as 
well as their social relations, and give emotional support.

The quality of life of elderly people using home care serv-
ices is affected most by serious illnesses, problems related 
to daily activities and housekeeping, difficulties related to 
their dwelling and living environment, their limited access 
to social life as well as their passive lifestyle and absence of 
close friends (Vaarama & Tiit, 2008). The quality of life of 
people receiving home care is better if they are positively 
disposed to the process of aging and are satisfied with the 
services provided to them.  The feeling of security and con-
trol over their situation and the care services are important 
to people receiving home care. The quality of life of elderly 
people in care institutions is affected positively not only by 
their satisfaction with the rendered services and the peo-
ple who assist them, but also by the opportunity to take 
part in making decisions related to their care and the plan-
ning of their daily life, as well as the opportunity to fill their 
free time with meaningful and interesting activities. The 
involvement of family and friends in the treatment proc-
ess also improves the quality of life of people living in care 
institutions. In the case of people dependent on care, the 
significance of different dimensions with regard to general 
well-being changes somewhat, with food and issues related 
to meals as well as the ability to leave their room becoming 
especially important (Saks et al. 2008).

The EU research project CareKeys studies the quality of 
life of elderly people receiving care services with the aim of 
clarifying the connections between care and quality of life. 
The study revealed that the quality of life of the elderly liv-
ing in Estonian care hospitals and care homes as measured 
with the short version of the World Health Organization 
Quality of Life Questionnaire (WHOQOL Group 1998) was 
just a little lower than, but comparable to, that of the eld-
erly living in similar institutions in other countries (Figure 
3.6.3.). The subjective quality of life of people who receive 
care services at home, however, is considerably lower, even 
compared to the Estonian elderly living in care institutions 
(Figure 3.6.4.; Saks & Tiit 2008). Some of the elderly in need 
of care would prefer to stay in a care institution, but are una-
ble to do so due to financial constraints.

The quality of life of people depending on care is signif-
icantly affected by their satisfaction with the services they 
receive. In Estonian (health) care institutions, the patients’ 
satisfaction with care is generally high according to the Care 
Keys study () and the Care Audit (Saks & Leibur 2008). How-
ever, seven per cent of the respondents were dissatisfied with 
the care they received and three per cent were very dissatis-
fied. A higher percentage of respondents (15%) were dissatis-
fied with the fact that the personnel providing them with care 
do not have enough time for them and do not give them suf-
ficient information. Respondents were also dissatisfied with 
being denied the opportunity to plan their own day as well as 
with having little to do and having difficulty getting outside. 
They were also critical of their lack of access to health care 
services. However, the respondents were generally satisfied 
with the assistance related to their daily activities and with 
the care institutions as a whole (Saks & Leibur 2008).

Only a small number of home care service users (5%) 
were dissatisfied with the care provided as a whole. Respond-
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Figure 3.6.3. Subjective quality of life of the elderly 
living in care institutions in five European countries
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Source: CareKeys 2003–2006 (Saks & Tiit 2008).

Finland Sweden eStONIa United 
 Kingdom

Germany

Psychological Physical Social Environmental

ents were satisfied or very satisfied with the personal qual-
ities, attitudes and work ethic of the care providers. Nearly 
a tenth of the respondents complained, however, that the 
care worker had too little time and that they could not plan 
their own day. Dissatisfaction rates are high with regard to 
assistance related to several daily activities – a third of the 
respondents would like to have more help in caring for their 
teeth and mouth, moving around in their home and outside, 
putting on their clothes, eating and doing housework. Assist-
ance related to participation in recreation activities is the 
cause of the most dissatisfaction, with half of the respondents 
who needed such assistance being dissatisfied with it.

In planning and carrying out the provision of care, it is 
important to take into account the expectations and sub-
jective needs of persons receiving the care in addition to 
the need to assist them with daily activities.  Implementing 
the medical care model, currently still widespread in Esto-
nia, leaves many opportunities for improving the patients’ 
quality of life unused. Putting into practice a socio-cul-
tural model of care that takes into account the individ-
ual features, life story and preferences of every patient may 
improve even the quality of life of people whose health and 
ability to cope are beyond improvement.

In conclusion, the quality of life of the elderly is lower 
in Estonia compared to other EU countries. The most sig-
nificant factors that lower quality of life include the bad 
health of the elderly and the inadequate accessibility of 
support services. Meanwhile, the implementation of the 
model of aging while remaining active and successful 
has been relatively effective in Estonia. Many people who 
have reached retirement age but are well and able to cope 
continue working and can participate in suitable recrea-
tional activities if they wish. The lack of material means 
may limit participation to some extent, but is not the main 
reason for the low rate of participation in events among 
the elderly. Nearly half of the older population are cut off 
from social life due to health problems. Elderly people who 
require care and live at home are in the worst situation. 
Reserves that can be used to improve the quality of life of 
the elderly consist of the enhancement of the availability 
and quality of both health care and nursing care services. 
Looking into the future, the most successful strategy for 
improving the quality of life of the elderly would be the 
improvement of the general state of health of the popu-
lation, which would allow people to retain their self suf-
ficiency into an advanced age. This should be combined 

with a reduction in age-based social alienation in all areas 
of life. In the near future, however, the key factor will be 
the improvement of the care provided to the elderly, which 
will also improve the quality of life of people belonging to 
the middle-aged and younger generation as they are cur-
rently bearing the great burden related to providing care 
for many ailing elderly people.

References
1. Ainsaar M., Kutsar, D., Harro M. (eds) (2005) Euroopa Sotsiaalu-

uringu 2004 Eesti raport. [European Social Survey 2004: the Esto-
nian Report] Tallinn: National Institute for Health Development.

2. Baltes, P. B., Baltes, M. M. (1990). Successful aging: Perspectives 
from behavioral sciences. New York: Cambridge University Press.

3. Bowling A., Gabriel Z. (2007) Lay theories of quality of life in 
older age. Aging & Society, 27: 827–848.

4. Health status indicators from the EU-SILC survey. http://epp.
eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=1073,60136085&_
dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL&p_product_code=HLTH_
STATUS_SILC_BASE. 23.10.2008

5. National Health Interview Surveys 2004. http://epp.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu/extraction/retrieve/en/theme3/hlth/hlth_1s_
spa?Output. 10.09.2008.

6. Pieper, R., Vaarama, M. The concept of care-related quality of life. (2008) 
(eds) M. Vaarama, R. Pieper, A. Sixsmith., Care related quality of life in old 
age. Concepts, models, and empirical findings. New York: Springer: 65–101.

7. Saks, K., Allev, R., Soots, A., Kõiv, K., Kolk, H., Paju, I., Jaanson, K., 
Schneider, G. (2001). Eakate tervishoid ja hoolekanne Eestis. [Health 
Care and Welfare Services of the Elderly], Tartu: Tartumaa Trükikoda.

8. Saks, K. (ed.) (2006) Hooldusest sõltuv elukvaliteet, hoolduse 
kvaliteet ja hoolduse juhtimise kvaliteet. [Quality of Life 
Dependent on Care, the Quality of Care and the Quality of Care 
Management], Tartu: Tartu University Press.

9. Saks, K., Leibur, J. (2008). Hooldusravi audit 2006-2007. [Care 
Audit 2006-2007], Lege Artis, 7: 19–21.

10. Saks, K., Tiit, E-M. 2008 Subjective quality of life of care-dependent 
older people in five European Union countries (eds) M. Vaarama, R. 

Figure 3.6.4. Subjective quality of life of the elderly 
receiving care/nursing services at home in five Euro-
pean countries

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Source: CareKeys 2003–2006 (Saks & Tiit 2008).

Psychological Physical Social Environmental

Finland Sweden eStONIa United 
 Kingdom

Germany



| 78

Pieper, A. Sixsmith, Care related quality of life in old age. Concepts, 
models, and empirical findings. New York: Springer: 153–167.

11. Saks K., Tiit E.-M., Käärik E. (2000) Eesti eakate elanike toimet-
uleku- ja terviseuuring 2000  [Study of the Coping and Health 
of Estonia’s Elderly], (http://www.egga.ee/)

12. TALSINKI study 2004. Manuscript.

13. Tiit E.-M., Leppik L., Võrk A., Leetmaa R. (2004) Euroopa Liidu ühiste 
pensionieesmärkide mõju Eesti pensionisüsteemile. [The Effect of the 
Common Pension Goals of the European Union on the Estonian Pension 
System], (http://www.sm.ee/est/HtmlPages/pensioniuurimus_2004/)

14. Tiit, E-M., Saks K. Tartu seenioriuuring 2002. [Study of Tartu 
Seniors 2002], https://tartu.ee/index.php?page_id=58&lang_
id=1&menu_id=6&lotus_url=/uurimused.nsf/Web/teemad/C
6372FBF01167434C2256BD800416DC7. 23.10.2008.

15. Vaarama, M., Tiit, E.-M. (2008) Quality of life in older home-
care clients. (eds) M Vaarama, R. Pieper, A. Sixsmith, Care. 
related quality of life in old age. Concepts, models, and empiri-
cal findings. New York: Springer: 168–195.

16. WHOQOL group (1998) Development of the World Health 
Organization WHOQOL-BFER quality of life assessment. Psy-
chological Medicine, 28, 551–558.

3.7. Quality of life in Estonia in the 
European context
Estonia’s fast economic growth during the 2000s has sig-
nificantly improved Estonia’s ranking among European 
countries in terms of GDP per capita. While in 1997, Esto-
nia’s GDP per capita constituted 41.8% of the EU average, 
placing Estonia 23rd among EU member states and can-
didate countries (ahead of only Latvia and Lithuania), in 
2007 the corresponding figure had risen to 70.6% (20th 

among EU countries, behind only Slovenia and the Czech 
Republic among Central and Eastern European member 
states). Meanwhile, satisfaction and happiness studies 
indicate that general satisfaction with life is low in Esto-
nia and we lag behind most European countries in inter-
national comparisons.

Quality of society and individual quality of life. In 
terms of studying quality of life, it is important to under-
stand the nature of the individual and social factors that 
affect individual quality of life. Several authors (Veen-
hoven 1999; Böhnke 2004; Delhey 2004) have concluded 
that individual quality of life is related to the general 
quality of the society, i.e. its livability. The livability of a 
society is influenced by many different factors. The qual-
ity of a society is indicated by its sustainability (conser-
vation of natural and human capital) and social coher-
ence (closeness and strength of bonds between social 
groups, the avoidance of all types of social exclusion, 
inequality and alienation; general security, solidarity 
and trust).

Indexes of individual and social quality of life were 
developed in order to measure the current level of the Esto-
nian society and the quality of life of its population in the 
context of European countries. The individual quality of 
life index was compiled proceeding from Allardt’s (1993) 
approach to well-being. Six indicators based on the 2006 
European Social Survey data were included in the indi-
vidual quality of life index. These indicators were mate-
rial satisfaction, job satisfaction, assessment of the secu-
rity of one’s living environment, assessment of one’s state 
of health, self-assessment (am optimistic about future + 
have a positive self-image), and whether or not one has the 
opportunity to discuss personal and intimate issues with 
someone.

The quality of society index comprises a total of nine 
indicators. The economic means of the society are defined 
through purchasing power parity-adjusted per capita 
GDP compared to the EU average, while the situation of 
the country’s labour market is characterized by the overall 

level of unemployment. The relative poverty level is used 
as an indicator of income inequality (60% of the median 
equivalent income). The objective state of the health of 
members of a society is measured by the average expect-
ancy of a healthy life in the given country, while the social 
security system is defined through the relative importance 
of social expenditures in the GDP. The educational situa-
tion is expressed by the number of people aged 18–24 who 
are not participating in the educational system (are not 
studying). The physical security of the country as a living 
environment is indicated by the number of homicides for 
every 100,000 inhabitants. Solidarity between members of 
the society is measured through two indicators (trust in 
people and the tendency to help others). The quality of a 
society is also characterized by the satisfaction of the peo-
ple with their government, the economic situation and the 
functioning of democracy (these indicators are combined 
in the institutional satisfaction sub-index).

All indicators have been included in the index at equal 
weights. The data were weighed according to the com-
parative technique used in calculating the UN Human 
Development Index, according to which the index value 
is determined by comparing a country’s indicator with the 
minimum and maximum values of the given indicator. 
The index compiled according to this method varies from 
zero to one, with a value of 0 being attributed to the coun-
try where the given indicator is the lowest and the value of 
1 to a country where the indicator is the highest (for exam-
ple, our society’s wealth sub-index value of 0.11 indicates 
that Estonia’s per capita GDP is 11% higher than the per 
capita GDP of the country with the lowest corresponding 
indicator (Poland) and 89% lower than that of the coun-
try with the highest corresponding indicator (Norway)). 
The composite index of individual and social quality of life 
consists of the arithmetic mean of the values of the sub-
indexes. The sub-index values of the individual quality of 
life index and the quality of society index have been pre-
sented in Tables 3.7.1. and 3.7.2.

Estonia in the context of Europe. Estonia lies among 
the countries with the lowest quality of life in Europe both 
in terms of individual quality of life and social quality of 
life, outpacing only Latvia in the case of quality of soci-
ety and both Latvia and Slovakia in the case of individual 
quality of life (Figure 3.7.1.). All other Central and East-
ern European countries (excluding Slovenia) and Portu-
gal belong to the same group of countries as Estonia. The 
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Table 3.7.1. Values of sub-indexes characterizing individual quality of life in European countries, 2006

Source: European Social Survey 2006 (authors’ calculations).

Country Material 
 situation

Job 
 satisfaction

Satisfaction with 
personal security

Assessment of one’s 
state of health

Subjective self-
assessment

Social 
 relationships

Quality of 
life index

Denmark 1.00 1.00 0.88 0.92 0.83 0.78 0.90

Norway 0.85 0.67 1.00 0.91 0.60 0.79 0.80

Cyprus 0.61 0.87 0.78 0.94 1.00 0.37 0.76

Sweden 0.84 0.63 0.73 0.89 0.64 0.81 0.76

Finland 0.76 0.82 0.80 0.61 0.66 0.67 0.72

Austria 0.69 0.65 0.55 0.88 0.83 0.47 0.68

Ireland 0.70 0.51 0.21 1.00 0.76 0.71 0.65

The Netherlands 0.73 0.54 0.36 0.61 0.37 0.83 0.57

Belgium 0.74 0.72 0.41 0.74 0.26 0.49 0.56

Slovenia 0.47 0.52 0.68 0.30 0.65 0.66 0.55

Spain 0.63 0.44 0.45 0.42 0.49 0.88 0.55

Germany 0.53 0.18 0.40 0.44 0.57 0.99 0.52

United Kingdom 0.69 0.23 0.08 0.76 0.38 0.70 0.47

France 0.50 0.22 0.45 0.53 0.02 0.36 0.35

Poland 0.34 0.18 0.32 0.34 0.25 0.50 0.32

Portugal 0.28 0.22 0.33 0.03 0.16 0.52 0.26

Hungary 0.17 0.37 0.32 0.00 0.00 0.55 0.24

eStONIa 0.27 0.17 0.00 0.13 0.52 0.29 0.23

Slovakia 0.35 0.00 0.04 0.43 0.31 0.21 0.22

Latvia 0.00 0.24 0.00 0.30 0.48 0.00 0.17

Table 3.7.2. Values of sub-indexes characterizing quality of society in European countries, 2006

Source: Eurostat and European Social Survey 2006 (authors’ calculations).

 
GDP 
per 

capita

Unem-
ployment 

rate

Relative 
poverty

Expect-
ancy of 

healthy life

Social 
expenditure 

% in GDP

Educa-
tion Security Solidar-

ity

Satisfac-
tion with 

institutions

Quality of 
society

Norway 1.00 1.00 0.92 0.79 0.55 0.98 0.98 0.87 0.75 0.87

The Netherlands 0.59 0.96 1.00 0.77 0.90 0.77 0.94 0.58 0.70 0.80

Denmark 0.55 0.96 0.85 1.00 0.89 0.83 0.96 1.00 0.95 0.89

Austria 0.56 0.88 0.77 0.47 0.86 0.87 0.98 0.58 0.58 0.73

Sweden 0.54 0.66 0.85 0.74 0.98 0.80 0.93 0.83 0.67 0.78

Ireland 0.71 0.90 0.38 0.74 0.32 0.79 0.84 0.52 0.68 0.65

Slovenia 0.28 0.76 0.85 0.44 0.56 1.00 1.00 0.49 0.40 0.64

Finland 0.48 0.60 0.77 0.11 0.74 0.91 0.75 0.78 0.88 0.67

Cyprus 0.30 0.89 0.54 0.47 0.33 0.68 0.80 0.23 0.79 0.56

France 0.44 0.45 0.77 0.72 1.00 0.79 0.87 0.39 0.25 0.63

Belgium 0.51 0.54 0.62 0.64 0.95 0.78 0.83 0.49 0.56 0.66

United Kingdom 0.50 0.82 0.31 0.77 0.75 0.77 0.86 0.51 0.39 0.63

Germany 0.46 0.39 0.77 0.27 0.87 0.74 0.95 0.58 0.30 0.59

eStONIa 0.11 0.77 0.38 0.00 0.01 0.76 0.00 0.31 0.49 0.32

Hungary 0.09 0.62 0.54 0.16 0.53 0.79 0.82 0.12 0.00 0.41

Spain 0.39 0.52 0.23 0.72 0.46 0.27 0.92 0.35 0.57 0.49

Portugal 0.17 0.59 0.38 0.41 0.70 0.00 0.87 0.01 0.16 0.36

Slovakia 0.08 0.05 0.85 0.30 0.20 0.96 0.83 0.27 0.44 0.44

Latvia 0.01 0.68 0.00 0.10 0.00 0.59 0.05 0.19 0.14 0.20

Poland 0.00 0.00 0.31 0.75 0.37 0.99 0.89 0.14 0.16 0.40

analysis revealed the country with the highest quality 
of life to be Denmark where all indicators related to the 
quality of life were equally high. Denmark was followed 
by Norway, Sweden, Finland and Austria. The fact that all 
Nordic countries rank at the top of the quality of life index 

is probably not incidental and attests to the sustainability 
and effectiveness of their chosen structure of society. The 
interesting fact that a large gap exists between countries 
with a low quality of life and countries with a high quality 
of life serves as evidence not only of the difference in the 
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Figure 3.7.1. The placement of European countries 
based on individual and social quality of life, 2006
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level of quality of life, but also of the qualitative signifi-
cance of this difference.

What are the potential factors causing Estonia’s very 
low ranking in terms of quality of life? According to Table 
3.7.2., the areas most detrimental to the quality of soci-
ety is the bad state of health of the population (number of 
years lived in health), the worst in all of Europe, as well as 
the lower level of physical security (higher rate of murders) 
and the extremely low percentage of social expenditures 

in comparison with the GDP. The situation in Estonia is 
relatively best with regard to the labour market where the 
average unemployment rate in 2006 was among the low-
est in the last 15 years. Estonia’s problems with regard to 
the individual quality of life are similar to those related to 
the quality of our society, including the fear of becoming 
a victim of a crime and people’s dissatisfaction with their 
jobs and material situation.

The results of the analysis show that the low individual 
quality of life of Estonian residents is “in conformity” with 
the “low livability” of the society. Estonia’s lengthy period 
of economic growth has improved its inhabitants’ stand-
ard of living, but has not been so effective as to allow us to 
reach a quality of life comparable to most European coun-
tries. The lack of significant improvement in the social 
quality of life may begin to have a negative effect on indi-
vidual opportunities for well-being in the near future.

The society has various options for increasing the 
general quality of life. The general improvement of liv-
ing conditions can be achieved through the advancement 
of employment opportunities as well as access to educa-
tion and healthcare, the enhancement of the level of social 
security and reduction of crime, the improvement of the 
overall social infrastructure and the provision of more 
effective social protection through the development of the 
network of social benefits and services. Increasing social 
cohesion in general requires us to lessen the development 
gap of the less-developed regions, promotes the expansion 
of equal opportunities and the reduction of social exclu-
sion. In strengthening the social bonds between people, it 
is important to support and promote social solidarity.
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Quality of Life and Integration
Chapter 4

4.1. Introduction
The following chapter analyzes the problems related to inte-
gration in Estonian society from the aspect of the quality of 
life. The analysis is conducted by examining the level of life 
satisfaction of ethnic minorities compared to other Euro-
pean countries and focusing on specific problems by ana-
lyzing two fields of activity – socio-political participation 
and the labour market. As it appears from the following 
analysis, the satisfaction among the indigenous population 
and the ethnic minorities differs, which is a social problem 
not only in Estonia but in several countries of “old Europe”. 
Therefore, the Council of Europe Framework Convention 
for the Protection of National Minorities (see Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and 
Explanatory Report, http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitor-
ings/minorities/1_AtGlance/PDF_Text_FCNM_et.pdf, pp. 
23–24), which establishes the general requirements for the 
integration of ethnic minorities, places great importance on 
the setting of goals to ensure that the members of society 
belonging to ethnic minorities have opportunities equal to 
the indigenous people for participating in public life and the 

labour market. The opportunity for minorities to participate 
in public life and the labour market in European countries 
is guaranteed by very diverse legislative and administrative 
measures. How these opportunities are realized depends on 
the country’s policies, as well as, to a great extent, on the 
people themselves, their activism and their will to realize 
themselves in society. An examination of the current sit-
uation in Estonia and the recollection of the social shock 
that occurred during the so-called April Unrest prompt the 
question that can be considered the central problem: are the 
young people who have socialized during the two transi-
tion decades into the “new Estonian society” more satisfied 
and integrated than their parents and grandparents? Or are 
new problems developing for the younger generation that 
was born and has grown up in the Republic of Estonia upon 
entering the Estonian labour market and public sphere? 
Can a “third-generation problem” similar to the Western 
European countries develop in Estonia, which could culmi-
nate in protests by Russian young people?

4.2. Ethnic differentiations in 
satisfaction evaluations: Estonia’s 
distinctions in the European context

18 In order to make the survey findings more representative, the data are usually weighted. However, the deficiency of the European 
Social Survey is that in the case of two countries – Latvia and Romania – the data weights were not given. When analyzing Estonia, 
it is important to make comparisons with other post-socialist countries. Therefore, in this analysis data from all 25 of the countries 
covered by 2006 Estonian Social Survey have been used. In the case of weighted and non-weighted data, there are differences of a few 
percent in the satisfaction assessments. The trustworthiness of the analysis is confirmed by the fact that the statistical importance of 
the association coefficient and the strength of the coefficient remain the same.

19 In Western countries, the ethnic factor is also important in Denmark, although the ethnic differences there are smaller than in 
Estonia (The Cramer’s V value, which expresses the association with life satisfaction, is 0.153, in Estonia it is 0.209.)

The following analysis continues the topic of the qual-
ity of life and life satisfaction covered in Chapter 3 from 
the aspect of ethnicity. The analysis, which was previ-
ously based on percentage distributions, has been devel-
oped further in this chapter (see Realo, Chapter 3), and the 
importance of the factors comprising life satisfaction has 
been compared with the help of relative statistical coeffi-
cients. The analysis in this chapter confirms the previous 
results indicating that the significant factors affecting the 
formation of life satisfaction in Estonia involve the indi-
vidual’s age, citizenship, education, and material welfare. 
This analysis shows that in the European context Estonia 
is quite distinctive, because people’s satisfaction evalua-

tions are strongly related to their ethnic background and 
citizenship – the 2006 European Social Survey data on 25 
countries18 indicated that both variables – ethnic affilia-
tion and citizenship – have a strong association with life 
satisfaction (see Annex 4.2.1)19.

The following subchapter focuses primarily on the anal-
ysis of life satisfaction by ethnic background. Although, 
based on Annex 4.2.1, citizenship and ethnic self-deter-
mination are equally important factors in ascertaining life 
satisfaction, the association with citizenship can be greatly 
explained by ethnic affiliation – i.e. the citizens of Russia 
and other countries express their lower life satisfaction pri-
marily when they define themselves as an ethnic minority. 
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Other research also shows that possessing (or not possess-
ing) citizenship is an important identifier in the evaluation 
of material opportunities, while at the same time, satisfac-
tion in various life spheres is affected most by ethnicity and 
income – the satisfaction of the Russian-speaking popula-
tion that possesses Estonian citizenship is lower than the 
satisfaction of Estonians with the same income and educa-
tional levels (Kasearu & Trumm 2008).

The comparison of Estonia with other countries is also 
motivated by the fact that in the case of the Latvian sample 
with a historical and political background to similar Esto-
nia’s, neither minority status nor citizenship are significant 
factors in describing one’s life satisfaction. Therefore Esto-
nia’s situation is unique and deserves more precise analy-
sis.

General life satisfaction among 
Europe’s majority and minority groups
An overview of the theories of wellbeing and quality of 
life are provided above (Kasearu & Trumm 2008). Some 
research that deals specifically with the subjective per-
ception of wellbeing among ethnic majority and minority 
groups emphasizes the significance of material resources 
and the physical environment, as well as socio-demo-
graphic factors, as the creators of satisfaction (i.e. Mata 
2002). Other research considers subjective elements to be 
more important in the creation of the quality of life – such 
as the strength of one’s family and network of intimates 
(see Bajekal et al. 2004) and the feeling that one is able to 
control certain life experiences (Lackland 1989).

20 In the analysis, the ethnic majority and minority have been formed based on whether the respondent defines him or herself as belon-
ging to the majority or minority group. The alternative would have been to differentiate the ethnic groups based on whether people 
were born in the specific country or not. However, an initial analysis showed that self-determination was the important distinguis-
hing factor for the quality of life. Earlier studies have also shown that the time one has lived in the country is an unimportant factor 
for subjectively describing the ability to cope (Verkuyten 1986).

21 In the analysis here and hereafter the shorter singular version of “ethnic minority group” has been used, which actually includes the 
accumulated data of the ethnic minority groups that live in the various countries.

Figure 4.2.1. shows a comparison of the aggregate eval-
uations of majority and minority groups20 in 25 European 
countries related to life satisfaction. The figure shows that 
the evaluations of the ethnic majorities and minorities21 in 
many countries are relatively similar. However, a trend is 
apparent that ethnic majority groups tend to be more satis-
fied than ethnic minorities (mean value of 42.44 and 40.58 
respectively). The evaluations of ethnic majority and minor-
ity groups are relatively similar in countries with strong 
economies and relatively clear and open minority policies 
(e.g. Norway, Finland, Switzerland, the United Kingdom 
and France) and countries with more unsettled economic 
and political regimes (e.g. Ukraine and Russia). There is a 
trend toward somewhat lower satisfaction among minori-
ties in post-socialist countries, such as Bulgaria, Ukraine, 
Poland and Slovakia, which may be a reflection of the dif-
ficulty of designing integration policies in transition coun-
tries. The lower satisfaction assessments in some “old” EU 
member states may reflect relatively liberal immigration 
policies, while there are difficulties in finding solutions for 
specific spheres related to integration (e.g. instances of dis-
crimination in Denmark, education issues in Germany, the 
Netherlands, etc.). Even in countries with relatively similar 
socio-economic backgrounds, the “pattern” of the assess-
ments of the majority and minority groups can be quite 
different – for instance, the evaluation of the majority and 
minority groups in Norway, Sweden, and Finland are quite 
similar, while they differ in Denmark. Therefore it is quite 
difficult to explain the similarities and differences in satis-
faction evaluations based on macro conditions, which indi-
rectly points to the smaller impact of objective factors as the 
creators of satisfaction.

In the comparison of 25 countries it turns out that 
Estonia has the greatest difference in the evaluation of life 
satisfaction between the majority and minority groups – 
Estonians are noticeably more frequently satisfied with 
life than other ethnic groups. This may be explained, to a 
certain extent, by the very drastic change in the status of 
the Russian-speaking population after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. However, the same thing occurred with the 
Latvian Russian-speaking population, but in Latvia the 
gaps in the satisfaction evaluations based on ethnic group 
are somewhat smaller.

Age is a very important factor in the evaluation of life 
satisfaction (see Annex 4.2.1., Chapter 3 Realo), and this 
may have a greater effect on evaluations in the case of immi-
grants – younger people may be more satisfied since they 
have adapted better to the society. Figure 4.2.2. presents an 
overview of the satisfaction evaluations of ethnic majority 
and minority groups in different age groups. From the fig-
ure we can see that Europe is characterized by a greater per-
centage of satisfaction among the middle-aged population. 
Estonia is an exception with the greatest percentage of sat-
isfaction among the youngest age group. In the oldest age 
group, the satisfaction evaluations of Estonia’s population 
are comparable to the European average (see Figure 4.2.2.).

Figure 4.2.1. Life satisfaction by ethnic majority and 
minority groups*
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* To calculate the satisfaction index, the following questions have been sum-
med up: How satisfied are you with the current economic situation in the count-
ry / the government / performance of democracy in the country? How satisfied 
are you with your life on the whole / your standard of living / your work? How 
happy are you? (A higher aggregate index value indicated greater satisfaction.)

Source: European Social Survey 2006
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In Europe as a whole, the differences between ethnic 
majority and minority groups by generations are notice-
ably smaller than in Estonia. The differences in the assess-
ments of the ethnic majority and minority groups do not 
decrease as the generations grow younger. Therefore it can-
not be said that the attitudes and evaluations of minorities 
will “naturally” become more optimistic with a change in 
generations.

Factors forming general 
satisfaction by country
As described above, the measurement-evaluation of the 
quality of the life and life satisfaction is based on many dif-
ferent factors. Data from the European Social Survey pri-
marily enables general satisfaction and feelings of happi-
ness to be analyzed (Questions: How satisfied are you with 
your life in general? How happy are you?); as well as more 
as one’s satisfaction with personal material wellbeing spe-
cifically (How satisfied are you with your work / standard of 
living?). In addition, one can analyze people’s level of sat-
isfaction with the performance of the state (How satisfied 
are you with the country’s economic situation / the func-
tioning of democracy in the country / the country’s govern-
ment?). Table 4.2.1. provides an overview of the analysis of 
ethnic majority and minority groups according to these 
dimensions. From the table, it appears that in the majority 
of countries, the evaluations given by members of ethnic 
minority groups for feelings of happiness, material wellbe-
ing as well as the performance of the state are all relatively 
similar. At the same time, for instance, the ethnic minori-
ties in the United Kingdom were relatively satisfied on a 
personal level, but relatively dissatisfied with the perform-
ance of the state. Therefore successfully coping individu-
ally does not guarantee the satisfaction of the minority 
with the country’s minority policies. Apparently, certain 
collective expectations and the minority’s ambitions to 
achieve greater political influence play a role here.

Based on individual evaluation components, Estonia’s 
ethnic minorities are located in the bottom third of the 
country rankings. The relatively more positive evaluation 
of the material situation is apparently based on the growth 
of income and improvement in the material situation of 
Estonia’s Russian-speaking population, especially among 
Estonian citizens (Kasearu & Trumm 2008). At the same 
time, the lower satisfaction of the ethnic minorities with 
the performance of the state is also characteristic of Esto-
nia, which after the events of April 2007 has decreased 
even further – the most recent studies point to the fact that 
distrust and pessimism regarding the state have increased 
among Estonia’s Russian-speaking population, especially 
during the last few years (see, for instance, Integration 
of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008). Analysis by vari-
ous age groups shows that while in a generational com-
parison differences in personal satisfaction are relatively 
unchanged, the dissatisfaction regarding the performance 
of the state is even greater among the younger generation 
than among the older generation.

The second section of Table 4.2.1. shows the relation-
ships between various individual evaluations and the 
aggregate satisfaction evaluation. The strength of the asso-
ciation is indicated by the correlation coefficient (maxi-
mum value of 1 shows total association between the var-
iables, a value of 0 shows the total lack of association). 

Figure 4.2.2. Life satisfaction of majority and minor-
ity groups by age group in Estonia and Europe (high 
general satisfaction percentages)
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From an analysis of these relationships, it appears that the 
aggregate life satisfaction evaluation for ethnic minorities 
depends primarily on satisfaction with the performance of 
the state (the strongest average correlation or association 
between the two variables of .77). In some of the transi-
tion countries (Romania, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and 
Russia), as well as in the so-called European welfare states 
(Finland, Switzerland, Denmark, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, Austria, Netherlands, Germany and France), 
the country’s capability or incapability to regulate the eco-
nomic situation and to guarantee the performance of the 
government and democracy are often given as the reasons 
for life satisfaction/dissatisfaction. Although in Estonia 
the evaluation of the state also affects the aggregate sat-
isfaction evaluation, the extent of this association is even 
somewhat weaker than the European average. Thus we can 
conclude that as the economic situation and democracy 
improve, the minorities’ expectations regarding the per-
formance of the state also increase. Therefore, as a rule, 
personal material satisfaction is slightly less important in 
the formation of general life satisfaction than satisfaction 
with the performance of the state. Only in two countries – 
Sweden and Spain – does personal material wellbeing play 
a more significant role in the formation of general satis-
faction. Since these countries have relatively high unem-
ployment rates among ethnic minorities, work satisfaction 
(and its existence) at a personal level is an important indi-
cator for the formation of life satisfaction.

The satisfaction of ethnic minorities regarding the 
performance of the state, as well as personal feelings of 
happiness, affect people’s own interest in politics and 
their trust in institutions (in Estonia this association is 
statistically even stronger then in Europe on average). In 
other countries with relatively large minorities, such as 
the United Kingdom and Romania, a significant associ-
ation appeared between political interest and personal 
material satisfaction, while in Estonia the background 
for the political interest of minorities is comprised of ide-
ological-psychological considerations rather than socio-
economic ones. In a similar manner to Estonia, minor-
ity groups are significantly less interested in politics in 
Denmark, for example, and therefore a greater role in the 
political interest of minorities may be played by circum-
stances related to the specific political landscape, such 
as the politicization of various socio-economic issues, 
the structure of political parties (for instance, in Esto-
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Table 4.2.1. Factors forming general satisfaction among ethnic minority groups in European countries by country

Ranking of countries based on satisfaction * Association of satisfaction to the aggregate index **

General satisfac-
tion/feeling of 

happiness

Satisfaction 
with material 

situation

Satisfaction with 
the performance of 

the state

General satisfac-
tion/feeling of 

happiness

Satisfaction 
with material 

situation

Satisfaction with 
the performance 

of the state

Finland 1 6 2 0.126 0.711 0.831

Switzerland 2 1 3 0.767 0.751 0.795

Norway 5 3 4 0.643 0.627 0.646

Cyprus 3 14 1 0.659 0.523 0.679

Denmark 6 4 5 0.563 0.783 0.827

Sweden 9 2 8 0.716 0.811 0.753

Spain 4 7 7 0.473 0.691 0.649

Ireland 8 8 6 0.641 0.713 0.875

United Kingdom 7 5 12 0.654 0.607 0.785

Austria 10 9 9 0.750 0.649 0.854

The Netherlands 13 10 10 0.670 0.660 0.807

Belgium 12 16 11 0.830 0.712 0.685

Germany 14 13 13 0.758 0.708 0.792

Slovenia 11 11 16 0.816 0.741 0.720

France 15 12 14 0.644 0.662 0.748

Portugal 16 17 17 0.515 0.764 0.801

eStONIa 17 15 19 0.779 0.709 0.734

Slovakia 19 20 15 0.797 0.763 0.830

Poland 21 19 21 0.748 0.714 0.856

Latvia 18 18 22 0.779 0.652 0.750

Romania 20 24 18 0.830 0.647 0.839

Russia 22 22 20 0.753 0.741 0.795

Hungary 23 21 23 0.782 0.778 0.799

Ukraine 24 23 24 0.807 0.768 0.678

Bulgaria 25 25 25 0.753 0.574 0.713

Average*** 7.5 5.34 5.44 0.690 0.698 0.770

Leg 4.00 3.88 4.67 0.704 0.288 0.229

* The scores of the individual countries are ranked, and each country has been assigned a ranking for each specific satisfaction variable (1 to 25).

** Correlations have been calculated between the aggregate satisfaction index (includes all 7 individual variables) and satisfaction in individual 
fields of activity (3 satisfaction sub-indexes). A Pearson correlation coefficient value that is close to 1 means a strong association between the two 
variables, while a value close to 0 shows a weak association and lack thereof. All the coefficients shown in the table are statistically significant (at a 
significance level of p≤.01). The strongest coefficient, or the most important factor in the formation of general satisfaction in the specific country is 
marked in bold.

*** The first half of the table shows calculations of the average satisfaction values (maximum satisfaction value 11 and minimum 0). The second half 
of the table shows calculations of the average correlations for the countries in case of specific pairs of variables.

Source: European Social Survey 2006

nia there are no large ethnic political parties, while there 
are in Latvia, which has just as large a minority popula-
tion), etc. The younger generation is characterized by a 
more ignorant attitude toward politics and great scepti-
cism regarding institutions in both Europe and Estonia 
(see Annex 4.2.2).

Association of satisfaction with 
general social integration
Previous chapters have shown that surrounding social 
relations form one of the important components of the 

quality of life and life satisfaction. (Kasearu & Trumm 
2008). Research dealing specifically with ethnic minori-
ties also shows that the satisfaction evaluations of immi-
grants are significantly impacted by social capitalization, 
such as familial contacts (Bajekal et al. 2004), as well as the 
perceived position of the majority or minority in the soci-
ety (Verkuyten 1986). In the case of Estonia, it has turned 
out that these factors are important, for instance, in the 
creation of cultural openness (Masso 2009). The following 
analysis focuses on the relationships between satisfaction 
and social integration.
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Table 4.2.2. shows the association between the indica-
tors of life satisfaction and social integration. When eval-
uating social integration, the following individual and 
aggregate variables have been used: political interest (How 
interested are you in politics?), trust in institutions (How 
much do you trust the country’s parliament / legal system / 
police / political parties / European Parliament / UN?), per-
ceived discrimination (Is your group discriminated against 
because of skin colour / race / nationality / religion / ethnic 
group / language you speak?) and social capital (How often 
do you socially meet with friends, relatives, colleagues? Is 
there anyone you discuss intimate and personal matters 
with? How often do you take part in social activities com-
pared to others of same age?).

The analysis of satisfaction dimensions and associa-
tions is the same as the one in Table 4.2.1. It turns out 
that the life satisfaction evaluations of Estonia’s ethnic 
minorities are significantly related to the perception of 
discrimination – the lower the level of perceived dis-
crimination, the greater the satisfaction with the per-
formance of the state and the personal sense of happi-
ness. It is noteworthy that in the majority of European 
countries there is no significant relationship between 
the perception of discrimination and satisfaction with 
the performance of the state. At the same time, Estonia’s 
ethnic minorities perceive discrimination more often 
than the minorities in European countries on average 
(see Annex 4.2.1.). Thus, for example, the perception of 
minority discrimination in the United Kingdom, with 
a relatively large and diverse ethnic minority, is almost 
10% lower than in Estonia and even 20% lower than 
Estonia in Denmark with a growing number of immi-
grants.

Estonia’s other important distinction compared to 
the European average is the importance of the social 
network as a shaper of satisfaction among ethnic minor-
ities – the closer the social network, the more satisfied 
Estonia’s ethnic minorities are with the state. And vice 
versa – estrangement from the state is related to greater 
isolation in one’s close surroundings. This is especially 
related to contacts with Estonians and other ethnicities 
at work and during leisure time (see Korts & Vihalemm 
2008). This relationship is probably bidirectional – on 
the one hand, it is easier for individuals who are socially 
active and have a wider social circle to become aware of 
what is happening in the country and to adapt; however, 
on the other hand, a positive social attitude promotes 
involvement in work-related and other social networks. 
At the same time, Annex 4.2.2. shows that compared 
to European minorities Estonia’s ethnic minorities are 
characterized by significantly lower social capital with 
respect to the extent of the social network, participation 
in nongovernmental organizations and trust. However, 
differences in the social capitalization of majority and 
minority groups are decreasing in younger age groups, 
in Europe on average as well as in Estonia (see Annex 
4.2.2.).

Summary
In Estonia, life satisfaction depends, to a greater degree, on 
ethnic affiliation than it does in Europe on average. Esto-
nia is also differentiated in the general European scene by 
larger gaps in the life satisfaction evaluations of the eth-

Table 4.2.2. Association of life satisfaction with 
social integration among ethnic minorities in Estonia 
and Europe (correlation coefficient in Estonia, aver-
age for European minorities in parentheses)

* Political interest either high or very high.

** The social capital index is calculated on the basis of single variables: 
meets frequently with friends, relatives, co-workers; has someone to 
discuss personal affairs with; compared to contemporaries and participa-
tes often in social activities.

*** The trust index is calculated on the basis of single variables: trust in 
the parliament, legal system, police, politicians, political parties, European 
Parliament and UN.

*** The discrimination index calculated on the basis of single variables: 
has encountered discrimination based on skin colour or race, ethnicity, 
religion, ethnicity or spoken language.

 Source: European Social Survey 2006

Aggre-
gate sat-
isfaction 

index 

Personal 
mental 

satisfac-
tion 

Personal 
material 
satisfac-

tion 

Satisfac-
tion with 
the per-

formance 
of the state 

Interest in politics* 0.172 (0.159) 0.130 (0.084) 0.073 (0.138) 0.215 (0.141)

Social capitalization** 0.207 (0.123) 0.176 (0.094)  0.094 (0.105) 0.238 (0.080)

Trust in institutions***0.483 (0.403) 0.351 (0.237) 0.377 (0.194) 0.475 (0.449)

Discrimination 
rate****  -0.322 (-0.098) -0.286 (-0.086) -0.147 (-0.011)  -0.361 (-0.119)

Average 0.296 (0.196) 0.236 (0.125) 0.173 (0.112) 0.322 (0.197)

nic majority and minorities – compared to the majority, 
the members of ethnic minority groups are less frequently 
satisfied, especially among the middle-aged and younger 
generations.

While in the “old” EU member states the general sat-
isfaction of ethnic minorities is strongly related to eval-
uations regarding the performance of the country’s eco-
nomic system and democracy, in Estonia, in a similar 
manner to the majority of post-Communist transition 
states, the satisfaction of ethnic minorities tends to be 
shaped by subjective factors (primarily one’s personal 
sense of happiness). At the same time, the subjective satis-
faction is quite strongly related to indicators of social inte-
gration – the strength of personal social networks and the 
perception or non-perception of discrimination. In Esto-
nia, one’s relationship with the performance of the state as 
intermediated by the social network is also characterized 
by the fact that critical evaluations regarding state poli-
cies do not significantly differ between Russian-speakers 
who are personally more or less successfully integrated 
(see Lauristin 2008).

Conditionally one could say that unlike other Euro-
pean countries, a “cultural capsule” is created in Estonia 
upon defining oneself as an ethnic minority group. Eth-
nic barriers in society do not disappear by themselves 
since dissatisfaction with life compared to Estonians does 
not decrease in younger generations. The relatively weak 
social capital of Estonia’s minorities and its significance in 
the shaping of life satisfaction leads to the conclusion that 
investing in the growth of social capital for ethnic minori-
ties and their more effective involvement in the life of the 
country do not jeopardize the performance of the nation-
state. Instead, such measures are the basis for shaping reli-
able relations with the state.
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Annex 4.2.1. Socio-demographic characterization of life satisfaction in Estonia and Europe

Life satisfaction among the European 
population (%)

Life satisfaction among the 
 Estonian population (%)

Strength of the association 
(Cramer’s V)*

Low Average High Low Average High Europe Estonia

Ethnic
minority

Yes 9 7 4 42 35 19 0.076 0.209

No 92 93 96 58 65 81

Education

Basic 75 71 59 75 68 57 0.110 0.112

Secondary 22 26 38 23 30 39

Higher 3 3 4 1 3 6

Gender
Man 40 43 51 40 42 47 0.097 0.064

Woman 61 57 49 60 58 53

Age

–24 14 17 14 16 17 22 0.130 0.153

25–34 13 15 19 12 12 18

35–44 15 17 23 15 14 20

45–54 18 17 21 18 19 19

55–65 22 20 17 19 18 14

66– 18 14 7 20 20 7

Citizen of 
the country 

Yes 96 96 96 64 77 88 0.006 0.228

No 4 4 4 36 23 12

Existence 
of salaried 
employment

Yes 33 45 74 38 50 75 0.352 0.301

No 67 56 26 62 50 25

Marital
status

Married 48 50 54 41 44 45 0.102 0.124

Single 21 27 29 25 29 38

Other 31 23 17 33 27 16

* The Cramer’s V coefficient in the table shows the strength of the association between life satisfaction and individual socio-demographic variables. 
The coefficient value varies between 0 and 1, 0 indicates the lack of association and 1 the existence of a strong association between the variables. 
All the associations shown in the table are statistically significant.

Source: European Social Survey 2006

Annex 4.2.2. Social integration of Estonia’s minority and majority ethnicities (average percentages 
of 25 countries in parentheses)

Ethnic minorities, incl.

All 15–29-year-olds 30–49-year-olds 50–75-year-olds 

High level of interest in politics* 33 (40) 26 (33) 24 (43) 41 (43)

High level of social capital** 22 (40) 41 (55) 16 (33) 13 (26)

Trust in institutions*** 10 (15) 63 (58) 56 (56) 46 (49)

Experienced discrimination**** 40 (26) 35 (29) 49 (31) 38 (19)

Ethnic majorities, incl. 

High level of interest in politics 45 (47) 30 (34) 45 (47) 51 (55)

High level of social capital 29 (41) 56 (61) 25 (39) 17 (32)

Trust in institutions 21 (22) 74 (69) 63 (70) 54 (65)

* Very interested and quite interested have been added together.

** Very high social capital index value (meets frequently with friends, relatives, co-workers; has someone to discuss personal affairs with; compared 
to contemporaries and participates often in social activities).

*** Very high trust index value (trust in the parliament, legal system, police, politicians, political parties, European Parliament and UN).

**** Very high perceived discrimination index value (has encountered discrimination based on skin colour or race, ethnicity, religion, ethnicity or 
spoken language).

Source: European Social Survey 2006

Annexes



87 |

References
1. Bajekal, M.,; Blane, D., Grewal, I., Karlsen, S., Nazroo, J. (2004). 

“Ethnic Differences in Influences on Quality of Life at Older Ages: 
a Quantitative Analysis” – Ageing & Society, 24: 1, pp. 709–728.

2. Kasearu, K., Trumm, A.(2008). “Eestlaste ja mitte-eestlaste 
aineline olukord ja eluga rahulolu”, Integration of Estonian 
Society: Monitoring 2008. http://www.rahvastikuminister.
ee/?id=12051

3. Korts, K., Vihalemm, T. (2008). Rahvustevahelised suhted, 
kontaktid ja meie-tunne. „Integratsiooni monitooring 2008”, 
http://www.rahvastikuminister.ee/?id=12051

4. Lackland, S., D. (1998). “Predicting Life Satisfaction among 
Adolescents from Immigrant Families in Norway – Ethnicity & 
Health, 3: 1/2, pp. 5–19.

5. Lauristin, M. (2008). Kodanikud ja mittekodanikud” Integra-
tion of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008. http://www.rahvas-
tikuminister.ee/?id=12051

6. Masso, A.(2009, being published). “Readiness to Accept 
Immigrants in Europe? Individual and Country Level Char-
acteristics” – Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 35: 
2.

7. Mata, F. (2002). “A Look at Life Satisfaction and Ethnicity in 
Canada” – Canadian Ethnic Studies, 34: 1, pp. 51–63.

8. Verkuyten, M. (1989). “The Impact of Ethnic and Sex Differ-
ences on Happiness among Adolescents in the Netherlands” – 
Journal of Social Psychology, 126: 2, pp. 259–261.

4.3. Evaluation on social changes 
among Estonian, Latvian and 
Lithuanian ethnic majorities and 
Russian-speaking minorities
Directed by Prof Richard Rose, regular public opinion sur-
veys have been conducted in all Europe’s post-Communist 
countries since 1991, which include multi-faceted assess-
ments of the social changes. The respondents have been 
asked to provide evaluations of the economic system and 
political regime under the former (Soviet-era) and current 
systems and the system that will exist in the future, prob-
ably in five years. These studies (the New Baltic Barome-
ter) have been organized six times in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania: September–October 1993, April 1995, Novem-
ber 1996, March 2000, October 2001, November–Decem-
ber 2004 (Rose & Maley 1994; Rose 1995, 1997b, 2000, 
2002, 2005b).

The surveys show that Estonians have assessed the 
changes in society significantly more positively than their 
southern neighbours. In 1993, the Estonians gave the new 
economic system a lower rating than the Soviet-era sys-
tem. In 1995, the assessments of the old and new system 
were equal, and since 1996, the new economic system has 
been clearly rated more positively than the former system; 
the new system received positive evaluations from 70–
80% of Estonians.

Among Latvians, and especially Lithuanians, the 
number of people giving the new economic system posi-
tive assessments in 1993–2000 was many times smaller 
than the number of those who gave positive assessments to 
the Soviet-era economic system. In 2001, the assessment of 
Latvians, and in 2004, the assessment of Lithuanians equal-
ized between the former and new economic systems.

The assessment of the current economic system can at 
least partially be explained by economic results – in 1991–
1994, there were great economic difficulties in the Baltic 
countries and other transition states; as of 1995 the sit-
uation started to improve. Although the growth of gross 
domestic product (GDP) has not been significantly greater 
in Estonia than in Latvia or Lithuania, the assessments of 

the new economic system were much higher in Estonia. 
As of 2004, the Lithuanians’ assessments were comparable 
to those of the Estonians. At the same time, the Latvians’ 
assessments of the new economic system remained quite 
modest even in 2004, after several years of successful GDP 
growth.

The positive attitude prevailing in Estonia is all the 
more surprising since, compared to its southern neigh-
bours, Estonia has been considered a country that car-
ried out extreme liberalization, and a representative along 
with Poland of the most radical “shock therapy” in all of 
Eastern and Central Europe, i.e. rapid and radical market 
economy reforms (Aslund 2002, 2007).

This highlights the fact that public opinion assess-
ments are based not only on the so-called factual situa-
tion, but also on the interpretive schemes that dominate 
the society, including the media. Comparing the opinions 
and assessments that are popular in Estonia with those of 
other post-Communist societies, social scientists point to 
the widespread acceptance of the liberal success ideology, 
or the so-called post-Communist transition culture, not 
only by Estonians but also by local Russian-speaking pop-
ulation. Transition ideology traditionally interprets the 
appreciation of personal and competitive success as a nat-
ural development characteristic of the new age (Kennedy 
2002). It is thought that the popularity of understandings 
promoting neo-liberalism and individual consumption 
among the population has been one of the important fac-
tors in Estonia’s rapid economic success (Feldmann 2007). 
The assessment of the new economic system shown in Fig-
ure 4.3.1., as well as the significantly lower assessments 
for the former system, can be viewed as the widespread 
acceptance of success ideology. 

The assessments of Estonia as a successful reform coun-
try are also complemented by the Estonians’ most positive 
assessment of the new political system (Figure 4.3.2.).
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Figure 4.3.1. Changes in the assessments of the 
Soviet-era and current economic systems among 
Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians 1993–2004 
(percentage of positive assessments)
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Source: Rose & Maley 1994; Rose 1997b, 2000, 2005b
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The Soviet-era political system is given a lower rating 
than the economic system in all three Baltic countries. 
However, here too differences are apparent between the 
attitudes of Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians. Esto-
nians (like Czechs) have attracted attention in all sur-
veys with significantly more positive assessments of the 
new governmental organization (see Zapf et al. 2002; 
Rose 2005a). The Latvians’ assessments of the former and 
current regimes are more equivalent. In 1995–2001, the 
Lithuanians even assessed the Communist regime more 
positively, and only in 2004 did the current regime receive 
a more positive assessment (Figure 4.3.2.).

Comparing the assessments of the Estonians, Latvi-
ans and Lithuanians with the Russian-speaking minori-
ties in these countries regarding both economic changes 
and the political regime, we see the persistence of sig-

nificant differences throughout the transition period (see 
Table 4.3.1.).

While Estonians have very clearly shown their prefer-
ence for the new political order in all surveys since 1993, 
the local Russians have rated both the Soviet-era economic 
system and political regime more positively than the cur-
rent ones in all surveys (Figure 4.3.3.). However, the differ-
ence in the assessments has been much smaller in Estonia 
than in Latvia, where the differences in the assessments 
of the Latvians and the local Russian-speaking population 
have been the greatest. In Lithuania, on the other hand, 
the assessments of the Lithuanians and non-Lithuanians 
have been the most uniform. At the same time, one can 
see that with the years the differences in the assessments 
of the indigenous people and minorities have decreased in 
all the Baltic countries and percentage of those rating the 
new political system more positively than the former sys-
tem has also increased among the Russian-speaking pop-
ulation (see Rose 1997a, 2002, 2005; Ehin 2007).

From the middle of the 1990s until the spring of 2007, 
Estonian society gradually equalized its attitudes. “Both 
Estonians and the members of other ethnicities assessed 
many of the phenomena of Estonian life uniformly. The 
socio-political and economic background of non-Estoni-
ans was predominantly positive.” (Saar 2007: 47).

Andrus Saar’s conclusion regarding the equalization 
of assessments among Estonians and non-Estonians gen-
erally confirms the results of the Mina. Maailm. Meedia 
survey organized by the University of Tartu Institute of 
Journalism and Communication at the end of 2002 and 
2005. Although significant differences appeared in orien-
tations as well as specific attitudes in both 2002 and 2005 
(see Kalmus, Lauristin & Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2004; 
Lauristin 2007; Vihalemm & Kalmus 2008), we noticed 
some convergence in the assessments of Estonians and 
non-Estonians regarding changes: in 2005, among both 
Estonian and Russian-speaking respondents there were 
many more people who were pleased rather than sad-
dened by the changes in society. We see a totally different 
trend in the results from the survey conducted in Septem-
ber–October 2008, where the number of Russian speakers 
who were happy about the social changes was smaller and 
the number of those saddened was larger than in 2005 and 
2002 (Figure 4.3.1. and Table 4.3.2.).

Our survey results confirm the conclusion that has 
been repeatedly brought forth by research results and 
actual observation – the events of April 2007 have returned 
Estonia to the situation where the Estonian-speaking and 
Russian-speaking collective bodies are very different. This 
contrast was very apparent in the answers to the ques-
tions posed in the course of the Integration monitoring 
survey conducted in April 2008 regarding assessments of 
the changes in Estonia during the last three years (Table 
4.3.2.). However, the comparison of age groups demon-
strates that despite the protest-mindedness that has mani-
fested itself among young people, Russian-speaking young 
people in the majority are more at home in Estonian soci-
ety, and in a similar manner to Estonians, are predomi-
nantly positive about what is happening in the country.

Figure 4.3.2. Changes in the assessments of the 
Soviet-era and current political regime among Estoni-
ans, Latvians and Lithuanians 1993–2004 (percent-
age of positive assessments)
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1993 1996 2004

Estonia Ethnic 
majority

Russian-
speaking 
minority 

Difference 
(e-r)

Ethnic 
majority

Russian-
speaking 
minority 

Difference 
(e-r)

Ethnic 
majority

Russian-
speaking 
minority 

Difference 
(e-r)

Former economic system 53 76 23 48 79 31 57 80 23

Current economic system 43 41 -2 69 55 -14 81 74 -7

Former political regime 32 65 22 22 67 45 38 74 36

Current political regime 58 50 -8 69 49 -20 76 64 -12

Latvia

Former economic system 59 75 16 74 86 12 49 75 26

Current economic system 21 24 3 22 19 -3 51 47 -4

Former political regime 36 66 30 41 67 26 31 59 28

Current political regime 43 9 -34 37 30 -7 49 43 -6

Lithuania

Former economic system 75 84 9 76 81 5 69 83 14

Current economic system 22 33 11 25 32 7 73 73 0

Former political regime 46 66 20 43 59 16 50 72 22

Current political regime 46 58 12 37 42 5 69 67 -2

Table 4.3.1. Comparison of the assessments given to the new and old economic and political systems by 
ethnic majorities and Russian-speaking minorities in the Baltic countries

Source: Rose 1997a, 2002, 2005

Figure 4.3.3. Dynamics of the differences (v-p) in the assessments of the former and current social order 
by ethnic majority and Russian-speaking minority in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania

Source: R. Rose’s data
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Figure 4.3.4. Attitudes of the Estonian and Russian-
speaking population towards the changes in Estonian 
society during the last 10–15 years
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Changes 
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happy

Changes 
make me 
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2002 2005 2008

Estonian

Russian

The changes in Estonian 
society make me … 

All res-
pondents

Language of the survey
Estonian Russian

 2002    happy 55 66 35

sad 22 19 30

2005 happy 63 72 43

sad 14 12 19

2008 happy 58 71 31

sad 19 13 32

Table 4.3.2. Attitudes of the Estonian and Russian-
speaking population towards the changes in Estonian 
society during the last 10–15 years

Source: University of Tartu survey Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2002, 2005 and 2008

 All 
Age

15–24 25–39 40–59 60–75

Estonians

Pleased by the changes 
during the last 3 years 61 73 70 56 45

Saddened by the changes 
during the last 3 years 34 22 28 40 48

Russians

Pleased by the changes 
during the last 3 years 29 51 34 20 19

Saddened by the changes 
during the last 3 years 57 36 55 64 69

Table 4.3.3. Assessment of changes in Estonian life 
during the last 3 years (%)

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008
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4.4. Political support and political 
participation: comparison of 
Estonians and non-Estonians

22 The execution of the research work reflected in the article has been supported within the framework of grant project 6212 of the Esto-
nian Science Foundation (“Režiimitoetus uutes demokraatiates: Balti andmestik 1993–2004”).

Continuing the topic of social attitudes covered above, 
the following subchapter provides an overview of politi-
cal support and participation in Estonia with an empha-
sis on the comparison of ethnic groups. Answers are 
sought to the following questions: How high or low is 
the level of political support and political participation 
in Estonia (compared to the other Baltic countries, the 
countries of Eastern Europe and “old” democracies)? 
Has the degree of support and participation changed 
over time and how? Are there significant differences in 
the levels of support and participation between various 
ethnic groups? How justified is the expectation that the 
ethnic gap in political attitudes and political behaviour 
among the Estonian population will decrease with the 
change in generations?22

What is political support 
and why study it?
Organizations that monitor the development of democ-
racy categorize Estonia as a country where democracy as a 
form of government has been consolidated. These evalua-
tions focus, to a great extent, on the existence of free elec-
tions and the effective performance of democratic insti-
tutions. However, the development of well-functioning 
institutions is only one facet of democratization. Another, 
equally important aspect has to do with the extent demo-
cratic principles become rooted in people’s attitudes and 
behaviour, and concerns popular satisfaction with the 
activities of democratic institutions. In order to system-
atically examine people’s assessments of the established 
political order, it is useful to distinguish among the fol-
lowing dimensions of political support (Easton 1965, Nor-
ris 1999; Klingemann 1999):
1. support for the current definition of the political com-

munity (who should form the citizenry? Where should 
the borders of the state be drawn?);

2. support for the fundamental principles of the political 
regime (for instance, support for democracy as a form 
of government);

3. satisfaction with regime performance;
4. trust in political institutions;
5. evaluations of specific political incumbents.
The study of these various facets allows one to diagnose the 
problems of democracy more precisely and to predict the 
consequences of possible lack of trust. The following anal-
ysis attempts to summarize the level and trends of politi-
cal support in Estonia based on the first four dimensions, 
using recent survey data. The principal source of informa-
tion is the survey entitled Integration of Estonian Society: 
Monitoring 2008, commissioned by the State Chancellery, 
and conducted in March–April 2008.

Consensus regarding the definition of 
political community
Democracy assumes the existence of a demos: before it is pos-
sible to determine the will of the majority, it is necessary to 
define the citizenry, i.e. the people constituting the “nation” 
in the political sense of the word. In 2007 Estonia’s perma-
nent population fell into the following categories: 83% were 
citizens of the Republic of Estonia, 9% were stateless and 8% 
had foreign citizenship. The total number of stateless individ-
uals has decreased from 172,000 people in 2002 to less than 
111,000 at the end of 2008 (State Chancellery 2008a). At the 
same time, existing studies show that the acquisition of citi-
zenship does not guarantee the development of a “we-feel-
ing” that transcends ethnic boundaries. The findings of Inte-
gration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008 indicate that 
while the majority of Estonians feel that they are part of the 
Estonian nation in the constitutional sense, this opinion is 
shared by only half of the Russian-speaking population as a 
whole and two-thirds of Russian-speaking Estonian citizens. 
The percentage of the Russian-speaking population who 
identify with the Estonian people has significantly decreased 
during the last year (see Table 4.4.1.).

Comparing the answers by age group offers some support 
to the hope that the ethnic gap in the attitudes of the Estonian 
population will decrease with time. According to the find-
ings of Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008, 
young Russian-speaking Estonian residents are noticeably 
more convinced of their affiliation with the Estonian people 
than their older compatriots. While 49% of the respondents 
in the 50–74-year-old age group and 51% of the 30–49-year-

Estonians
Russian-speaking respondents

All Estonian 
citizens

Russian 
citizens Stateless

Yes

2005 99 74 * * *

2007 99 68 80 54 59

2008 92 52 67 42 34

No

2005 0 22 * * *

2007 0 17 9 26 24

2008 4 31 20 38 42

Not 
sure

2005 1 4 * * *

2007 1 12 11 20 17

2008 4 17 13 9 24

Table 4.4.1. Self-assessed membership in 
the Estonian nation, 2005–2008

Data: 2002: University of Tartu survey Mina. Maailm. Meedia; 2007: Ethnic 
relations and challenges for integration policies after the Bronze Solder 
crisis”, Office of the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs / Saar Poll; 
Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

Source: Marju Lauristin, “Kodanikud ja mittekodanikud”, Integration of 
Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.
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olds considered themselves to be part of the Estonian people, 
57% of the 15–29-year-old respondents answered this ques-
tion in the affirmative. At the same time, having citizenship 
does not have a greater than average impact on the attitudes 
of the young people – similarly to all Estonian citizens with 
Russian-speaking backgrounds, every third young Estonian 
citizen whose native language is Russian does not consider 
him- or herself to be part of the Estonian nation23. Therefore 
the society should pay more attention to attitudinal barriers 
that do not allow people who were born and have grown up 
in Estonia feel that they really belong here.

Evaluations of Estonia’s citizenship policies also vary 
dramatically by ethnic group. The findings of the 2008 sur-
vey show that two-thirds of Estonians feel that Estonia’s 
current citizenship policies are “normal and correspond to 
international standards”, while 15% feel that the citizenship 
policies are too lenient and damage the interests of the Esto-
nian people. On the other hand, 77% of the Russian-speak-
ing population believe that the current citizenship laws are 
unjustly strict and restrict human rights. However, there 
are almost twice as many people in the younger Russian age 
group (15–29) compared to the 50–74-year-old group who 
feel that Estonian citizenship policies conform to interna-
tional standards (20% and 11.5% respectively).

In sum, the data shows that despite progress in natu-
ralization, the political community in Estonia continues 
to be ethnically split.

Support for democracy 
as a form of government
Based on survey findings, the citizens of “old” democracies 
feel almost unanimously that democracy is the best possi-
ble form of government (Klingemann 1999). The positions 
of the populations in post-Communist transition countries 
regarding this question have been notably more diverse. 
Painful social changes created nostalgia among certain seg-
ments of the population for the old order or the desire for a 
strong leader who would set the house in order.

The findings of the New Baltic Barometer survey series 
(Rose 2005) show that during the transition decades a signif-
icant part of the Estonian population preferred an authori-
tarian order to a democratic one. For instance, in 2004 only 
46% of Estonians and 39% of the local Russian-speaking 
population were convinced that democracy is preferable to 
other forms of government. Of Estonians, 18% and of Rus-
sians, 29% think that in certain cases an authoritarian order 
could be better. A quarter of the respondents were indiffer-
ent about this issue. According to the findings of the same 
survey, a quarter of Estonians and more than a third of the 
Russian-speaking population agreed with the following 
statement: “is it best to get rid of parliament and elections 
and have a strong leader who can quickly decide every-
thing.” Among the Russian-speaking population in Latvia 
and Lithuania, the yearning for “strongman rule” has been 
even greater, as the statement was approved by almost half 
of the respondents in some years (Ehin 2007).

Questions about how attached the Estonian population 
is to the principles of democracy are also important today. 
The enlargement of the European Union and NATO did 
not bring about a liberal-democratic “end of history”. The 

23 On the other hand, among the middle-aged group, citizenship brings about stronger idetnfification with the Estonian people – 72% of 
Russian speakers aged 40–49 with Estonian citizenship define themselves as members of the political commmunity.

deepening conflict of values between the West and Russia is 
manifested in a political and ideological contestation over 
the meaning of democracy. The Kremlin’s doctrine of “sov-
ereign democracy” assigns content to the concept of democ-
racy that has very little in common with the definition used 
in the West. The existence of different information fields for 
the Estonians and the Russian-speaking population (Esto-
nian Human Development Report 2007, Chapter 3.7) cre-
ates a fertile ground for the emergence and acceptance of 
multiple, competing definitions of democracy in Estonia.

Satisfaction with regime performance
Comparative studies have shown that satisfaction with the 
functioning of the political regime has continually decreased 
in the democratic societies of the developed Western coun-
tries during the last half-century. It seems that improved edu-
cational opportunities, greater awareness and political infor-
mation have led to an erosion of the traditional deferential 
attitude toward power and rulers, which has been replaced by 
a notably more critical and cynical attitude (Dalton 2004).

One cannot speak about similar declining trends in the 
post-Communist countries. During the transition years, the 
satisfaction of Eastern Europeans with state authority fol-
lowed a U-shaped curve (Munro 2002). The euphoria of the 
Velvet Revolution era subsided quickly and gave way to dis-
satisfaction that was fed by the deterioration in living stand-
ards, unemployment, inflation, an increase in crime and 
other painful consequences caused by the restructuring of 
the economy and political reforms. Along with improve-
ments in living standards and the growth of political stabil-
ity, satisfaction with the regime also started to increase again. 
A similar U-shaped trend is also apparent in the Baltic coun-
tries. Overall, the Estonian population has been considerably 
more satisfied with their political regime during the entire 
transition period than the populations of Latvia or Lithuania. 
At the same time, ethnic Estonians and Latvians assess the 
performance of their political systems much more positively 
than the Russian-speakers in these countries (also see the 
previous subchapter of the Human Development Report).

Large gaps between the regime assessments of various 
ethnic groups are also noticeable now. A survey study con-
ducted in the spring of 2008 (State Chancellery 2008b) show 
that 62% of ethnic Estonians trust or tend to trust the Esto-
nian state while only 23% of the Russian-speaking popula-
tion does (Table 4.4.2.). There are no significant age-related 
differences in the evaluations of the Russian-speaking pop-
ulation regarding the trustworthiness of the Estonian state, 
although the 15–29-year-old respondents seem to be some-
what more critical toward the state than those who are mid-
dle-aged or older. Surprisingly, Russian citizens tend to 
trust the Estonian state more than those Russian-speak-
ers who are Estonian citizens (see Table 4.4.2.). This can be 
explained by reference to age differences of the correspond-
ing citizen groups: while younger and middle-aged people 
dominate among Russian-speakers with Estonian citizen-
ship, the majority of Russian citizens are pensioners who 
are apparently satisfied with the social security provided to 
them by the Estonian state (see Lauristin 2008).

Earlier studies have shown that among minorities, 
satisfaction with regime performance is more strongly 
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related to economic factors than among the indigenous 
population. In light of this, the current economic crisis is 
likely to add momentum to the spread of distrust among 
the Russian-speaking population.

Trust in institutions
In young Eastern European democracies, democratically 
elected institutions, or those that directly represent the 
people, such as the parliament and the political parties, 
are generally trusted the least. At the same time, insti-
tutions and power structures that are removed from the 
fray of everyday politics and play a greater representative 
and symbolic role (such as the president and the military), 
enjoy a notably higher level of trust. The results of the New 
Baltic Barometer surveys from 1993–2004 show that in the 
Baltic countries, trust in political parties was already very 
low (around 10–15 per cent) in 1993. However, trust in the 
parliament has decreased with time – about half the pop-
ulation in the Baltic countries trusted the parliament in 
1993, while less than 20% did so in 2004 (Ehin 2007).

In 2008, the Riigikogu continued to be the least trusted 
institution in the eyes of the Estonian public. In the spring 
of 2008, only a quarter of ethnic Estonians trusted the par-
liament; at the same time, 67 per cent trusted the president 
and 37 per cent trusted the government (Figure 4.4.1.). The 
attitudes of the Russian-speaking population are charac-
terized by extremely low trust in the principal state insti-
tutions: in the spring of 2008, the Riigikogu was trusted 
by only a tenth of the Russian-speakers; and only 13% of 
the respondents considered the government and the presi-
dent to be trustworthy. However, among Russian-speak-
ing young people (aged 15–29), the perceived trustwor-
thiness of the parliament, government and president is 
almost twice as high as among older people (aged 50–74).

Political participation
Democracy cannot survive without the readiness of the citi-
zens to participate in politics. Voter turnout at elections has 
decreased during the independence period both here and in 
the neighbouring countries. In the first parliamentary elec-
tions after the restoration of independence 68% of voters in 
Estonia, 90% in Latvia, and 75% in Lithuania participated, 
while during the most recent elections the participation rate 
was only 62% in Estonia, 61% in Latvia and 49% in Lithua-
nia. A comparison with other European Union countries 
shows that voter turnout in parliamentary elections in Esto-
nia is significantly lower than the European Union average 
(70.4%), but is generally at the same level as in the other 
Eastern European democracies (International Institute for 
Democracy and Electoral Assistance 2008).

Political parties play in important role in representa-
tive democracy, linking the people and the decision-mak-
ers. A low level of trust in political parties and the lack of 
stable partisan preferences are typical of Estonia (and post-
Communist democracies in general). According to the 
findings of the 2008 study (State Chancellery 2008b), 36% 
of Estonians do not feel close to any political party; among 
the Russian-speaking population, half of the respondents 
(49.5%) are of the same opinion. Although Estonia has, rel-
ative to the population, a larger number of nongovernmen-
tal organizations than other post-Communist countries, 
participation in the activities of nongovernmental organi-
zations is significantly more widespread among Estonians 

All
Citizenship Age

Esto-
nian

Rus-
sian

State-
less 15–29 30–49 50–74

Russian-
speaking 
population:

trusts 23 23 27 20 24 22 22

does 
not trust 39 40 33 43 45 38 38

Estonians:
trusts 61 * * * 71 60 53

does 
not trust 11 * * * 6 6 11

Table 4.4.2. Trust in the Estonian state

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008
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than among the Russian-speaking population (Estonian 
Human Development Report 2007 Chapter 2.2.).

People whose native language is Russian believe that 
they have far more limited opportunities than ethnic 
Estonians to be engaged in politics, to influence local-level 
decision-making and to participate in the activities of 
nongovernmental organizations. Among Russian-speak-
ing respondents, 90% considered Estonians to have con-
siderably greater opportunities for political activity com-
pared to members of ethnic minorities, and half of the 
respondents found that it is easier for Estonians to partici-
pate in the work of nongovernmental organizations.

Ethnic differences are also evident in people’s assessment 
of their political efficacy. As many as 42% of ethnic Estoni-
ans, but only 25% of Russian-speakers agree with the state-
ment: “The course of events in the country depends on the 
choices of the people, including myself and people like me”. 
There are no significant differences in the self-assessed politi-
cal competence of different ethnic groups. Of Estonians, 28%, 
and of the Russian-speaking population, 26% agree with the 
statement: “I think that I am sufficiently competent in politi-
cal matters that my positions could be of interest to others.” 
Greater political confidence is evident among Russian-speak-
ing Estonian citizens and younger age groups (Table 4.4.3.).

In examining how people assess the various channels 
of influencing society and politics, it is useful to distin-
guish respondents by ethnicity, citizenship and age (Table 
4.4.4.). Estonians place considerably more importance on 
voting and participating in the activities of nongovernmen-
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tal organizations than Russian-speaking respondents. The 
latter, in turn, place somewhat greater importance on par-
ticipating in strikes and pickets. Of Estonian citizens, 83%, 
of Russian citizens 74% and of stateless people, 60% think 
it is important to vote. There are no significant differences 
among groups of respondents with respect to the perceived 
importance of belonging to political parties. Young people, 
similarly to their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, 

Ethnicity Citizenship Age

Esto-
nian

Russian-
speak-

ing

Esto-
nian

Rus-
sian

State-
less 15–2930–49 50–74

Voting 85:11 72:23 83:13 74:19 60:36 74:22 69:27 70:20

Belonging to a 
political party 28:64 26:63 28:64 26:61 27:66 29:64 24:63 27:59

Participating 
in voluntary 
organizations

68:25 57:33 66:26 55:35 56:36 60:32 52:39 59:29

Participating in 
strikes 24:63 31:54 25:62 34:50 33:55 30:59 30:54 30:50

Participating in 
collecting sig-
natures/sign-
ing petitions

45:45 43:44 46:44 43:47 36:51 45:46 45:43 39:44

Participating 
in demonstra-
tions/pickets

27:60 34:53 29:59 38:51 30:57 35:55 31:54 34:49

Participating 
in Internet 
forums and 
writing Internet 
commentaries

19:66 25:53 21:63 19:47 25:56 29:61 27:56 17:39

Table 4.4.4. Assessment of the importance of vari-
ous forms of participation by ethnicity, citizenship 
and age (Percentage of respondents who thought it 
important: percentage of respondents who thought 
it unimportant)

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008

All
Citizenship Age

Esto-
nian

Rus-
sian

State-
less 15–29 30–49 50–74

The course of events in the country depends on the choices of the people, 
including myself and people like me

… (tend to) agree 25 33 19 11 35 27 14

I think that I am sufficiently competent in political matters that my 
positions could  be of interest to others

… (tend to) agree 26 31 21 17 29 27 21

Table 4.4.3. Agreement of the Russian-speaking 
population with the statements regarding political 
influence and competence

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008

favour conventional means of influencing politics – vot-
ing, participation in the work of nongovernmental organi-
zations and collecting signatures. Unlike the older genera-
tion, young and middle-aged people think the Internet is a 
relatively important arena of political participation.

The above findings show that Russian-speakers feel that, 
compared to ethnic Estonians, they have considerably fewer 
opportunities to be engaged in politics. Russian-speaking 
respondents who are Estonian citizens assess their political 
influence and competence more highly than people without 
Estonian citizenship. However, the lack of Estonian citizen-
ship is not only a cause of political passivity but also a result 
of it: the fact that stateless people place less importance on 
voting suggests that they may have been less motivated to 
make efforts to secure the right to vote.

Summary
Several important aspects regarding the patterns of politi-
cal support and participation in Estonia differ from those 
found in the “old” democracies. These include the lack 
of a shared definition of the political community, inde-
cisive support for democracy as a form of government, 
weaker trust in the parliament and political parties and 
lower voter turnout compared to the EU average. We share 
many of these traits with other Eastern European coun-
tries. Throughout the transition period, however, the peo-
ple of Estonia have given the performance of their political 
and economic systems considerably higher ratings than 
the inhabitants of Latvia and Lithuania. 

In both Estonia and Latvia, there is a clearly evident 
ethnic gap in public attitudes towards the state and its insti-
tutions. Despite progress achieved in naturalization, almost 
half of the Russian-speakers in Estonia (many of whom are 
Estonian citizens) do not consider themselves to be part of 
the Estonian nation in the constitutional meaning of the 
term. Only a quarter of Estonia’s Russian-speakers trust 
the Estonian state and slightly more than a tenth trust its 
principal political institutions – the Riigikogu, the govern-
ment and the president. The results of a survey study car-
ried out in spring 2008 show that the crisis of trust that 
accompanied the “bronze events” turned out to be deeper 
and longer lasting than expected. Neither European values 
nor security considerations allow us to disregard a crisis of 
trust of such proportions. The somewhat greater support for 
political institutions, greater identification with the Esto-
nian people and higher assessment of their political influ-
ence and competence among young Russian-speakers offer 
some hope that ethnic differences in political attitudes may 
decrease over time. However, the current gap between the 
political assessments of the ethnic majority and the minori-
ties is so large that we cannot rely on the slow process of a 
generational change to reduce it.

References
1. Dalton, R. (2004). Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices: 

The Erosion of Political Support in Advanced Industrial Democ-
racies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

2. Easton, D. (1965). A System Analysis of Political Life. New York: 
Wiley.

3. Estonian Human Development Report (2007), Chapter 3.7. “The 
infosphere and media use of Estonian Russians” pp. 77–81.

4. Estonian Human Development Report (2007), Chapter 2.2. 
“Civil initiative and voluntary organizing”, pp. 32–39.

5. Ehin, P. (2007). “Political Support in the Baltic States, 1993–
2004” Journal of Baltic Studies 38 (1), 1–20.

6. European Commission (2008), Eurobarometer 69: Public Opin-
ion in the European Union, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opin-
ion/index_en.htm (1.10.2008)



95 |

7. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
(2008), Databases and Networks: Voter Turnout, http://www.
idea.int/ (1.10.2008)

8. Klingemann, H.-D. (1999). ”Mapping Political support in the 
1990s: A Global Analysis”. Norris, P. (ed) (1999) Critical Cit-
izens: Global Support for Democratic Governance. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

9. Munro, N. (2002). “Post-Communist Regime Support in Space 
and Time Context.” Journal of Communist Studies and Transi-
tion Politics, 18 (2) : pp. 103–125.

10. Norris, P. (ed (1999) Critical Citizens: Global Support for Dem-
ocratic Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

11. Office of the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs at the 
State Chancellery (2008a), data file “Kodakondsuse statistika,” 
http://www.rahvastikuminister.ee (1.11.2008).

12. Office of the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs at the 
State Chancellery (2008b), data from Integration of Estonian 
Society: Monitoring 2008 conducted in March–April 2008. 

13. Rose, R. (2005). “New Baltic Barometer VI: A Post-Enlargement 
Survey” Studies in Public Policy No. 401. Glasgow: Centre for 
the Study of Public Policy, University of Strathclyde.

4.5. Non-Estonians in the labour market
The data from Estonian Labour Force Surveys allow for 
clear and unequivocal conclusions to be drawn: the tran-
sition experience in the labour market was considerably 
more dramatic for non-Estonians than for Estonians. The 
risk of unemployment for non-Estonians has consistently 
been greater than for Estonians, and their lag in employ-
ment in top positions on the job market has been notice-
able (see Table 4.5.1.). The differences are also significant 
in the case of young people.

The economic boom at the beginning of this century 
was not accompanied by any significant changes in the 
distribution of risks and opportunities. With regard to 
the prevention of risks, the economic boom turned out to 
be more beneficial for Estonians, with the unemployment 
rate for Estonians decreasing faster than for non-Estoni-
ans – the unemployment rate for non-Estonians was 1.6 
times higher in 2001, while by 2006 the difference was 2.4 
times. In the case of young people (20–34-year-olds), the 
Estonians’ advantage tended to increase – the unemploy-
ment rates of young non-Estonians was less than double 
that of Estonians in 2001 (17.1% and 11.8% respectively), 
while by 2006, it was more than double (10.7% and 4.0% 
respectively).

However, the great lead held by Estonians in employ-
ment in top positions in the labour market did decrease 
somewhat – less than 30% of Estonians and only 15% of 
non-Estonians worked as managers or professionals in 
2001, while by 2006 the corresponding indicators were 31% 
and 19%, or the difference decreased from 2 times to 1.6 
times. Among 20–34-year-olds, the difference decreased 
as follows: while 26% of young Estonians and only 10% 
of non-Estonians were employed as managers or profes-
sionals in 2001, by 2006, the corresponding ratios were 
20% and 17%; in other words, the overrepresentation of 
young Estonians in top positions in the labour market had 
decreased from 2.6 times to 1.8 times.

Ethnic inequality in the Estonian 
labour market and human capital
In Estonia’s public discourse, an individual-centred 
approach to understanding the inequalities of the labour 
market dominates. Explanations of the different oppor-
tunities of ethnic groups in the labour market are based 
on the theory of human capital. One can define a nar-
rower and broader meaning for human capital. The nar-
rower meaning primarily includes knowledge, skills and 
experience that enable one to successfully cope with work 

Table 4.5.1. The level of unemployment and percent-
age of professionals and managers by ethnicity, and 
for non-Estonians, by their citizenship and Estonian 
language proficiency, average for 2001–2006, %

a Answers to the questions: (a) What language do you speak at home? 
If you use several languages, indicate them all, starting with the most 
frequently used. (b) In addition to the language you speak at home, do 
you know how to speak some other language or do you understand some 
other language within the limits of everyday communications? (c) What ot-
her languages do you know? In addition to the fact that Estonian is spoken 
at home, we considered the answer “can speak and write” as an indicator 
of good Estonian language skills in the case of question (c).

b We considered the following answers to indicate poor Estonian language 
skills: “can understand within the limits of everyday communications” for 
question (c) and not indicating Estonian in the case of question (b).

Source: Estonian Labour Force Surveys 2001–2006.

Unemployment level Percentage of profes-
sionals and managers 

Work force 
(ages 
15–74)

Young peo-
ple (ages 
15–29)

Work force 
(ages 
15–74)

Young peo-
ple (ages 
20–35)

Estonians 7.8 14.7 11.3 11.1

Non-Estonians 14.6 23.0 7.1 5.9

… with Estonian 
citizenship 12.3 17.3 9.8 8.0

…who are stateless 16.8 26.2 4.5 3.4

…with foreign 
citizenship 15.8 26.7 5.8 5.7

…good Estonian 
language proficiency a 10.0 16.1 11.2 9.0

…poor Estonian 
language proficiency b 16.3 25.9 6.5 4.5

assignments. In this case, only education and/or area of 
job activity (indicator for the nature of the work expe-
rience) and/or age (measure of the duration of the work 
experience) are taken into account. There is also a broader 
meaning of human capital, which, in addition to educa-
tion and job-related skills, also includes language skills 
and cultural knowledge. Usually certain human capital is 
more useful in one or another social context, and there-
fore the human capital necessary in the labour market dif-
fers from country to country. An upheaval in the social 
order can be accompanied by changes in the value of cer-
tain aspects of human capital. As a result of the reforms 
that took place after the restoration of Estonian independ-
ence, the greatest change occurred in the importance of 
Estonian language proficiency as an essential component 
of human capital.
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Table 4.5.2. presents the prospects of non-Estoni-
ans for high positions and their risk of unemployment 
compared to Estonians in 2001–2006. It appears that 
non-Estonians have a much smaller probability of work-
ing on top positions than Estonians even if they have 
equal human capital, be this defined in the narrower 
or broader sense. The existence of country-specific 
human capital (this is indicated by language proficiency 
and Estonian citizenship in the table) does reduce the 

advantage of the Estonians over non-Estonians. How-
ever, non-Estonians are only able to be competitive if 
the Estonians have lower levels of education. It appears 
from Table 4.5.2. that young (20–34-year-old) non-Esto-
nians do not have better than average prospects in the 
labour market, despite the fact that most of them were 
born in Estonia and have acquired an education in Esto-
nia, mostly in the Republic of Estonia. Moreover, from 
the table it appears that the young people gain relatively 
little from the existence of country-specific human cap-
ital. Non-Estonian young people, with good Estonian 
language proficiency and Estonian citizenship, are 1.61 
times less likely than their Estonian contemporaries to 
work on top positions.

Both Estonian language proficiency and Estonian citi-
zenship reduce the risk of unemployment for non-Estoni-
ans, but these cannot bring it to the same level as that of 
Estonians. However, a positive trend is noticeable among 
young people – good Estonian language proficiency and 
Estonian citizenship mean that their prospects of avoid-
ing unemployment are comparable to young Estonians. 
Young people who do not have Estonian citizenship and 
no Estonian language skills are the clear outsiders.

Therefore insufficient human capital is not enough 
to explain the ethnic-based differences in the Estonian 
labour market. Individual-centred explanations stress 
the importance of other individual resources as a pre-
condition for labour market success along with human 
capital. For example, the role of social and/or cultural 
capital is emphasized, and in the case of young people, 
their parents’ social capital, including financial capi-
tal that can provide a buffer while searching for a good 
job, is important. In Estonia, the lack of such “benefi-
cial” social capital has been considered an important 
factor that limits the opportunities for non-Estonians in 
the labour market (Luuk & Pavelson 2002). Based on the 
fact that the labour market situation of the ethnic minor-
ities is “greatly a social product shaped by the institu-
tional structures of the given country” (Reitz 1998:3), 
in order to actually equalize opportunities, it would be 
very important to focus on measures that promote the 
shaping of productive resources in Estonia’s institutional 
framework.

Assessment of labour market 
opportunities 
The labour market behaviour is related to expectations 
and perceived opportunities. People’s assessments of their 
opportunities and ambitions are affected by their experi-
ences in the labour market, and expectations and ambi-
tions also direct one’s choices and behaviour in the labour 
market. However, expectations and the actual labour mar-
ket situation depend on the broader institutional environ-

24 We used logistic regression for the data analysis to calculate the impact of independent variables (e.g. ethnicity, gender, citizenship) 
on the variables being examined. One of the goals of the analysis was to find out how ethnicity affects the probability of becoming 
unemployed or working as manager or professional. In logistic regression analysis, the odds ratio was calculated. In order to obtain 
the given number, a comparison of the probability of the event occurring (e.g. becoming unemployed) in the two groups is compared. 
In the case of our analysis this means that first the risk of unemployment in the non-Estonian group was calculated, and thereafter 
in the Estonian group, and thereafter the ratio of the risk of unemployment in the two groups was calculated. If the probability of 
unemployment in the two groups is similar, then the odds ratio is close to 1. This means that ethnicity does not impact the risk of 
unemployment. If the odds of becoming unemployed is greater in non-Estonian group (as the group that was first involved in the 
analysis), the odds ratio is greater than 1. In our analysis, the odds ratio was 1.67, which indicates that it is 1.67 times more probable 
that non-Estonians will become unemployed compared to Estonians.

In case of each group – non-
Estonians compared to Estonians 
in case of equal preconditions a:

Risk of unem-
ployment

Managers and 
professionals

How many 
times greater 
is the prob-

ability for non-
Estonians

How many 
times smaller 
is the prob-

ability for non-
Estonians 

Entire non-Estonian workforce 
(15–74-year-olds) 1.67*** 2.23**

…incl. those who have good Estonian 
language proficiency 1.22*** 1.55**

… incl. those who have poor Estonian 
language proficiency 1.93*** 2.86***

…incl. those who have Estonian 
citizenship 1.42*** 1.82**

…incl. those who are stateless 1.82*** 2.95***

…incl. those who have Russian 
citizenship 2.08*** 2.82***

... incl. those who have good Estonian 
language proficiency and also have 
Estonian citizenship

1.23** 1.61***

All non-Estonian young people 
(20–34-year-olds) 1.38*** 2.31***

…incl. those who have good Estonian 
language proficiency 0.85 2.00***

… incl. those who have poor Estonian 
language proficiency 1.74*** 2.66***

…incl. those who have Estonian 
citizenship 0.97 2.10***

…incl. those who are stateless 1.66*** 2.58***

…incl. those who have Russian 
citizenship 2.03*** 2.71***

... incl. those who have good Estonian 
language proficiency and also have 
Estonian citizenship

0.89 2.04***

Table 4.5.2. The prospects of non-Estonians of working 
on the top positions and the risk of unemployment in 
case of equal preconditions with Estonians24

a As equal preconditions, the following factors have been included in the 
logistic regression model: educational level, age, company’s area of activi-
ty (branch of the economy); sector (working in the private or state sector); 
residence (Tallinn, Ida-Viru County or the rest of Estonia); gender, period 
which the data characterizes (2001–2003) (2004–2006).

*** significant difference (significance level <0.01).

** significant difference (significance level <0.05).

Source: Estonian Labour Force Surveys database for 2001–2006, statistical 
analysis conducted by the authors.
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ment and the opportunities based thereon. Nevertheless, 
a great difference in expectations and actual achievements 
may cause dissatisfaction with opportunities in the labour 
market.

From Figure 4.5.1., it appears that the salary expec-
tations of non-Estonians are more differentiated than 
those of Estonians – when looking for work, they often 
ask for higher salaries (more than 4 times the minimum 
wage) and somewhat more often for lower salaries (less 
than 2 times the minimum wage) compared to Esto-
nians. The number of young people who are satisfied 
with lower wages does not differ by ethnic group. Gen-
erally the salary expectations of older people were the 
most modest, whereas 60–75-year-old non-Estonians 
have particularly low salary expectations, with almost 
half asking a maximum of twice the minimum wage for 
their work.

The assessments of non-Estonians and Estonians 
regarding the opportunities for using the educational 
potential they have acquired differs little, while the dif-
ferences are significant in younger age groups (Figure 
4.5.2.). Compared to their Estonian contemporaries, 15–
24-year-old non-Estonians are less likely to accept jobs 
that require an educational level lower than the one they 
have. The positive attitude of young non-Estonians is not 
shared by older non-Estonians, and even 25–39-year-old 
non-Estonians are more likely than Estonians to accept 
jobs that are below their educational potential. One of the 
reasons for the greater positivism on the part of non-Esto-
nians in the younger age group may be the lack of experi-
ence in actual labour market competition, which means 
that their assessment may be based on expectations rather 
then actual experience. Nevertheless, this group is most 
likely to have Estonian citizenship and good Estonian lan-
guage proficiency, which may be the basis for their expec-
tations. From Figure 4.5.2., it also appears that the assess-
ments of the oldest group of Estonians and non-Estonians 
do not differ substantially as an approximately similar 
percentage of older people in both ethnic groups would 
accept jobs that presume lower educational levels than the 
ones they have.

Estonians consider their skills/knowledge to be suf-
ficient for finding suitable jobs somewhat more often 
than non-Estonians (see Figure 4.5.3.). Although young 
non-Estonian are characterized by high salary expecta-
tions, and greater demands regarding the correspond-
ence between the job and educational level, their assess-
ment of the adequacy of their skills for finding acceptable 
work is considerably more pessimistic. Figure 4.5.3. 
shows that about half of 15–24-year-old non-Estoni-
ans believe that their skills are inadequate for finding a 
suitable job (among Estonians this percentage is 38%). 
Young non-Estonians’ negative opinion on the adequacy 
of their skills may also be related to generally high expec-
tations, although this nevertheless demonstrates greater 
uncertainty among young non-Estonians regarding their 
work-related knowledge. Compared to older age groups, 
young people generally give the adequacy of their skills 
a more negative assessment, although this may also be 
caused by lack of work experience, or by the fact that the 
young people who are still studying do not consider their 
skills to be adequate for getting an acceptable job. Simi-
lar to young non-Estonians, more than half of the oldest 
age group of non-Estonians assesses their work-related 
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Figure 4.5.2. The assessment of Estonians and non-
Estonians to use their educational potential (willing 
to accept a job that assumes a lower education level 
than the one they possess) by age group, %

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.
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Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.

Figure 4.5.4. Certainty of Estonians and non-Estonians 
regarding finding an acceptable job in Estonia or abroad by 
age group; percentage of those answering definitely yes
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skills and knowledge to be insufficient. Non-Estonians 
aged 25–39 and 40–59 also tend to be less certain than 
Estonians about their skills and knowledge, although 
compared to younger and older age groups, their assess-
ments are generally more positive.

Table 4.5.3. shows the assessment of non-Estonians 
regarding personal opportunities in the labour market 
compared to the assessment of Estonians. When analyz-
ing these assessments, similar preconditions have been 
considered, which means that the comparison is compiled 
from the opinions of Estonians and non-Estonians with 
similar educational levels, ages, genders, financial status 
and residences (Tallinn, Ida-Viru County, elsewhere in 
Estonia).

As expected, it turned out that the educational and 
salary demands of non-Estonians without Estonian citi-
zenship or poor Estonian language proficiency are lower 
compared to Estonians. In case of similar educational 
level and other equal preconditions, non-Estonians with-
out country-specific human capital are more likely than 
Estonians to accept jobs with salaries of up to twice the 
minimum wage and to be satisfied with jobs that do not 
correspond to their educational level. The given ten-
dency appears particularly in Tallinn, where non-Esto-
nians without Estonian citizenship or language profi-
ciency have significantly lower expectations to salaries 
and to correspondence between job and education com-
pared to Estonians. In addition, the given non-Estonian 
group is significantly less confident of their prospect of 
finding acceptable work in Estonia. Young non-Estoni-
ans without Estonian citizenship or with poor language 
skills are also less confident than Estonians with regards 
to finding a suitable job, while their educational and sal-
ary demands do not differ significantly from their Esto-
nian contemporaries.

From Table 4.5.3. we can see that the salary expec-
tations of non-Estonians with Estonian citizenship 
and good Estonian language proficiency are generally 
higher than those of Estonians. This tendency appears 
strongly among the youngest age group, where Esto-
nian language skills and citizenship are also related 
to higher salary expectations compared to Estonians. 
At the same time, the ambitions of non-Estonians who 
have invested in country-specific human capital do not 
differ significantly from those of Estonians regard-
ing correspondence between job and educational level. 
Education and salary demands are also similar to those 
of Estonians. Non-Estonians with Estonian citizenship 
or language skill, including young people, are charac-
terized by similar certainty as Estonians that they can 
find acceptable work in Estonia. Therefore it seems that 
those non-Estonians who have invested in country-spe-
cific human capital have rather a positive assessment 
regarding their opportunities in the labour market; 
their expectations regarding salaries are even slightly 
higher than those of young Estonians with similar edu-
cational levels and other equal preconditions. Their 
assessments regarding the possibility of using their 
educational potential and their sense of confidence 
with regard to finding suitable jobs do not differ from 
their Estonian contemporaries.

In the assessments of non-Estonians regarding their 
personal opportunities in the labour market, the pecu-
liarity of Tallinn is evident. Although, similarly to the 
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SALARY DEMANDS
Low salary (up to 2 minimum wages)
Non-Estonians generally, incl. + ++
… with Estonian citizenship ++
… without Estonian citizenship +
… with good Estonian language proficiency ++
… with poor Estonian language proficiency +
High salary (over 4 minimum wages)
Non-Estonians generally, incl. ++ − +
… with Estonian citizenship + ++ + − +
… without Estonian citizenship −
… with good Estonian language proficiency ++ ++ + ++
… with poor Estonian language proficiency
DEMANDS FOR JOB AND EDUCATION CORRESPONDENCE
Non-Estonians generally, incl. − −−
… with Estonian citizenship
… without Estonian citizenship − −−
… with good Estonian language proficiency
… with poor Estonian language proficiency − −− −
EDUCATION AND SALARY DEMANDS
High
Non-Estonians generally, incl. −−
… with Estonian citizenship
… without Estonian citizenship − −−
… with good Estonian language proficiency −
… with poor Estonian language proficiency − −
Low
Non-Estonians generally, incl. ++
… with Estonian citizenship
… without Estonian citizenship ++
… with good Estonian language proficiency
… with poor Estonian language proficiency + ++
CERTAINTY OF FINDING AN ACCEPTABLE JOB
Non-Estonians generally, incl. −− −− −− −
… with Estonian citizenship −−
… without Estonian citizenship −−− −−− −− −
… with good Estonian language proficiency −−
… with poor Estonian language proficiency −−− −− −− −

Table 4.5.3. Assessment of non-Estonians regarding 
their personal opportunities in the labour market com-
pared to Estonians in the case of similar preconditions

a As equal preconditions, the following factors have been included in the 
logistic regression model: educational level; age; economic status; resi-
dence (Tallinn, Ida-Viru County or the rest of Estonia); gender.
 −−− significant difference (significance level <0.01).
−−, ++ significant difference (significance level <0.05).
−, + significant difference (significance level <0.10).
−, −−, −−− negative association
+, ++ positive association

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008, statistical analy-
sis executed by the authors
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rest of Estonia, non-Estonians living in Tallinn who have 
obtained country-specific human capital are more likely 
to want salaries equalling at least four times the min-
imum wage, but there is also an opposite trend – when 
seeking work, non-Estonians with Estonian citizenship or 
language skills are also more likely to ask for the lowest 
pay despite their equal preconditions. These findings show 
that the expectations of non-Estonians with Estonian citi-
zenship or Estonian language proficiency in Tallinn are 
firmly differentiated, depending apparently on factors not 
controlled in the analysis, such as the existence of a useful 
social networks. However, generally in Tallinn, the cer-
tainty of non-Estonians that they can find acceptable jobs 
is lower than that of Estonians despite their Estonian citi-
zenship and language skills.

The analysis carried out regarding Ida-Viru County 
shows that in the case of good Estonian language skills, 
the demands of non-Estonians with respect to salary as 
well as correspondence between education and job are 
not as high as those of Estonians. When looking for 
work, the non-Estonians in Ida-Viru County are unlikely 
to ask for higher salaries than Estonians, despite their 
Estonian citizenship. Therefore the job expectations of 
non-Estonians with Estonian citizenship and good Esto-
nian language skills are somewhat lower than expecta-
tions of Estonians.

Elsewhere in Estonia, Estonian language skills and 
Estonian citizenship (along with Russian language skills) 
are a beneficial resource for non-Estonians, on which their 
high salary demands may be based. These three regions 
also denote different models of coexistence between non-
Estonians and Estonians: Tallinn, which is based on indi-
vidual as well as communal competition; Ida-Viru County, 
which is a model of relatively isolated community exist-
ence; and the rest of Estonia, which is a model of individ-
ual integration.

Assessment of equal opportunities
In the developed societies of the West, the perception of 
equal opportunities is considered to be an important basis 
for the functioning of the market economy and the legiti-
macy of the society as a whole25. In the case of legitimate 
economic orders, even those that find themselves in unfa-
vourable situations feel they have sufficient opportuni-
ties. The data presented in Figure 4.5.5. confirms that the 
majority of Estonians believe that the opportunities for 
non-Estonians to find good jobs in private enterprise are 
equal to those of Estonians, while the non-Estonians are 
considerably more pessimistic.

Yet the pessimistic assessments of non-Estonians 
regarding equal opportunities compared to Estonians 
do not depend directly on their personal position in the 
labour market. No matter how favourable the personal 
preconditions of a specific non-Estonian for competing 
with Estonians in the labour market are, they share the 
assessment of less successful “compatriots”, since their 
assessments differ greatly from those of Estonians. There-
fore one can say that all non-Estonian groups share a crit-
ical assessment of the equality of their opportunities, 

25 According to American political scientist R.E. Lane (1986) the distribution mechanism of the market is considered to be fair if two 
procedural rules apply: (1) opportunities must be perceived as sufficiently open and (2) diligence must be important on the market, 
i.e. the principle of merit must apply.

Figure 4.5.5. Assessment of the equality of labour 
 market opportunities, by ethnicity, %

Source: Integration of Estonian Society: Monitoring 2008.
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although those with the most resources are actually capa-
ble of competing with Estonians and do so. A comparison 
of age groups confirms that non-Estonians belonging to 
the youngest age group give a somewhat more optimistic 
assessment of the equality of opportunities compared to 
other age groups. However, a third of them also think that 
Estonians have better opportunities for getting good jobs 
in private enterprise.

Estonians do give a considerably more critical 
assessment of the opportunities for non-Estonians to get 
management positions in national or local government 
agencies. Less than a third of Estonians believe that 
both ethnic groups have equal opportunities. However, 
among non-Estonians only 6% are optimistic. Again, 
15–24-year-old non-Estonians are slightly less critical, 
although nine-tenths of them do not believe in equal 
opportunities.

There are several reasons why non-Estonians do not 
believe that the rules of the Estonian labour market pro-
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mote equal opportunities. At the (ethnic) group level, the 
most important factor is the decreasing mobility of non-
Estonians as a social group since the restoration of Esto-
nian independence. No matter what a non-Estonian’s per-
sonal “victory” or “loss” turned out to be as a result of the 
transition, not belonging to the indigenous population 
was accompanied by a definite stamp of loser in the public 
discourse. Therefore the experience of general decreased 
mobility by the (ethnic) group tended to affect one’s under-
standing and interpretation of the labour market experi-
ence. As demonstrated by our analysis, the assessment of 
the equality of opportunities in the labour market may not 
be based on personal experience in the labour market, but 
may rather reflect the perception of the general decrease 
of opportunities resulting from non-affiliation with indig-
enous population.

Conclusion
The weaker position of non-Estonians in labour market 
competition is only partially reflected in assessments and 
expectations for finding work. People without Estonian 
citizenship and poor Estonian language skills, who have a 
higher risk of unemployment and who have the least likely 
prospects of becoming managers or professionals, are also 
characterized by distinctly lower demands and expecta-
tions for acceptable work and greater insecurity in the 
labour market.

With respect to self-assessment, country-specific 
human capital is a very important factor in forming 
labour market attitudes. The expectations of non-Esto-
nians (especially young people) with Estonian citizen-
ship or good Estonian language skills in the labour mar-
ket are generally higher or similar to the expectations of 
Estonians. On the other hand, the actual position of the 
group in the labour market indicates that even if they 
have similar educational levels and other equivalent 
preconditions they still come off second-best to Esto-
nians in labour market competition. The contradiction 
between expectations and reality is clearly visible in the 
case of young non-Estonians with Estonian citizenship 

and good language skills. Their prospects of achieving 
positions as managers or professionals are significantly 
lower than those of their Estonian contemporaries, while 
they have higher salary expectations than Estonians and 
similar wishes to get jobs conforming to their education. 
Apparently, this fact, as well as the more general experi-
ence of the decreased mobility of the ethnic group, has 
resulted in the extremely critical assessment of the non-
Estonians regarding the equality of opportunities in the 
labour market.

The most important conditions that shape the choices 
and opportunities available to minorities in the labour 
market are: the policies related to immigration and eth-
nic minorities, the structure and regulations of the labour 
market, and the role of the welfare state in managing 
the risks of coping, or vice versa, in applying pressure to 
accept worse jobs. The state’s minorities’ policy also has 
symbolic meaning by sending a message to all the par-
ties about how the arrivals are treated, how permanent a 
relationship is anticipated between this individual and the 
state, and whether it is sensible for the parties to invest in 
this relationship. When it becomes evident that country-
specific human capital cannot equalize opportunities, the 
risk develops that the desire to invest in this relationship 
will disappear.

The consistency of the policy and the clarity of the 
signal sent to the public are especially important when 
the second generation of immigrants needs to be inte-
grated. The integration of the second generation is 
accompanied by more complicated problems (compared 
to the first generation of immigrants), including a greater 
ambition for achieving results equal to those of the indig-
enous population (also demonstrated by our analysis). As 
we have seen, the situation among young non-Estonians 
regarding the perception of the situation and their actual 
prospects is no better than it is among older ones. There-
fore it is naïve to think that the situation will improve 
by itself.

References
1. Lane, R.E. (1986). “Market Justice, Political Justice” American 

Political Science Review 80: pp. 383–402.

2. Luuk, M., Pavelson, M. (2002). “Non-Estonians on the Labor 
Market: A Change in the Economic Model and Differences in 

Social Capital” The Challenge of Russian Minority. Lauristin, 
M., Heidmets, M. (eds). Tartu University Press, pp. 89–116.

3. Reitz, J.G. (1998). Warmth of the Welcome. Westview Press, 
Boulder, CO.

4.6. Summary
Regardless the satisfaction level among the Estonian pop-
ulation is the same as the European average, the gap in the 
satisfaction assessments of the ethnic majority and minor-
ities is one of the largest – the Russian-speaking popula-
tion in Estonia is less satisfied with life than the Estonians. 
Comparing the factors determining the life satisfaction of 
Estonians and non-Estonians, we see that satisfaction with 
the performance of the state, which is low among Estonia’s 
Russian-speaking population, plays an important role in 
the formation of the minorities’ assessments. However, the 

positive expectations regarding democracy and the market 
economy that predominated among the Russian-speak-
ing population when reforms started have receded by the 
second decade of the transition period – although satis-
faction with the present has continually increased, trust 
in the future performance of the new system, especially 
the political system, has simultaneously decreased. Com-
pared to the corresponding average assessments of Euro-
pean immigrants, Estonia’s Russian-speaking population 
has experienced wider discrimination, and they have sig-
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nificantly less social capital and interest in politics. The 
situation improves only slightly as the generations become 
younger – the social capital of young Russian speakers is 
higher than that of their parents and grandparents and 
they experience discrimination less often. At the same 
time, compared to the average minority youth groups in 
Europe, Russian-speaking young people in Estonia feel 
rebuffed more often and they have weaker social networks 
and political interests.

Therefore it can be said that in Estonia there is suf-
ficiently fertile ground for interethnic tensions and con-
flicts in the form of general dissatisfaction. On the imag-
inary “map” of European majority-minority relations, 
Estonia is quite a tense area, and the change in generations 
will not significantly ease the situation.

Taking jobs into consideration, it is important that 
guarantees be provided for minorities to have equal oppor-
tunities for work-related self-realization and the achieve-
ment of a sense of material security. The given analysis 
shows that young Russians with Estonian citizenship and 
good Estonian language skills have higher salary expec-
tations than their Estonian contemporaries and are more 
demanding regarding the correlation between work and 
education, while they are considerably more pessimistic in 
their assessment of the sufficiency of their skills for find-
ing acceptable jobs. The supposition that young Russian 
speakers entertain a hope of emigrating to the West is also 
not valid – only every fifth Russian-speaking young per-
son believes that he or she would find a suitable job abroad. 
On the other hand, the actual position of this group in the 
labour market indicates that, in the case of similar educa-
tional levels and other equivalent preconditions, they lag 
behind Estonians in labour market competition – the risk 
of unemployment for non-Estonians has consistently been 
greater than for Estonians, and, compared to Estonians, 
there is a noticeable lag in their achieving employment in 
top positions in the job market. Therefore potential dis-
satisfaction with the opportunities in the labour market is 
brewing among the younger generation.

In general, it is possible to say that the ethnic split in 
Estonia will not decrease with the onset of the younger 
generation. The young people who have been socialized 
in the Republic of Estonia are somewhat more integrated 
than their parents and grandparents – their social capi-
tal is higher, a large number are politically more confi-
dent and trusting, and they are generally more satisfied 
with life. At the same time, problems can be foreseen in 
the labour market – the expectations of the young peo-
ple are higher than their opportunities. Political partici-
pation and support among these young people is also rel-
atively low, and they perceive discrimination more often 

than minority youth in other European countries. There-
fore it is probable that a “third-generation problem” may 
also develop in Estonia where the young people feel dis-
appointed and alienated and a protest identity starts to 
develop based thereon.

Since these problems are not unique to Estonia, greater 
attention should be paid to the measures that have been 
implemented by other European Union member states 
(especially the United Kingdom, Sweden, Denmark, and 
the new member states of Hungary and Romania) (see 
Kallas, Kaldur 2008) in order to involve minorities and 
immigrant groups in public life and to guarantee them 
equal opportunities in their working lives. On the one 
hand, several countries have implemented state supervi-
sion and training in order to guarantee career opportuni-
ties in public service and equal salary conditions for the 
representatives of minorities. The United Kingdom par-
ticularly stands out for its consistent monitoring of equal 
opportunities and the implementation of special meas-
ures to guarantee equal opportunities in the labour mar-
ket, and based on the aforementioned data, we see that sat-
isfaction assessments are also considerably higher there. 
On the other hand, the involvement of the representatives 
of minorities in the decision-making process at both the 
national and local government levels is legislatively guar-
anteed in the majority of European countries through 
election codes, cultural autonomy or consultative minor-
ity committees that operate in the parliaments. Unfortu-
nately, Estonia does not have such an effective system for 
involving minorities that is guaranteed by law.

The year 2008 brought hope for positive developments 
in Estonia’s minority policies as well – the new National 
Integration Plan for 2008-2013 was approved, which for the 
first time has clearly set a course to abolish differences in 
the labour market and to systematically involve represent-
atives of the Russian-speaking minority in public life (see 
Integration Plan 2008). At the end of the year, the Riigikogu 
finally passed the long-awaited Equality of Treatment Act, 
which enables cases of discrimination in public life and in 
the labour market to be dealt with on more concrete terms. 
At the end of the year, the first steps were also taken for the 
creation of a common information field through television 
by initiating more Russian-language TV programming on 
ETV2. Since the above analysis pointed out a strong asso-
ciation between life satisfaction and the assessments of the 
performance of the state, one can only hope that these steps 
will help to reduce the alienation between the Russian-lan-
guage minority and the Estonian state that deepened after 
the crisis in April 2007 and thereby the assessment of the 
representatives of minorities regarding their quality of life 
will also improve.
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Quality of life in a consumer 
and information society

Chapter 5

The concepts of consumer society and culture are usually 
associated with modern Western countries. The main agent 
here is the consumer (not, for example, “the worker” or 
“the citizen”); important values like freedom and progress 
are evaluated according to consumerist criteria (breadth 
of choice and growth of well-being) and commercial signs 
(e.g. advertisements) play an important role in the cultural 
sphere (Ritzer & Slater 2001: 6). It is more difficult to treat 
the consumer society as a clearly defined type of society 
than to analyze consumer culture which combines various 
values, opinions and activities related to consumption in 
one way or another. Thus, “consumer society” will remain 
a rather arbitrary term which is nonetheless used below 
for the sake of conciseness. One of the aims of this chap-
ter is to look at the current consumption of both material 
and non-material goods in Estonia from the two following 
aspects: comparing Estonia to other European countries 
and describing the development dynamics and changes 
within Estonia, while attempting to interpret them within 
the context of people’s quality of life.

To a certain extent, consumption in Estonia today 
must be interpreted through the prism of Soviet consumer 
culture. The keywords in those times were shortages, the 
use of networks based on social capital to acquire desir-
able goods, and the particularly strong symbolic value of 
Western goods. Transition from socialism to capitalism 
has thoroughly changed the relationship between people 
and goods. Among other things, consumer culture has 
brought about various tensions that were not experienced 
as acutely in the Soviet society (see Keller 2004). Both 
the routine consumption of goods and services to satisfy 
daily needs (see Gronow & Warde 2001) and the purchas-
ing of goods with greater symbolic value (e.g. buying a 
car) constitute a kind of charged semantic field. Clashes 
occur along the temporal axis between the Soviet culture 
of shortages and the current abundance (which is often 
only seeming, however) that require the use of completely 
different skills and coping strategies. It is also possible 
to explain consumers’ satisfaction with their lives today 
through a comparison with the past.  In addition, there is 
a charged spatial field, meaning that Estonia can be com-
pared with other European countries in terms of whether 
and to what extent Estonia’s consumerism has “caught up 
with” the Western world and what differences exist.

We will proceed from the premise that achieving a cer-
tain imaginary “normal” Western level of consumption 

5.1. Defining consumer and 
information society

(which is not based on objective standards but is subjective 
by its very nature) is part of the quality of life of Estonian res-
idents today, or that at least the perceived absence thereof is 
more likely to cause dissatisfaction than satisfaction. The low 
general quality of life and liveability exhibited by the Esto-
nian society as described earlier in Chapter 3 is also often 
related to our absence of wealth, i.e. our relatively scant con-
sumption opportunities (which have, admittedly, increased 
rather quickly in recent years). This means that in our current 
young and undeveloped consumer culture it is impossible to 
condemn everyone on an equal basis for over-consumption. 
This chapter does, however, question the capability of today’s 
consumers to assess the existing selection of consumption 
opportunities as well as to know their rights and have the 
courage to stand up for them. The subject of sustainable con-
sumption is treated in this chapter in the context of environ-
mental conservation, rather than that of moral attitudes.

The concept of an information society is an indication 
of the development of a new social structure that modifies 
the values, ways of life and economic models characteris-
tic of an industrial society. The expected changes are pri-
marily associated with the implementation of information 
and communication technology (ICT) both by the govern-
ment and the business sector, as well as the use of ICT facil-
ities by individuals. Although mobile phones, computers 
and the Internet are being used by an increasing number of 
Estonian residents daily for the purpose of work, commu-
nication and recreation, the use of the term “information 
society” in this context does not signify the use of ICT as a 
means of creating a qualitatively new society.

Unlike the concept of consumer society, information 
society has mainly acquired a positive connotation in pub-
lic texts. It has been used often by the press, in politics, and 
in social sciences (an overview of the debate in Estonian is 
provided by Kanger 2007). Partly due to the overexploita-
tion of the term, it lacks a clear, unambiguous and stand-
ardized definition. Many documents, including Estonia’s 
plans for future development, see the implementation of 
information and communication technology as a driving 
force behind economic growth and the means of develop-
ing a democratic civil society. On the other hand, it is clear 
that information technology has become a part of many 
people’s daily lives and a factor in their quality of life.

Several previous studies (Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, 
Vihalemm, Viia 2007; Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, 
Reinsalu 2009; Reinsalu 2008) indicate a gap between the 
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individual and public sphere with regard to ICT. Indi-
viduals are unenthusiastic about implementing ICT fea-
tures for promoting civil society and tend to employ ICT 
as a tool for using existing entertainment services, finding 
information and communicating. Thus, their use of the 
Internet is mainly directed at improving their personal 
quality of life and the fulfilment of their daily needs.

The question of the roles of the consumer and the citi-
zen arises in the context of both the consumer society and 
information society. Consumers are traditionally associated 
with passive, mostly non-critical hedonism and the tendency 
to attend to personal interests, whereas citizens are associ-
ated with active social thought and a sense of responsibil-
ity, enabling them to rise above narrow private interests (see 
Gabriel & Lang 2006). Today’s complicated society has also 
been termed a global risk society (see Beck 2005), where the 
development of science and technology not only produces 
benefits, but also results in unforeseen side-effects which may 
manifest in the form of environmental pollution, health risks 
caused by additives contained in food products, or cyber-bul-
lying children. This confuses the line between the consumer 
and the citizen: by consuming material goods as well as the 
non-material services and products of the information and 
media field, people constantly make civic decisions that affect 
both their own quality of life and that of others, who are often 
living very far away. Whether or not people perceive the sub-
stance and effect of these decisions is another question.

Within the context of these contradictions it is espe-
cially important to analyze the younger generation. They 
are the social group that has adopted the patterns of activity 
and values associated with the information and consumer 
society in its purest form. Moreover, it is primarily children 
and young people who will make Estonia’s scenarios for the 
future a reality. Younger age groups are more individual-
istic and consumption-oriented compared to middle and 
older age groups, and it is characteristic of them to have high 

expectations with regard to their quality of life. The sociali-
zation of the younger generation into responsible and active 
citizens, creative thinkers and sensible consumers is possible 
only when we realize the nature of the activities our children 
and youth have come to participate in and the opinions they 
have come to hold as a result of the effects of the informa-
tion and consumer society on their living environment. The 
analysis provided at the end of this chapter should help us 
understand the younger generation more profoundly.

In providing empirical descriptions of phenomena 
related to the information and consumer society, we have 
mainly used the results of the representative population sur-
vey entitled Mina. Maailm. Meedia, conducted by the Insti-
tute of Journalism and Communication of the University of 
Tartu in cooperation with social research companies Fak-
tum and Saar Poll. The data that has been collected for this 
survey after every three years since 2002 (follow-up survey 
stages were carried out in November 2005 and September/
October 2008, with samples of 1470, 1475 and 1507 respond-
ents aged between 15 and 74, respectively) allows us to ana-
lyze the changes that have occurred in the development of 
the information and consumer society in terms of several 
characteristics and to detail the trends over time. We also 
make use of data collected from student surveys conducted 
by the Institute of Journalism and Communication of the 
University of Tartu (Estonian school pupils’ media use sur-
vey 2001–2002, Noored ja meedia (Youth and the Media) 
2005, Noored ja Internet (Youth and the Internet) 2007, 
Noorte elustiil (Youth Lifestyles) 2007) and other surveys 
conducted in Estonia (for example, Lapsed ja Internet (Chil-
dren and the Internet) 2006). Furthermore, we have used 
international studies (for instance, Eurobarometer, Flash 
Eurobarometer 2008) and statistics (including data from 
Eurostat, the indexes of the World Economic Forum) to put 
the developments that have occurred in Estonia into context 
and compare them to the developments in other countries.
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5.2. Development tendencies 
of a consumer culture
Development of consumer society 
in Estonia
A consumer society is a multifaceted complex of phenom-
ena wherein global environmental problems related to the 

amount and way we should consume in order to preserve 
a sustainable living environment are interlaced with issues 
linked to the quality of life on an individual level. A case in 
point would be to determine the level of consumption that 
would allow an individual to “live well” in Estonia today.
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Periods of development of the so-called 
Western consumer society in Estonia after 
the restoration of its independence
The following is a short overview of the periods of devel-
opment of the consumer society in Estonia from the end of 
the Soviet era until today, presented as a list of keywords. 
It must be taken into account that the beginning and end 
dates of the periods are provisional as it is difficult to draw 
specific lines in this case.

1988–1992 – transition from a Soviet consumer cul-
ture to a Western one: the monetary reform of 1992 as a 
breaking point; the growth in the selection of goods avail-
able in stores; consumers’ ability to benefit from the new 
selection is inhibited by very limited financial resources.

1993–1997 – the early period: increasing stratification on 
the basis of consumption opportunities; satisfying the ini-
tial “hunger” and acquiring foreign commodities (e.g. home 
appliances); abundance of products sold under fake interna-
tionally recognized brand names in marketplaces and kiosks.

1998–2004 – period of “maturation” of the Estonian 
consumer culture; aestheticization and the spread of post-
materialism (e.g. in the case of branding and advertising); 
increasing importance of consumption aimed at lifestyles 
and identity creation; quick growth in the number and size 
of shopping venues, including the opening of large shop-
ping centres and supermarket chains in Estonia’s larger 
cities; emergence of shopping as a new way of spending 
free time; Estonia’s accession to the European Union as a 
symbolic milestone in the “re-Westernization” of Estonia.

2005–2008 – period following Estonia’s accession to 
the EU; growing consumerism (at least until the begin-
ning of the economic crisis in 2008); real estate boom and 
the rapid increase of volumes of consumption; the pub-
lic emergence of new topics and problems induced by the 

consumer society, such as environmentally friendly con-
sumption, consumption practices of children and youths; 
marketing aimed at children and young people.

Estonia in comparison with other 
European countries
Useful data for comparing the relative level of consumption 
in different European countries is available in Eurostat’s 
index of actual individual consumption (AIC), which meas-
ures households’ relative standard of living per capita based 
on their consumption-related expenses. The index takes into 
account purchased goods and services, including education 
and healthcare. The average index value for the 27 EU mem-
ber states is stipulated as 100. As seen in Figure 5.2.1., Esto-
nia’s volume of consumption is one of the highest among the 
new EU member states, with only the Czech Republic and 
Slovenia showing a higher consumption volume. However, 
the volume of consumption of the wealthier EU “core states”, 
especially the United Kingdom, France, Germany and Swe-
den, is up to twice as high as that of Estonia.

The increase in the volume of consumption-related 
expenses in fixed prices during the period 1995–2006 is 
also indicative of Estonia’s development. During this period 
expenses increased more than twofold in Latvia and Esto-
nia, while in Germany the increase was just over 10% (see 
Eurostat Yearbook 2008). The growth of Estonia’s motoriza-
tion rate has been equally fast. During the aforementioned 
period, the number of cars owned in Estonia per 1000 res-
idents increased from 267 to 350. At the same time, the 
increase in car ownership was even greater in Poland and 
Lithuania – from 195 to 314 and from 198 to 384, respec-
tively. Understandably, there was no similarly sharp growth 
in, for example, Denmark where the number of cars per 
1000 residents was already high (Denmark experienced a 
change from 321 to 354) (see Eurostat 2008).

A new phenomenon in Estonia’s transition to a con-
sumer society is the satisfaction of consumption needs out-
side Estonia. According to the Eurobarometer study (see 
Consumer Protection… 2008), 37% of Estonian residents 
had made at least one purchase in another EU country 
within the last year, a percentage significantly higher than 
the EU27 average (25%).  Compared to the 2006 figures, this 
indicator grew by 12% in Estonia, constituting the highest 
increase rate among all EU countries according to the study 
(EU27 experienced an average decrease of 1%). During the 
past year, Estonian consumers (i.e. those who had made at 
least one purchase) spent an average of 600 euros on shop-
ping in other EU countries, while the Maltese spent an aver-
age of 3700 euros and Luxembourgers spent 2300 euros. 
Consumers from Lithuania and Latvia also spent more than 
Estonian consumers: 700 and 640 euros, respectively.

The Estonian consumer 2002–2008
The following section provides an analysis of the results of 
the Mina. Maailm. Meedia studies published at the end of 
2002 and in November 2008.

The general opinion of Estonian residents regarding peo-
ple’s material well-being and the improvement of their con-
sumption opportunities during the period following the res-
toration of independence has not changed significantly since 
the end of 2002. Among the list of changes that have occurred 
in Estonia, this aspect was considered very positive by only 
2% of the respondents in 2002 and 4% in 2008, generally pos-
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itive by 42% and 44%, and generally negative by 41% and 40% 
of the respondents, respectively. Of the respondents in 2002, 
10%, and in 2008, 9% expressed a very negative opinion on 
this aspect. This probably reflects people’s dissatisfaction 
with the sharp increase in social stratification based on mate-
rial means that has occurred over the past fifteen years. It is 
also likely that the memory of the Soviet era, a time of relative 
equality in contrast to the current situation, plays a role in 
shaping these opinions. The available figures clearly indicate, 
however, that consumption has increased and the consumer-
ist orientation has strengthened (see below). Regardless of the 
critical attitude described above, Estonian people are active 
consumers and increasingly value the opportunities for self 
expression gained through consumption.

The latter fact is confirmed by the growing percentage of 
people who report in their responses to our surveys that they 
generally have enough money for certain goods or services (see 
Table 5.2.1.). The table also shows that as recently as in Octo-
ber 2008, people did not feel that they experienced problems 
related to lack of money more often than before: there has not 
been a decrease in the amount of money available to be spent 
on any group of goods or services as compared to 2002, and 
often the opposite is true. For example, in 2002, 72% of the 
respondents had enough money to feed themselves properly, 
while in 2008 that figure had reached 80%. Furthermore, the 
share of respondents who reported having enough money to 
buy clothes and a computer had increased by no less than 12% 
and 11%, respectively (the objective statistical data provided on 
families in Chapter 1 also verifies this tendency). Meanwhile, 
the number of people who reported having enough money for 
providing their children with education and hobby opportu-
nities remained the same in the case of both studies. These 
results are influenced, to a degree, by the fact that a large seg-
ment of the sample (approximately 60%) does not have chil-
dren under 18 and therefore does not have to spend money on 
their education. Moreover, parents tend to prioritize expenses 
related to their children to the extent that they have consid-
ered it necessary to spend money on children’s education and 
hobbies even in poorer times. Consumption related to chil-
dren therefore seems to be less affected by the economic well-
being than other personal expenses.

Beginning with the 2002 survey, we have also attempted 
to measure the more general consumerist orientation of the 
society through consumption-related questions. In study-
ing consumerist orientation, we proceed from the definition 
provided by Zygmunt Bauman: “Consumerism stands for 
production, distribution, desiring, obtaining and using, of 
symbolic goods. /…/ Consumption is not just a matter of sat-
isfying material greed, of filling your stomach. It is a question 
of manipulating symbols for all sorts of purposes. On the level 
of the life-world, it is for the purpose of constructing identity, 
constructing the self, and constructing relations with oth-
ers” (Bauman 1992: 223). Thus, consumerism is a phenome-
non knowingly oriented at shaping lifestyles and identities. In 
compiling the index we aggregated the affirmative responses 
to the following statements: “I sometimes order clothes from 
a tailor”, “I prefer the products of certain clothes manufac-
turers or certain brands”, “I sometimes buy clothes when I’m 
abroad”, “whether or not the clothes fit is more important 
than their price”, “the brand of clothes is more important than 
their price”; “I have followed one style in furnishing my apart-
ment”, “I have my own hairdresser”, “I have my own beauti-
cian”, “I have my own masseuse”, “I have done aerobics during 
the past year”, “I have visited the gym during the past year”.

Type of expense 2002 2008 Increase (%)
Feeding yourself properly 72 80 8 
Residential expenses 69 76 7
Medical products, taking care of your health 55 64 9
Taking care of your appearance 40 45 5
Buying clothes 34 46 12
Providing your children with education 33 33 0
Subscribing to newspapers or magazines 28 32 4
Entertaining guests, making gifts 26 34 8
Children’s hobby activities 24 27 3
Learning, self-education 20 21 1
Entertainment, hobbies 19 24 5
Sports 19 23 4
Going to the theatre or concerts 19 25 6
Maintaining and driving a car 18 27 9
Buying books 18 23 5
Buying new home appliances 15 21 6
Visiting cafés, restaurants 14 17 3
Supporting your close relatives 12 14 2
Performing home repairs 11 16 5
Buying, maintaining and upgrading a computer 10 21 11
Furnishing your apartment 9 18 9
Travel 8 14 6
Buying or repairing a car 6 10 4

Table 5.2.1. Expenses of Estonian consumers (per-
centage of respondents who chose the answer “I gen-
erally have enough money for …”) Do you or your fam-
ily have enough money for the following expenses?

Sources: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2002, 2008

Figure 5.2.2. Spread of high and very high levels of 
consumerism by age groups in 2002 and 2008 (per-
centage of the age group)
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Through the years, consumerism has been characteris-
tic of younger and more affluent people. This consumption 
orientation has, however, also spread quickly throughout 
the society as a whole. While only 13% of the entire sample 
exhibited high and very high levels of consumerism at the 
end of 2002, the share had increased to 39% by 2008.

Figure 5.2.2. shows how the rate of consumerism has 
grown in different age groups. As expected, the level of con-
sumerism is highest among young people, both in the 15–19 
and 20–29 age groups. The tendency to value the modern 
consumerist world has spread rapidly among young con-
sumers, rising from 20% to 55%. At the end of 2002, just 7% 
of the respondents belonging to the group with the lowest 
income (less than 1500 kroons a month per family member) 
exhibited high and very high levels of consumerism, while 
the corresponding rate was 36% in the case of the group 
with the largest per capita monthly income (more than 6000 
kroons per household member). By November 2008, the 
indicators had reached the following levels: the percentage 
of people with high and very high levels of consumerism had 
already grown to 27% among the poorest group (monthly 
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income below 2500 kroons per household member) and had 
reached 50% in the group with the highest income (monthly 
income above 10,000 kroons per household member). Con-
sumption-related differences between ethnicities are consid-
erably smaller than those exhibited by different age groups, 
and the spread of consumerism has been even more wide-
spread among the Russian-speaking population. In 2002 
only 4% of Estonians and 5% of Russians provided answers 
indicating a very high level of consumerism, while in 2008 
the percentage of respondents characterized by a very high 
level of consumerism reached 25% among Estonians and 
30% among the Russian-speaking population.

The results of the 2008 survey allowed us to compile 
another important indicator related to consumption atti-

Figure 5.2.3. Distribution of consumer dissatisfac-
tion (percentage of the entire sample)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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tudes, namely the consumer dissatisfaction index. This 
index characterizes people’s dissatisfaction with the selec-
tion of food in our stores and markets, their families’ 
opportunities for healthy eating, the insufficient selection 
in our clothing market as well as the fact that small shops 
and marketplaces are increasingly being replaced by large 
retail chains. An individual’s dissatisfaction with consump-
tion opportunities also belongs among the indirect indica-
tors of quality of life. The results are quite telling: 47% of the 
respondents are satisfied with their consumption opportu-
nities and only 9% of the respondents report a strong sense 
of dissatisfaction (Figure 5.2.3.). It is noteworthy that Esto-
nian-speaking consumers are somewhat more critical of 
their consumption opportunities (43% expressed no dissat-
isfaction) than non-Estonians (56% were not dissatisfied).

Another topic that has become increasingly important 
in recent years is that of consumer education and compe-
tence. Currently, Estonian consumers are still relatively pas-
sive with regard to standing up for their rights. This con-
clusion can be made both on the basis of our survey and on 
the basis of the aforementioned Eurobarometer study (Con-
sumer Protection… 2008). This pertains to submitting offi-
cial complaints to the providers of goods and services when 
problems occur, but also to using consumers’ rights aris-
ing from warranties. According to the same Eurobarometer 
study, 50% of the respondents in Estonia feel that they receive 
enough protection as a consumer from existing regulations 
– a level almost equal to the EU average (51%). Most Estonian 
respondents (68%) also feel that sellers and service provid-
ers generally respect their rights as consumers, thus display-
ing a level of confidence twice as high as that of Lithuanian 
respondents (36%). It is not clear whether Estonia’s relatively 
high consumer satisfaction indicators point to the adequacy 
of consumer protection and the regulations upholding the 
interests of the consumer, or are a product of the passive and 
undemanding nature of Estonian consumers. Though this 
is a subject best explored by future studies using qualitative 
analysis, Table 5.2.2. provides an overview of Estonian indi-
cators in comparison with those of other countries.

The matter of consumer education is relatively undevel-
oped in Estonia today, both in terms of discussion and actual 
activities. The successful education of Estonian consumers 
remains an issue requiring the cooperation of several parties.  
Although we can be satisfied with our results in comparison 
with Lithuania’s indicators, Estonia still has a long way to go 
if we want to achieve the level of consumer protection avail-
able, for example, in Sweden or the Netherlands.

The environment and consumption
People’s relationship with nature can be divided into three 
broad categories: relationship with nature and the realiza-
tion of interest in nature, environmentally friendly con-
sumption, and civic initiatives that benefit nature (collecting 
signatures, organizing cooperative initiatives, etc.). The fol-
lowing subsection concentrates on the two latter categories.

Accession to the European Union brought about a sig-
nificant change in the environmental awareness of Estonian 
people as the example of the old member states and the effect 
of several EU regulations challenged us to develop our con-
sumption behaviour along a more environment-conscious 
path. Estonians who have often defined themselves as a nation 
with a traditional relationship with nature had to act quickly 
in order to adopt activities (separate collection of waste, eco-

Country
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ficiently 

protected 
by the reg-

ulations 
as a con-
sumer

% of popu-
lation that 
feels that 

sellers and 
service 

providers 
generally 
respect 

their rights
Sweden 34 31 70 77
The Netherlands 25 17 74 77
Germany 24 20 61 72
United Kingdom 24 16 66 77
Finland 23 25 72 88
Denmark 22 25 73 57
Malta 17 17 52 58
EU27 16 16 51 59
Austria 16 20 61 66
Poland 16 14 45 49
Belgium 14 20 61 78
Slovakia 14 25 41 54
Ireland 13 10 56 58
Slovenia 13 18 45 61
Spain 11 14 53 63
France 11 15 40 61
Czech Republic 11 30 48 49
Hungary 11 12 50 57
Cyprus 10 16 52 53
Greece 9 8 30 39
Italy 9 12 39 36
Luxembourg 8 16 60 73
Estonia 8 15 50 68
Lithuania 6 12 25 35
Romania 6 11 - -
Portugal 5 9 35 39
Latvia 5 8 35 55
Bulgaria 4 7 - -

Table 5.2.2. Consumer protection and consumer 
rights indicators for the EU in 2008

Source: Special Eurobarometer 298
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friendly consumption) hitherto experienced only on occa-
sional trips abroad. Estonians’ relationship with nature is also 
being influenced increasingly by the manner in which the 
environmental issues are approached globally. While only 34% 
of respondents considered climate change to be an important 
environmental problem at the time of Estonia’s accession to 
the EU, by 2007 the percentage of respondents agreeing with 
this statement had increased to 43% (Eurobarometer 2004 
and 2007). There has also been an increase in people’s civic 
engagement with regard to protecting their environment.

The survey Mina. Maailm. Meedia (2002, 2005 and 2008) 
covers both environmentally friendly consumption and civic 
engagement in the protection of the environment, combin-
ing the indicators used for measuring these phenomena into 
two separate indexes26. The following subsection focuses on 
environmentally friendly consumption practices.

Environmentally friendly consumption
The data from the Eurobarometer surveys allows the envi-
ronmental behaviour of the Estonian population to be com-
pared to that of other EU nations. Eurobarometer 2007 
(hereafter EB) indicates that Estonian respondents, like those 
in other Baltic countries and new EU member states, con-
sidered their personal opportunities for protecting the envi-
ronment to be significantly lower than the EU27 average. 
According to EB2004 and EB2007, our personal contribu-
tion to the protection of the environment was considerably 
smaller than the input of the residents of other EU countries. 
In terms of personal environmental behaviour, Estonian 
respondents, compared to the EU27 average, had focused less 
on separate waste collection (46% compared to EU27’s 59%), 
saving energy (41% compared to EU27’s 47%) and sustain-
able transportation. At the same time, Estonian respondents 
had been considerably more environmentally conscious in 
terms of buying locally grown products (47% compared to 
EU27’s 21%). Estonian respondents (similar to the residents 
of the other Baltic States) identified the latter, along with sep-
arate waste collection and preferring organic products, as one 
of the most important environmentally friendly activities, 
which they will be prepared to engage in to a greater degree in 
the future. However, the willingness of Estonian residents to 
decrease energy use (34% compared to EU27’s 47%) or waste 
production (20% compared to EU27’s 30%) is significantly 
lower than the EU27 average. Estonia’s comparison with 
other countries shows that we are mostly prepared to act in 
an environmentally friendly manner if we do not have to give 
up our recently adopted consumerist lifestyle in the process. 
Yet a higher than average percentage of Estonian respondents 
(18% compared to the EU average of 11%) view contemporary 
consumption habits as a danger to the environment.

It is noteworthy that during the last three years, Estonian 
residents have begun to see their consumption practices as 
less environmentally conscious (in 2008, 50% of the respond-

26 The environmentally friendly consumption index combines the following responses: “I use organic foodstuffs, environmentally friendly 
products”, “I wear second-hand clothes”, “I consider myself to be an environmentally conscious consumer”, “My family separates waste 
according to types” (returnable packages subject to a deposit, mixed packaging, paper and cardboard, hazardous and biodegradeable 
waste), “I consider environmentally friendly principles important in buying and using cars/household appliances/household chemicals”, 
“I actively monitor what and how I consume, as my consumption habits influence the state of the environment”, “I am ready to cont-
ribute to the environment by decreasing consumption” and “I am ready to contribute to the environment by buying environmentally 
friendly products even if they cost more”. The environmental protection-related civic activity index combines the following responses: “I 
participate in or am a member of environmental protection or heritage conservation associations”, “I have participated in waste clean-up 
activities, cleaning campaigns, etc. during the past year”, “I am willing to contribute to the environment by making financial donations 
to environmental projects, participating in campaigns requiring an input of labour (e.g. Teeme ära 2008) or paying higher public taxes”.

27 Both surveys used an identical question: “How environmentally conscious do you consider yourself as a consumer?”

ents considered themselves mostly or very environmentally 
conscious, as opposed to 65% of the respondents in 2005)27. 
Although it is difficult to interpret this change, it is probable 
that the respondents’ self-assessments were affected by their 
new experiences with the practices of sustainable consump-
tion, especially the introduction of recycling, as well as the 
extensive criticism of “green” activities that are accompanied 
by an overflow of contradictory information and recommen-
dations. According to EB2007, for example, the percentage of 
Estonian respondents who thought that the current product 
labelling system was successful in helping them discern which 
products are actually environmentally friendly was just a lit-
tle higher than the percentage of respondents who felt that 
the current system did not help them. The 2008 survey Mina. 
Maailm. Meedia indicates that more than 40% of all respond-
ents felt that the widespread separate collection of waste was 
hindered by the poor organization of waste collection.

Table 5.2.3. provides an overview of the respondents’ pri-
mary environmentally friendly activities and people’s self-
assessments regarding their environmentally conscious 
behaviour according to the Mina. Maailm. Meedia survey 
published in 2008. In calculating the importance of the given 
activities, we have added up the percentages of people who 
agree with a given statement in part or in full, are sometimes 
or often engaged in a given activity and consider a given aspect 
or phenomenon to be rather important or very important.

Activity % 
1 Their family sorts returnable packaging subject to a deposit 77

2 Considers environmentally friendly principles important in buying 
and using household chemicals 76

3 Uses organic foodstuffs or eco-friendly products 66

4 Considers environmentally friendly principles important in buying 
and using household appliances 65

5 Their family sorts paper and cardboard 64

6 Follows product labelling (eco-labels, quality marks, etc.) when 
buying foodstuffs 63

7 Considers environmentally friendly principles important in buying 
and using cars 60

8 Wears used clothes purchased from a second-hand shop 55
9 Their family sorts hazardous waste 55
10 Their family sorts biodegradeable waste 47
11 Pays attention to the GMO content of products when buying foodstuffs 46

12
Is ready to contribute to the environment by participating in 
campaigns requiring an input of labour (e.g. the Teeme ära 
campaign of 2008)

42

13 Is ready to contribute to the environment by reducing consumption 
and giving up benefits related to consumption 40

14 Their family sorts mixed packaging 39

15 Is ready to contribute to the environment by buying environmentally 
friendly products even if they cost more than regular products 36

16 Is ready to contribute to the environment by making financial 
donations to environmental projects 12

17 Is ready to contribute to the environment by paying higher public taxes 5
18 Buys foodstuffs from shops that sell organic products 3

Table 5.2.3. Ranking of environmentally friendly con-
sumption practices

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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Most characteristics of environmentally friendly con-
sumption are related to ethnicity, gender, education, income, 
and social class. Traditionally, women’s assessments of all 
environmentally friendly activities have been higher than 
those of men (both in international and Estonian surveys). 
In terms of several indicators, there is a positive correlation 
between income and environmentally friendly practices, 
excluding the habit of separate waste collection, where the 
higher income of a respondent does not make them more 
likely to be engaged in the practice. People with higher 
incomes are more likely to think that there is enough envi-
ronmental information available for making consumption-
related decisions, and that they are able to affect the environ-
ment through their own consumption behaviour. People with 
higher incomes are also more willing to contribute finan-
cially to improving the environmental situation by making 
donations, or paying higher taxes or purchasing prices. 

Although in terms of ethnic groups, the self-assess-
ments of the Estonian-speaking population regarding their 
environmentally friendly consumption practices were lower 
than those of the Russian-speaking population, engagement 
in environmentally friendly activities was more widespread 
among Estonians. With regard to the separate collection of 

waste, the responses of the Russian-speaking population 
show that their engagement in the practice is several tens 
of percentage points lower than that of the Estonian-speak-
ing population. Many of the answers provided by Russian-
speaking respondents also indicate their lack of knowledge 
or opinion on a given subject (for example, 38% of Rus-
sian-speaking respondents said that they did not know 
whether they used organic products, whereas among Esto-
nian-speaking respondents the percentage of those lacking 
knowledge on the subject was half that, i.e. 19%). 

There was a considerable difference in terms of environ-
mentally friendly orientation apparent with regard to dif-
ferent generations. We differentiated between two aspects of 
these attitudes: environmentally friendly consumption and 
activeness in protecting the environment (see Figure 5.2.4.). 
As a result, we discovered that while activeness regarding 
the protection of the environment was somewhat higher in 
younger age groups, the opposite was true for environmen-
tally friendly consumption as the values of the correspond-
ing index were lower in the case of younger age groups than 
in the case of older age groups. Sustainable consumption 
was most important for people in the middle age group 
comprising respondents aged 30–44.

Typology of consumers 
Contrary to popular belief, sustainable consumption and con-
sumerism are not mutually exclusive phenomena. An analy-
sis of the corresponding indexes revealed that the relationship 
between these two characteristics of consumption behaviour 
is complex, although in no way fully contradictory. By classi-
fying (using the cluster analysis method) the respondents of 
the 2005 Mina. Maailm. Meedia survey in terms of these two 
aspects of consumption behaviour, we compiled four con-
sumer types (see Kalmus et al. 2009, forthcoming). The group 
with the most respondents is that of the “Saving Type” (41% of 
the respondents), whose sustainable consumption level is high 
and consumerism level is low (see the average indicators of the 
indexes in Figure 5.2.5.). This type most often comprises mid-
dle-aged and older people, as well as more men than women; 
consumers of this type usually have a secondary education or 
a basic education and a relatively low or average income. In 
terms of social hierarchy, consumers belonging to this type 
categorize themselves equally in the middle, upper middle 
and upper class. This type comprises the largest segment of 
Estonia’s small town residents. The “Saving Type” can be con-
sidered the type most representative of the so-called protes-
tant ethic: they consider it important to be economical and 
frugal and do not attribute much value to the individual self-
expression aspect of consumer culture.

The second largest segment of the respondents belongs to 
the “Indifferent” type that is characterized neither by sustain-
able consumption nor a consumerist orientation. The average 
age of this group is the highest, while their level of education 
and average income are the lowest. The most frequent repre-
sentatives of this type are men and dwellers of rural regions. 
These people are indifferent to the contemporary consumer 
society, both with regard to aspects related to shaping one’s 
lifestyle through consumption as well as conservation of the 
environment. This is probably due not only to the relative 
poverty and lack of consumption opportunities of the mem-
bers of this group, but also to their natural economy-based 
lifestyle and established opinions and attitudes.

Figure 5.2.4. Indexes of environmentally friendly 
consumption and activeness in protecting the envi-
ronment by age groups (percentage of the age group 
with “high” or “very high” index value)

35

30

25

20

15

10

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2005

15–19 20–29 30–44 45–54 55–64 65–74

Sustainable consumption index

environmentally friendly civic activeness index

21%
22%

34%

27%

31%
32%

20%
21%

17%
15%

16%

13%

Figure 5.2.5. Consumer types according to the aver-
age indicators of sustainable consumption (max 19) 
and consumerism (max 11) indexes, 2005

5.0
4.5
4.0
3.5
3.0
2.5
2.0
1.5
1.0
0.5

0

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2005

The Saving Type
N=604

The Indifferent 
Type N=418

The Green 
Consumerist 
Type N=246

The Lavish Type
N=208

Sustainable consumptionConsumerism

1.76

3.83

0.97

1.65

4.47

3.83 3.82

1.58



109 |

The “Green consumerist” type comprises 17% of the 
respondents. The members of this group are characterized 
both by a high level of consumerism and sustainable con-
sumption. “Green consumerists” generally tend to rank 
themselves on the higher end of the social ladder. This con-
sumer type includes younger people with higher incomes 
and levels of education living in the capital as well as smaller 
towns. This active and informed consumer type comprises 
more women than men. They value the opportunities of con-
sumer culture but are also relatively critical of the negative 
side of the consumer society and try to provide their posi-
tive input by engaging in environmentally friendly activities.

The smallest group is that of the “Lavish Type” (14% of 
all respondents), which tellingly includes primarily mem-
bers of the youngest age groups (aged 15–29), however. They 
have a high opinion of brands and their values are relatively 
materialist in nature. The members of this group have rela-

tively high incomes, and many of them have a basic educa-
tion and live in larger cities (the group includes a relatively 
large number of secondary school pupils). This consumer 
type comprises an equal number of women and men, but 
unlike other types, the percentage of Estonia’s Russian-
speaking residents is relatively higher in this group.

We can say, in conclusion, that although consumerism 
and sustainability are intertwined phenomena, the former 
tendency is primarily characteristic of younger people and 
the latter, conversely, of the older generation. It will be up 
to future studies to ascertain whether the lack of econo-
mizing and sustainability and the high level of consum-
erism characteristic of young people today is a temporary 
phenomenon which they will “grow out of” after setting 
up families and gathering life experience, or whether it is 
a selection of attitudes and activities that will remain rela-
tively stable throughout the lives of the new generation
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5.3. The quality of life in the 
information society
Instead of searching for an answer to the question of whether 
Estonia has become an information society and attempting 
to identify the macroeconomic effect of this, the following 
subchapter will focus on analyzing the role of information 
technology in people’s daily life and its effect on them as 
consumers and citizens. We will examine the extent and 
versatility of Internet use, the types of Internet users emerg-
ing in Estonia, and the democratic potential of the informa-
tion society through increasing civic involvement.

Estonia’s development into an 
information society
The development of information society is a subject that is 
frequently discussed, primarily from the standpoint of the 
expected economic development potential of information 
and communication technologies (ICT). The World Eco-
nomic Forum compiles the Global Information Technol-
ogy Report which ranks countries according to their posi-
tion in the Networked Readiness Index. According to this 
index, Estonia holds the 20th place among 127 rated coun-
tries with 5.12 points, remaining just 0.02 index points 
behind Japan and outpacing France with 0.01 points. The 

highest ranked countries are Denmark (5.78 index points), 
Sweden (5.72) and Switzerland (5.53) (Table 5.3.1.).

The table shows that Estonia’s position in terms of 
networked readiness is the best among all post-socialist 
countries. Estonia is followed by Slovenia (ranked 30th), 
Lithuania (ranked 33rd) and the Czech Republic (ranked 
36th). Among our closest neighbours, Finland is ranked 
6th, Latvia 44th, and Russia 72nd. 

The Networked Readiness Index itself consists of three 
major components (environment, readiness, and usage) 
which, in turn, consist of sub-indexes (Table 5.3.2.). Based 
on these components, Estonia’s reputation as an informa-
tion society has been shaped primarily by the ICT usage 
and readiness of the government sector. The readiness of 
Estonia’s business sector for the effective usage of ICT is 
relatively low, however.

Another important international organization that 
compiles rankings reflecting the development of countries 
with regard to information and communication technol-
ogy is the International Telecommunication Union (ITU). 
The World Information Society Report compiled by this 
organization measures the level of development of informa-
tion society with the Digital Opportunity Index. The most 
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recent source on the Digital Opportunity Index is the report 
based on data from 2005/2006 and published in 2007. Here, 
too, the composite index is based on three clusters of indi-
cators: Opportunities – accessibility and affordability; Infra-

Networked 
readiness 
components

Estonia’s 
ranking Sub-index Estonia’s 

ranking

Environment 
component 24.

Market environment 23.

Political and regulatory 
environment 24.

Infrastructure 24.

Readiness 
component 23.

Individual readiness 26.

Business sector readiness 31.

Government sector readiness 8.

Use component 8.

Individual use 11.

Business sector use 23.

Government sector use 2.

Table 5.3.2. The components of the Networked 
Readiness Index and Estonia’s relative position

Source: World Economic Forum 2008b

2006 2006 2007 2007
Opportunities 0.98 Digital Opportunity 

Index 0.63 (20th place 
in the world and 11th 

place in Europe)

Opportunities 0.99 Digital Opportunity 
Index 0.65 (20th place 
in the world and 14th 

place in Europe)

Infrastructure 0.47 Infrastructure 0.50

Utilization 0.44 Utilization 0.45

Table 5.3.3. Components of the Digital Opportunity 
Index and Estonia’s results in 2006 and 2007

Sources: ITU 2007a and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, Vihalemm & Viia 2007

structure – networks and means; Usage – implementation of 
ICT. According to the Digital Opportunity Index, the ideal 
set of opportunities would mean that the whole population 
of a country had easy access to affordable information and 
communication technologies, that all homes were equipped 
with ICT appliances, that all residents owned mobile ICT 
devices, and that everyone used broadband Internet. The 
index is presented on a scale of 0–1 and Estonia holds the 
24th place with 0.65 points. Although Estonia’s ranking has 
not improved, the value of some of the component indexes 
has increased somewhat (Table 5.3.3.).

In addition to the Digital Opportunity Index, ITU also 
compiles an ICT Opportunity Index which is more ver-
satile than the previous index and analyzes a total of 183 
countries. The countries are categorized into four larger 
groups: countries with high, upper, medium, and low ICT 
Opportunity Index values. Estonia is the only post-social-
ist country with a high ICT Opportunity Index value, 
holding the 24th position (with 269.81 index points) among 
the 29 countries that scored high on the index. Estonia has 
developed the most among the members of this group 
(after Barbados) during the period 2001–2005, gaining 
78.08 index points. Sweden is the leader in the ICT Oppor-
tunities Index rankings with 377.69 points, followed by 
Luxembourg (371.1 points), and Hong Kong (365.54). 
Estonia lags behind the leaders primarily in terms of the 
sub-indexes measuring networks and intensity (Table 
5.3.4.). In the case of some of these sub-indexes, Estonia’s 
index values are half those of other countries with high 
ICT use.

An analysis of the international indexes shows that 
although we have been comparatively successful with 
regard to developing e-technologies, especially as a result 
of the efforts of the government sector, we have not been 
able to achieve the competitive edge hoped for when 
implementing these technologies. The main problems are 
related to the small size of markets, the lack of innovative-
ness in the business sector, and the complications inher-
ent in the cooperation between the domain of education 
and research and the business sector. These findings are 
not particularly novel, however, and there has been much 
discussion in this context on the necessity of promoting 
technology and engineering education. These develop-
ments are related, in part, to the expectations of the Esto-
nian business elite and their potential for using informa-
tion and communication technologies for increasing their 
efficiency, since the Digital Opportunity Index demon-
strates that our position is relatively weaker in relation to 
the readiness and opportunities of the business sector.

Estonia’s Internet users 
and spread of e-services
The prevalence of Internet use and the accessibility of vari-
ous technologies are seen as the primary factors influenc-
ing the development of digital opportunities and technol-
ogy. The value of this approach is limited, however, in terms 
of helping us understand the extent to which different social 
groups benefit from using the Internet for the purpose of 
improving their quality of life. Figure 5.3.1. introduces the 
segment of this report devoted to providing a more detailed 
description of the typology of Estonia’s Internet users by 
giving an overview of the increase in the percentage of 
Internet users among Estonian residents aged 15–74.

Ranking 
2007–
2008

Country
Score 
2007–
2008

Ranking 
2006–
2007

Score 
2006–
2007

Change

1 Denmark 5.78 1 5.71 
2 Sweden 5.72 2 5.66 
3 Switzerland 5.53 5 5.58 
4 USA 5.49 7 5.54 
5 Singapore 5.49 3 5.60 
6 Finland 5.47 4 5.59 
7 The Netherlands 5.44 6 5.54 
8 Iceland 5.44 8 5.50 
9 Republic of Korea 5.43 19 5.14 
10 Norway 5.38 10 5.42 
19 Japan 5.14 14 5.27 
20 eStONIa 5.12 20 5.02 
21 France 5.11 23 4.99 
30 Slovenia 4.47 30 4.41 
33 Lithuania 4.41 39 4.18 
36 Czech Republic 4.33 34 4.28 
37 Hungary 4.28 33 4.33 
43 Slovakia 4.17 41 4.15 
44 Latvia 4.14 42 4.13 
61 Romania 3.86 55 3.80 
62 Poland 3.81 58 3.69 
68 Bulgaria 3.71 72 3.53 
70 Ukraine 3.69 75 3.46 
71 Kazakhstan 3.68 73 3.52 
72 Russia 3.68 70 3.54 

Table 5.3.1. Comparison of countries based on the 
Networked Readiness Index in 2007–2008 and the 
change in positions compared to 2006–2007

Source: World Economic Forum 2008b.
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Sub-
indexes

Index value 
for Estonia Index components

In
fo

d
en

si
ty Networks 

index 339.6
Fixed telephone lines per 100 inhabitants
International Internet bandwidth per inhabitant
Mobile phone users per 100 inhabitants

Skills 
index 137.2 Adult literacy rate

Gross school enrolment rates 

In
fo

u
se

Uptake 
index 346.2

Computers per 100 inhabitants
Internet users per 100 inhabitants 
Proportion of households with a TV

Intensity 
index 328.5 Broadband internet subscribers per 100 inhabitants

International outgoing telephone traffic (minutes)

Table 5.3.4. Components of the ICT Opportunity 
Index and Estonia’s results

Source: ITU 2007b

Internet users among different ethnic groups
The 2008 Mina. Maailm. Meedia survey indicates that for 
the first time in Estonia, women surpass men in terms of 
Internet use to a statistically relevant degree. Accordingly, 
55% of women and 46% of men report having last used 
the Internet no longer than six months before the survey. 
A significant age-based stratification is also still apparent, 
with 96% of the respondents belonging to the youngest age 
groups (i.e. 15–19 and 20–29) being Internet users. Only 
30% of the oldest age group comprising people aged 60–74 
use the Internet. There is also a connection between Internet 
use and level of education: people whose level of education 
is higher are more likely to use the Internet, with only 63% 
of people with a basic education being Internet users com-
pared to 86% of people with a higher education. The con-
nection between income and Internet use is not as straight-
forward, however. In fact, 72% of the respondents belonging 
to the lowest income group (i.e. a monthly income of up to 
2500 kroons per family member) use the Internet, while the 
same is true for only 64% of people whose monthly income 
is 2501–4000 kroons per capita and 62% of people in the 
next highest income group (monthly income of 4001–6000 
kroons per capita). However, in the case of higher income 
groups, the percentage of Internet users increases once 
more. This data can be explained, to a degree, by the fact 
that many families with children belong to the smallest 
income group, but their level of Internet use is higher than 
that of single people and pensioners who tend to belong to 
the next income groups.

Estonian Internet users engage most frequently in the 
following activities (Figure 5.3.2.): online banking, com-
municating with friends and acquaintances, and search-
ing for practical information. The Internet use of Estonian 
population is characterized least by participation in citi-
zens’ initiatives, consumption of culture, participation in 
forums, blogs, surveys, and the writing of comments. This 
means that digital stratification is not only a process that 
discriminates Internet users from non-users, but is also a 
result of differences in opportunities for Internet use and 
their implementation.

The difference between the activities of Internet users 
is especially apparent if we compare different age groups 
(Figure 5.3.2.). Whereas communicating with friends and 
acquaintances, searching for entertainment, and finding 
information related to their work and studies is typical 
of younger people’s patterns of Internet use, middle-aged 
people’s Internet use is primarily focused on using online 
banking solutions and e-services, searching for informa-
tion related to state agencies, and engaging in work-related 
communication. Some of the differences are definitely 
the result of the different life experience of the younger 
respondents, meaning that since many of the younger 
respondents are school pupils they have less need to engage 
in work-related communication. In addition, they have no 
income that would require filling out an online tax return. 
It is evident, however, that the tendency to use the Internet 
for purposes related to personal well-being differs in sev-
eral aspects in the case of different age groups.

Individual Internet use is continually increasing in Esto-
nia and it is increasingly important to understand the ver-
satility of this phenomenon. An analysis of the behaviour of 
Internet users shows that although the number of opportuni-
ties provided through the Internet has increased significantly 
during the last six years, the primary interests of the users – 

Figure 5.3.1. Percentage of Internet users among 
Estonian residents aged 15–74 (%)
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Figure 5.3.2. To what extent does the given activity 
characterize your Internet use? Averages by age groups 
(on a scale of 5 – “very much” to 1 – “not at all”)

Using online banking

Communicating with friends

Searching for practical infor-
mation (weather, timetables, 
etc.)
Searching for information 
related to work and studies

Using e-services (tax board, 
forms, citizens’ portal, etc.)

Searching for entertainment 
(games, music, films)
Following online newspa-
pers and information portals 
(Delfi, etc.)
Searching for information on 
jobs, dwellings, tourism, etc.

Using online databases (librar-
ies, data banks, etc.)
Searching for information on 
public institutions, ministries, 
courts, etc.
Work-related communication 
with clients and colleagues

Communicating with officials, 
transaction of affairs online

Making purchases and gather-
ing relevant information

Participating in forums, blogs, 
questionnaires

Participating in civic initiatives, 
signing online petitions

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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information and entertainment – have remained the same. It 
is important, however, that one or the other type of Internet 
use dominates in the case of individual respondents and there 
is evidence of the development of different practices of use.

Types of Internet users
In order to analyze the implementation of digital opportu-
nities and to improve our understanding of the stratifica-
tion, it is important to take a closer look at what people do 
on the Internet. We have gathered data on types of Inter-
net users over a period of time dating back to the Mina. 
Maailm. Meedia survey conducted in 2002. The use of clus-
ter analysis has revealed six main types of Internet users, 
which have remained relatively consistent over the course 
of various surveys. In general, the types can be divided into 
two – three types of more active Internet users, on the one 
hand (varied use, practical and pragmatic information-
based use, entertainment and communication-oriented 
use) and, on the other hand, three types of more passive 
Internet users. These types include users oriented towards 
information and entertainment as well as small-scale users 
who come into contact with the Internet so rarely that it is 
impossible to distinguish clearly developed practices of use. 
Figure 5.3.3. provides an overview of the online activities 
of the types of users, comparing their frequency of engage-
ment in ten of the most popular activities.

Active, versatile Internet users (14% of all Internet users) 
are more active with regard to all manners of Internet use 
compared to the other groups. For them, the Internet is an 
environment where they satisfy their need for information, 
entertainment, belonging and participating (Figure 5.3.3.). 
This type includes a greater proportion of women, people 
aged 20–39, and people with a higher education.

 Entertainment-oriented active Internet users (20%) 
concentrate mainly on searching for entertainment, 
watching/listening to TV and radio shows on the Internet, 
and also on the consumption of culture. This type of user 
is generally active, however, and tends to search for infor-
mation and use the Internet for gaining access to practical 
services if necessary. This user type includes people who 
consider it important to participate in blogs and forums. 
The largest number of Internet users of this type belongs 
among the 15–29 age group, with the Russian-speaking 
population being represented slightly more among the 
entertainment-oriented active users.

Practical work-related Internet users (22%) focus pri-
marily on information and practical activities, in addition 
to being significantly more active than average in using 
e-services. Their online communication is mainly work-
related and considerably less personal than that of the 
average Internet user. They also search for significantly 
less entertainment than the average Internet user. This 
group is dominated by women, people aged 30–49, people 
with a higher education, and members of the Estonian-
speaking population. In addition, people belonging to this 
type are more likely to have an average or high income.

The largest group among the passive Internet users 
comprises the practical information-oriented small-scale 
Internet users (20%). Their Internet use is characterized by 
a somewhat higher than average use of information and 
slightly higher than average use of online banking solu-
tions. At the same time, the variety of their online activi-
ties is somewhat larger than that of the next user type. This 

Using an online banking solution

Communicating with friends

Searching for practical information (weather, timetables, contact information)

Searching for information connected to work and studies

Using e-services (tax board, forms, citizens’ portal, etc.)

Searching for entertainment (games, music, films)

Reading online newspapers and information portals (Delfi, etc.)

Searching for information on jobs, accommodation, tourism, etc.

Using online databases (libraries, data banks, etc.)

Active, versatile Internet user

Entertainment oriented active Internet user

Practical work oriented Internet user

Practical information oriented small-scale Internet user

Entertainment and communication oriented small-scale Internet user

Small-scale Internet user

Figure 5.3.3. Comparison of types of Internet users 
in terms of ten of the most popular online activities 
(differences compared to the average)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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type more commonly includes older people, women, and 
people with a secondary education.

The online activities of entertainment and communi-
cation-oriented small-scale Internet users (15%) are char-
acterized by searching for entertainment as well as com-
munication with friends and acquaintances, while their 
Internet use remains passive with regard to other pur-
poses. This group includes more men, members of younger 
age groups and therefore also people with a basic educa-
tion and those belonging to the lowest income group.

Small-scale Internet users (10%) are not characterized 
by any specific practice of Internet use and their online 
behaviour is generally in the developmental stage. Small-
scale users comprise a larger than average share of older 
people and people with a secondary education, as well as 
members of the Russian-speaking population.

The user types also differ in terms of their frequency 
of Internet use. In general, 96% of Internet users have used 
the Internet during the past week. The members of the 
three more active types of Internet users have all used the 
Internet during the past week (Figure 5.3.4.).

Figures 5.3.5.–5.3.7. compare the types of Internet users 
on the basis of data gathered during surveys conducted over 
the last six years. Types of Internet users, in whose case the 
nature of activities is the same or very similar but the names 
used in surveys are different, have been depicted using the 
same colour. The percentage indicates the relative impor-
tance of the user type in the entire population. The visually 
clearest development is the significant decrease in the share 
of non-users over the six year period. This is partially a result 
of Estonia’s national policy which has continued to increase 
Internet use through education, information campaigns, and 
improved accessibility. Another aspect related to the increase 
of users is the network-based nature of the Internet, which 
means that every user adds value to various online services 
and opportunities. In conjunction with the growth of the 
percentage of Internet users, there has also been an increase 
in the relative importance of active user types. Small-scale 
users are increasingly less common among Internet users, 
although their level has remained steady in the context of the 
entire population over the examined period.

Use of public e-services and 
online participation in public life as 
factors influencing quality of life in 
information society
The democratic potential of information and communica-
tion technologies can be assessed in several different ways. 
We can study the availability of various services facilitating 
civic involvement at the national level or the level of local 
governments. In this regard, Estonia enjoys a relatively high 
position according to international indexes. If we examine 
the frequency of use of these applications, however, we notice 
that the initiatives of the government sector have not always 
been popular or widely used among Estonia’s population. A 
considerably larger share of people’s daily online activities is 
related to the consumption of services and entertainment, 
which does not necessarily lead to improved e-participa-
tion and the development of democratic citizenship. Never-
theless, the role of the usability of services provided by the 
state in terms of developing its citizens’ practices of Internet 
use and shaping their quality of life must not be underesti-
mated. Since most e-services allow citizens to save time and 

Figure 5.3.5. Percentage of Internet users and non-
users of the entire population in 2002

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2002
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Figure 5.3.6. Percentage of Internet users and non-
users of the entire population in 2005

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2005
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Figure 5.3.7. Percentage of Internet users and non-
users of the entire population in 2008

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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access necessary resources more easily, the provision of such 
services is another sign of an improvement of quality of life. 
Information technology has a more direct effect on the qual-
ity of life in Estonia, for example, when people have difficul-
ties finding a suitable job near their home, i.e. when they have 
the option of teleworking through the Internet. In such a case 
ICT can directly help us solve specific social problems. In this 
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field, the various institutions and local governments certainly 
have many opportunities for further development.

On a critical note, however, it is clear that a significant 
and lasting improvement in the quality of life through ICT 
can only occur in conjunction with the active participa-
tion of informed and enlightened citizens who have a good 
grasp of administrative processes. In order for our citizens 
to be able to contribute to this development process, Esto-
nia’s public institutions should seriously improve their pro-
vision of daily information through e-channels. Another 
important step in increasing the e-participation of citizens 
involves the refinement of existing participation spaces and 
the creation of new ones, thus providing both citizens and 
officials with a real experience of deliberative democracy.

Development of Internet democracy in Estonia
As in the case of traditional democracy, Estonia’s Internet 
democracy is characterized by fast institutional development 
– Estonia quickly reached the forefront of the race for imple-
menting information technology and received international 
acclaim with various tables reflecting the speed of develop-
ment of information society (see also 5.3.1). However, Esto-
nia’s initiatives in the field of Internet democracy have not 
been very productive. The participation portal TOM (Täna 
Otsustan Mina – Today I Decide) which enjoyed both inter-
national attention and relatively active participation in its 
initial stage has ceased to exist in its original form. One rea-
son for this may be the fact that, TOM was characteristic of 
online representative democracy rather than actual partici-
patory democracy, since the citizens did not have the final say 
in decision making and the suitability of ideas was decided 
by the appropriate ministries and officials. Instead of con-
centrating on introducing transparency and involvement, 
the primary opportunities and benefits of Internet democ-
racy, Estonia chose an approach focused predominantly 
on officials and aimed at gathering as much information as 
possible on everyone in order to provide them with suitable 
services. Citizens, however, usually lacked the opportunity 
to participate in discussions concerning the services, not to 
mention more in-depth political debates. Since citizens are 
treated in such cases as customers to be provided with serv-
ices instead of active participants in the decision-making 

process, the type of e-democracy introduced in Estonia can 
be considered an Internet customer democracy rather than 
an actual participatory democracy (see, for example, Bel-
lamy & Taylor 1998; Ridell 2002).

Estonia has impressive legislation for regulating the 
information society in addition to experience of legal reg-
ulation. However, most of the applicable political doc-
uments are technicist in orientation and do not con-
tain much information on the subject of participation. 
Although some laws, such as the Public Information Act, 
do regulate the Internet use of local governments (e.g. the 
structure of websites), the local authorities do not follow 
these laws and the decision-making process of many local 
governments continues to be opaque.

Changes and developments in e-participation
It is important for the development of e-democracy that new 
technological means be used to involve people who are not 
interested in the traditional forms of democracy as active 
participants in social life. In actuality, we have partially 
accomplished this goal. The data of the 2008 Mina. Maailm. 
Meedia survey indicates (Table 5.3.5.) that in Estonia online 
forums, for example, are used more by people who com-
pletely lack interest in politics. Conversely: only 7% of peo-
ple with a very high level of general interest in politics say 
that they frequently express their opinions in public online 
environments. The same trend generally applies to the prac-
tice of blogging. This confirms the tendency revealed in pre-
vious surveys of online participation in Estonia being more 
multifaceted than that of countries with long traditions of 
civic culture and free development of democracy. Based 
on this trend we can even conclude that the contribution 
of the Internet to the development of democracy in gen-
eral does manifest itself in increasing the activity of people 
who remain passive in traditional channels. However, the 
fact that the quality of the content of Internet discussions is 
often relatively low causes us to regret the tone-setting role 
in this communication environment of people who have no 
real interest in politics. Forums originally created for the 
purpose of political debate and development of democracy 
often become additional means for exchanging news and 
practical information, rather than environments for initiat-
ing serious discussions and shaping public opinion.

In order to explore the relationship between people’s 
general interest in politics and their use of e-services, we 
analyzed the connections between Internet use, general 
interest in politics, and the activeness index (the latter is 
calculated on the basis of involvement in political parties, 
campaigns organized by citizens’ associations, and elec-
tions) (see Table 5.3.5.). In general, most of the people who 
actively participate in social life today are Internet users. We 
can thus see a connection even between people’s frequency 
of use of an online banking application and their higher level 
of general political activeness. At the same time, people with 
a high level of interest in politics participate rather sparsely 
in forums, blogs, and commenting environments as well as 
online civic initiatives. We can thus say that for people who 
are politically active, technology serves primarily as a means 
of simplifying their practical daily activities, rather than an 
engaging opportunity to influence the administration of the 
country or a local government more efficiently.

One of the most important factors in shaping the con-
nection between general political activeness and e-partici-
pation is age. Older people who are more active politically 
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Little 7 48 15 57 22 16 1
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Table 5.3.5. Connections between political activeness and 
various online activities (percentage of respondents who 
considered a given activity to be either very important or 
important with regard to characterizing their Internet use)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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lack the experience of expressing themselves online, while 
active bloggers and young people making their opinions 
public in forums (see also subchapter 5.4) regrettably 
exhibit a low level of general interest in politics.

Estonia’s civic culture and grassroots initiatives have 
also been exploring options for using the Internet to accom-
plish their objectives. Several different campaigns have 
been organized recently both offline and online, indicating 
an increase in the significance of the third sector and civic 
involvement. For example, signatures have been collected 
both in support of and against the construction of a monu-
ment in memory of the Estonian War of Independence, the 
garbage cleaning campaign Teeme ära has been organized 
as a civic initiative, and the unity and feeling of solidarity of 
the nation were also reinforced by Märkamisaeg, an event 
celebrating the anniversary of the Estonian night song festi-
vals. Some of these initiatives were conceived online, while 
in the case of others, information and communication tech-
nologies were widely used to guarantee their success. This 
indicates that the spheres of Internet use and civic initia-
tive are increasingly closely connected in Estonia. Yet it is 
important to distinguish the manifestations of spontane-
ous democracy from institutional participatory democracy. 
There have been some developments in the latter category, 

however. One example is the Internet environment Osale.ee 
launched by the State Chancellery, which is a development 
based on the model of the TOM participation portal and 
features a rather lively discussion under the topic “Univer-
sal rights in the e-state” (National Audit Office 2008) cre-
ated by the National Audit Office.

A new step towards Estonia becoming an e-society is 
the e-State Charter. Universal Rights in the e-State – a docu-
ment prepared on the basis of the comments collected from 
the thread started and named by the National Audit Office. 
Proceeding from different laws, this charter explains in 
simple terms the rights of an individual in relation to the 
opportunities offered by the Internet both for the provision 
of public services and the involvement of citizens.

In addition to regulating the electronic transaction of 
affairs and services, it would be important to increase the 
amount of attention devoted to the quality of information 
issued by various public institutions. The all-in-one model of 
service provision currently represented by the portal eesti.ee 
is a sensible approach. It is important for this multi-purpose 
portal to provide citizens with clearly worded information 
presented in a short format on the activities and roles of vari-
ous public institutions, allowing them to better understand 
the state as a whole, shape their opinions, and make choices.
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5.4. Children and young people in the 
consumer and information society
The opportunities and risks of the consumer 
and information society for children and 
young people
A generalized and somewhat simplified set of opinions 
by researchers on the effects of the consumer society and 
information society on children can be placed on an axis 
where critics and child protectionists are located at one 
end and optimists at the other. The former tend to con-
struct the meaning of childhood through the keywords of 
innocence and vulnerability, claiming that children need 
special protection from the onslaught of the consumer and 
information society. Optimists, on the other hand, believe 

that children develop a “natural competence” in using the 
opportunities provided by the surrounding information 
and consumer society, thus forming a sufficiently capable 
and active target group both as the audience for and con-
sumers of media (cf. Buckingham 2000). The first opin-
ion dominates the public discourse (including most of the 
media and academia), while the other is popular in mar-
keting circles and certain media outlets.

Due to this, the opportunities and risks involved with the 
media use of children and youth have become one of the cen-
tral research topics in the new media environment. The line 
between opportunities and risks is occasionally blurry and 
depends on one’s point of view and values. While children 
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may see exciting opportunities in the anonymity, privacy, and 
playfulness of the Internet and might also enjoy its potential 
for a little deception, adults view these phenomena prima-
rily as threats to the safety of children. It is in the interests of 
producers and banks to provide children with various online 
services, but proponents of critical social theory often see this 
as the exploitation of children for commercial purposes or 
even as the corruption of the innocence of childhood (for an 
overview of this approach, see Livingstone 2003).

In general, both media researchers and producers, leg-
islators and the public at large consider pornography, con-
tent that is violent, racist, or encourages hate or self-harm, 
improper or potentially harmful contacts with strangers, 
interference with privacy, abuse of personal data, and the 
cyber-bullying between children and young people to be 
the risks that threaten the safety of children in the new 
media environment. Entertainment, access to informa-
tion, educational resources, communication, network-
ing, creativity, playing, and participation in civic society 
are seen as the foremost positive opportunities (Hasebrink 
et al. 2008: 24–25). The studies conducted so far (Living-
stone & Bober 2004) have revealed a connection that high-
lights a serious dilemma: there is a strong positive correla-
tion between children’s use of online opportunities and the 
risks they encounter, i.e. an increase in opportunities tends 

to increase the risks, while a lower risk level results in a lack 
of opportunities. Unfortunately, it is not clear how we could 
increase the opportunities while reducing the risks.

The world of consumption also provides children and 
young people with many opportunities for self-fulfilment 
and finding their identity, although the development of 
consumer education and competence in Estonia has begun 
only recently. As a result, the parents of children and youth 
feel the tensions generated by the consumer society, be they 
related to the lack of resources or the confusing abundance 
of options, but do not know how to handle them. Young 
people themselves admit that being “cool” is defined largely 
through clothes, accessories, and appearance. This model of 
interpretation often leads to bullying at school.

This subchapter focuses on three main topics: the life-
styles, consumption preferences and attitudes of young peo-
ple viewed in connection with aspects of consumer compe-
tence; the Internet use of Estonian children and youth, its 
dynamics and peculiarities in the European context; and 
the attitudes and beliefs held by the younger generation 
with regard to the consumer and information society.

Young people’s lifestyles, consumption 
preferences and attitudes
The influence of the commercial environment and mar-
keting communication in shaping the lifestyles of chil-
dren and young people is constantly increasing, often 
reaching the youth through the semantic fields they share 
with their peers. In our definition of the term “lifestyle” 
we mainly proceed from Mike Featherstone’s (2007) posi-
tion, according to which a lifestyle means the expression 
of individuality through consuming goods and services 
that hold some symbolic value as well as through social 
practices. A lifestyle comprises a wide variety of behav-
iour and consumption practices aimed at expressing one-
self and constructing one’s identity and relationships. Due 
to the fact that lifestyles include both an individual and a 
social dimension, generally we cannot speak about a cer-
tain lifestyle that Estonian residents have in common, but 
must rather recognize the plurality of lifestyles.

The data of the 2008 Mina. Maailm. Meedia population 
survey indicates that Estonian residents consider peers to 
have the most influence on shaping the lifestyles of today’s 
young people. Internet environments, parents and school fol-
low peers in the list of most important influences at an almost 
equal level. A comparison of age groups reveals a statistically 
significant difference in terms of assessing the importance of 
sports and hobbies. Namely, 60% of people aged 15–19 con-
sider sports and hobbies to be important aspects in shap-
ing their lifestyles; however, only 37% of people aged 45–54 
attribute equal importance to this field. It was also relatively 
surprising that older generations thought the Internet to be a 
much bigger influence on young people’s lifestyles than the 
youth themselves: among people aged 15–19, 52% considered 
the Internet to be a significant influence, while more than 
70% of respondents over 45 thought the same.

The student survey Noorte elustiil 2007 (Youth Life-
styles 2007) provides us with an overview of the opin-
ions of preteens and teenagers on various aspects related 
to lifestyles and consumption. We have observed school 
pupils aged 11–14 from Tallinn and Tartu (N=202, includ-
ing 102 boys and 100 girls). The initial analysis of the data 
was performed by Laura Järve in the course of her Bach-

Influencing factor Mean 
value

Percentage of respond-
ents who answered 

 “significant influence”
Peers 2.89 91

Internet environments 2.64 68

Parents 2.64 67

School 2.63 67

Films 2.53 58

Music 2.36 44

Television, magazines, newspapers 2.34 43

Sports and hobbies 2.34 42

Grandparents 2.02 20

Books 1.82 12

Table 5.4.1. Who and what are the foremost 
 influences in shaping the lifestyles of children and 
young people? 1 – “no influence at all”; 2 – “some 
 influence”; 3 – “significant influence”)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008

Figure 5.4.1. Sources of information affecting young peo-
ple’s shopping decisions (mean values on a scale ranging 
from 1 – “not important at all” to 5 – “very important”)

Family members
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Internet advertisements
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Source: Noorte elustiil 2007
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elor’s thesis conducted at the University of Tartu, Institute 
of Sociology and Social Policy (see Järve 2008).

The sources of information on which young people 
base their consumption decisions also play a significant 
role in the shaping of lifestyles. According to young peo-
ple themselves, their consumption decisions are mainly 
influenced by family members and friends (Figure 5.4.1.). 
School, TV shows and films are considered to be the next 
most significant influence. Various forms of advertising, 
including online advertisements and flyers, are ranked at 
the bottom of the list. According to young people them-
selves at least, family and friends have not surrendered 
their role as leading sources of information.

People in Estonia have increasingly started to recognize 
the importance of the concept of consumer education (see 
also 5.4.2.), i.e. the importance of cooperation between vari-
ous parties – parents, schools and companies – to deliberately 
train young people to be sensible and smart consumers. The 
2008 survey Mina. Maailm. Meedia contained the following 
question: “What is the most important thing that should be 
taught to young people in order to help them become con-
scious consumers?” Respondents were instructed to select 
three answers from a selection of eight. A small minority of 
respondents (only 4%) do not consider it important to teach 
them anything at all (Figure 5.4.2.). As expected, the rational 
use of money is considered most important (87%) in Estonia 
today, but teaching young people about the risks and dan-
gers involved in consumption is also becoming more impor-
tant (44% of respondents consider it relevant). In addition, 
more than 40% of the respondents considered it important 
for young people to be familiar with their rights as consum-
ers and have a critical attitude towards advertisement and 
marketing. It is noteworthy that the perception of the impor-
tance of the last aspect is least common among the youngest 
age group (15–19): only 17% have provided it as one of their 
answers, while 53% of the respondents in the oldest age group 
did so. Having an understanding of product information, i.e. 
various markings, and the habit of reading content informa-
tion is considered relatively unimportant. Presumably this 
topic will increase in importance as the significance of con-
sumer education becomes ever more widely recognized.

An important “milestone” in growing up to be a con-
sumer is going to school: children start receiving a regular 
allowance from their parents when they are 6–7 years old 
and they are expected to have an elementary competence 
in using it. The study Noorte elustiil 2007 revealed that 
97% of pupils aged 11–14 receive an allowance, with 50% 
of the respondents receiving a regular allowance and 13% 
being given pocket money for buying something specific. 
On average, boys get a 1.7 times higher monthly allowance 
compared to girls (407 and 247 kroons, respectively). As 
children become older, their allowance increases. In 2007, 
the average allowance for 13- and 14-year-olds was 400 
kroons per month. School pupils in Tallinn receive signif-
icantly larger allowances both on a monthly and weekly 
basis than young residents of Tartu (Figure 5.4.3.).

Young people’s use of their allowances is illustrated by 
Table 5.4.2. Compared to boys, girls spend more on cos-
metics, clothes and magazines, while boys spend more on 
food, music and films, games and sports equipment. Boys 
are also somewhat more active with regard to economiz-
ing and saving money. The survey also shows that expenses 
related to Internet use and mobile phones are usually cov-
ered by children’s parents.
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Figure 5.4.2. What is the most important thing that 
should be taught to young people in order to help 
them become conscious consumers? (%)
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Total Girls Boys
Food, drink 54 43 61

Snacks, sweets 51 51 47

Saving money for buying something 40 37 42

Clothes 36 46 24

Saving money in a bank account 28 20 31

Music, films 23 17 29

Cosmetics 23 44 1

Games 22 8 35

Sports equipment 22 17 27

Magazines 21 32 10

Tickets to events 18 20 17

Other 12 9 14

Mobile telephone bills 8 6 8

Internet 3 1 4

Table 5.4.2. Use of allowance among boys and girls 
(%, multiple answers possible)

 Source: Noorte elustiil 2007

Both boys and girls considered the opportunity to make 
their own choice a very important criterion with regard 
to buying technological appliances and sports equipment 
(more than 90% considered it important or very impor-
tant). They also considered it important for the product to 
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be of high quality and durable (93%). Boys (70%) believed 
it to be important that the purchased product be the latest 
model and also widespread. Girls attribute more impor-
tance to buying school supplies than boys (77% and 50%, 
respectively). Better prices are not considered very impor-
tant by either boys (37%) or girls (32%).

Both girls and boys also consider having the opportu-
nity to make their own choice very important in the case 
of buying clothes, since clothes have to match their style 
and look good (both criteria are considered important 
or very important by more than 90% of boys and girls). 
School pupils also stressed the importance of their clothes 
being comfortable, fashionable and trendy (all of these 
characteristics are considered important or very impor-
tant by over 70% of the respondents). Brands are allegedly 

Assessed as 
important or 

very important
Girls Boys  

Importance for the respondent in the case of clothes 38 55

Importance for the respondent in the case of sports 
clothes and equipment 41 56

Importance in the respondent’s school in the case of clothes 55 55

Importance in the respondent’s school in the case of 
sports clothes and equipment 56 55

Importance of clothes among the respondent’s friends 50 50

Importance of sports clothes and equipment among the 
respondent’s friends 42 56

Effect of clothes and shoes bearing trendy and well-
known brands on the popularity of boys 48 61

Effect of clothes and shoes bearing trendy and well-
known brands on the popularity of girls 58 61

Table 5.4.3. Young people’s assessment of the impor-
tance of brands and their effect on popularity (%)

Source: Noorte elustiil 2007

less important (only 21% of the girls as opposed to 51% of 
the boys consider brands to be important or very impor-
tant). At the same time, being affected by brands is usu-
ally something that people do not want to admit openly. 
Furthermore, young people are often unable to reflexively 
analyze the impact of commercial symbols on their behav-
iour. “My buying decisions are not affected by advertising 
and brands” is simply the socially desirable response and 
should therefore be treated with reservation.

More general assessments of the importance of brands 
in different situations are provided in Table 5.4.3. Boys 
consider brands to be personally more important than 
girls (respectively, 55% and 38% in the case of clothes). It 
is interesting that girls do not attribute as much impor-
tance to brands with regard to the popularity of boys (48% 
in the case of boys and 58% in the case of girls), while for 
boys brands affect the popularity of both genders equally 
(both 61%). So, contrary to the stereotype that might char-
acterize brands primarily as the girls’ domain, they actu-
ally play an important role in the values of Estonian boys.

The role of the brands is also connected to school vio-
lence arising from clothes and appearance. According to 
the 2005 student survey Noored ja meedia (Youth and 
the Media) (N=948), 49% of the respondents reported 
that someone in their class had been bullied due to their 
clothes or appearance. Of the entire sample, 28% (but a 
total of 38% of the pupils of Russian language schools) 
stated that nobody had been bullied due to their clothes or 
appearance, while 23% said that someone was constantly 
being bullied. A shift occurs when young people reach the 
age of 16: nearly 50% of secondary school pupils said that 
nobody in their class had ever been bullied as a result of 
their appearance (see Kalmus & Keller 2008).

Internet use of children and youth
According to the international comparison data for recent 
years, Estonian children are among the leaders in Europe 
in terms of the percentage of Internet users. The Flash 
Eurobarometer 248 survey (N=12750) conducted among 
parents living in EU member states in October 2008 indi-
cates that 93% of all Estonian children aged 6–17 use the 
Internet. In terms of this indicator, Estonia shares the 2nd 
– 4th place among 27 EU countries with the Netherlands 
and Denmark, being outpaced by Finland by only one per-
centage point (Figure 5.4.4.).

With regard to parent awareness and supervision, 
Estonia remains at the bottom of the pan-European rank-
ings, however. For example, only 50% of Estonian par-
ents engage in discussions with their children regarding 
the latter’s online activities (the EU average is 74%). Figure 
5.4.4. demonstrates that in terms of the relative indiffer-
ence and liberal approach to their children’s online activi-
ties, Estonian parents differ not only from their counter-
parts in Southern European countries (where the level 
of children’s Internet use is relatively low and most par-
ents with children who use the Internet talk to them often 
about online activities), but also from those in the Nor-
dic countries and the United Kingdom where the level of 
Internet use among children is high, just like in Estonia. 
The attitudes and practices of Estonian parents are com-
parable primarily to those of parents in the other coun-
tries of “new” Europe. For example, Estonia, along with 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia, has the lowest percent-

Figure 5.4.4. Percentage of children aged 6–17 who 
use the Internet and the percentage of parents who 
often discuss online activities with their children 
(percentage of parents with children who use the 
Internet) in EU countries
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age of parents (61%, 62%, and 63%, respectively) who have 
forbidden their children to communicate in online envi-
ronments with people they do not know in real life (the EU 
average is 83%, while in Ireland the percentage is 96%).

The parents’ extremely liberal approach would be justi-
fied, on certain conditions, only if the children’s awareness of 
the dangers related to Internet use were high and their level of 
risk behaviour low. Very few studies have been conducted in 
Estonia on this subject, with only Lapsed ja internet (Children 
and the Internet), a survey conducted by Turu-uuringute AS 
in 2006, and Eurobarometer 2005 providing data that can be 
compared with other countries. The following information is 
noteworthy among the gathered data: 
• Among Estonian children aged 6–14, 31% have expe-

rienced teasing, verbal abuse and bullying while using 
the Internet (the European average is 15–20%; Hase-
brink et al. 2008: 29);

• in communicating with strangers in online chat 
rooms or through communication programs, 19% of 
Estonian children have felt disturbed by something 
(for example, the stranger’s wish to meet them in real 
life or know their name, the stranger’s request for their 
home address or photo); 

• among children aged 11–14, 13% have actually met 
strangers they became acquainted with in a chat room 
or through a communication program (the average for 
European teenagers is 9%, Hasebrink et al. 2008: 30);

• according to their parents, 58% of children under 18 who 
use the Internet have come into contact with potentially 
harmful web content (the European average is 31%);

• according to their parents, only 44% of Estonian children 
know how to behave when encountering an unpleasant 
situation online (the European average is 66%).

Taking into account the percentage of Internet users among 
children under 18 and the results of studies of online risk 
behaviour, the international research network EU Kids 
Online has presented a classification of European countries 
that belong to the network (see Table 5.4.4.). Estonia, along 
with the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom, 
belongs among the countries that have a high level of both 
children’s Internet use and online risks. Unlike Estonian chil-
dren, Dutch and British children are able to handle online 
risks relatively well according to their parents, with parental 
supervision being characterized as high in the Netherlands 
and medium in the United Kingdom (Hasebrink et al. 2008). 
Considering the information provided above, we can say that 
Estonian children are in a unique position in the European 
context: they belong to the “high use – high risk” category 
and yet have been left mostly to their own devices in explor-
ing the online jungle, despite their parents’ belief that they 
are not always able to manage the risks involved.

In the European context Estonia also stands out as the 
only EU member state that lacks an organization engaged in 
raising awareness of topics related to Internet safety. Organ-
izations functioning as Internet Safety Nodes elsewhere in 
Europe actively provide information both to children and 

Online 
risk level

Level of children’s Internet use
Low Medium High

Low Cyprus
Italy

France
Germany

Medium
Greece

Portugal
Spain

Austria
Ireland

Belgium
Denmark
Sweden

High Bulgaria
Czech Republic

Poland
Slovenia

Estonia
The Netherlands

Norway
United Kingdom

Table 5.4.4. Classification of countries belonging to the 
EU Kids Online network based on children’s Internet 
use and online risks

Source: Hasebrink et al. 2008: 75

adults. The lack of a corresponding organization in Estonia 
has caused puzzlement in the international circles.

Internet use by Estonian school pupils
There have been fast and comprehensive changes in Esto-
nian school pupils’ media use during recent years. Inter-
net has become an inseparable part of pupils’ lives: while 
already 91% of 6th to 12th year pupils in city schools with 
Estonian language instruction used the Internet in 2001–
2002, it is possible to speak of universal Internet use with 
regard to this age group as of 2005 (see Figure 5.4.5.). 

Pupils’ opportunities for Internet use have also 
increased quickly. In autumn 2007, 96% of the respondents 
studying in Estonian language schools in Tallinn, Tartu 
and Pärnu reported that they were able to use the Inter-
net at home – exactly double that of pupils who had home 
Internet connections five or six years before (see Figure 
5.4.5.). According to the 2007 data, an overwhelming per-
centage of pupils (94% of all cases) had broadband Inter-
net connections (in 2005, 82% and in 2001–2002 26% of 
the respondents had broadband Internet connections). In 

28 The data has been taken from three questionnaire surveys conducted among 6th to 12th year school pupils by the Institute of Journa-
lism and Communication of the University of Tartu: Estonian school pupils’ media use survey (November 2001 and October 2002), 
Estonian school pupil survey Noored ja meedia (September–October 2005), and the survey Noored ja Internet conducted among pu-
pils of Estonian language schools in Tallinn, Tartu and Pärnu (October–November 2007). In order to view the changes over time on a 
comparable basis, we have focused our analysis on data regarding pupils of city schools with Estonian as the language of instruction 
(2001–2002 N=554; 2005 N=650; 2007 N=713).

Figure 5.4.5. Home access to the Internet and the 
percentage of Internet users among 6th to 12th year 
pupils of city schools with Estonian as the language 
of instruction (%)
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autumn 2007, 37% of school pupils had their own compu-
ter which was connected to the Internet (the correspond-
ing figures were 25% in 2005 and 20% in 2001–2002).

The improved availability of home Internet access has 
probably had a considerable effect on simultaneous changes 
in the pupils’ time budget: the growth curve of the time 
spent on the Internet in Figure 5.4.6. is very similar to the 
growth curve of home Internet connections. During the 
2001–2005 period there was a sharp increase in the amount 
of time spent online on average; the Internet surpassed 
books, radio, sports and other hobbies, doing homework, 
as well as television as a means of spending time. It is note-
worthy that in 2005–2007, the increase in time spent on the 
Internet has coincided with the continuous decrease in time 
spent watching TV and listening to the radio, while the 
time spent on doing homework and reading magazines and 
newspapers has remained the same, the relative importance 

of reading books in pupils’ time budget has decreased a lit-
tle, and sports and hobbies have regained the level of impor-
tance they held in 2001–2002. Thus, the increase in the rela-
tive importance of the Internet has primarily affected the 
share of time devoted to traditional electronic media – tel-
evision and radio; the decrease in the time spent on print 
media has been somewhat smaller.

The central role of the Internet in school pupils’ daily 
lives and use of time can also be expressed vividly in terms 
of percentages: over 3 hours per day is usually spent on 
the Internet by 28% of the respondents, while 30% spend 
approximately 3 hours online, 30% spend 1–2 hours on the 
Internet and only less than 10% of the respondents spend 
less than an hour online on a daily basis (1% consider the 
time they spend online to be insignificant).

Estonian youth as Internet users and creators 
of online content 
According to the 2008 population survey Mina. Maailm. 
Meedia, young people in Estonia generally tend to character-
ize their computer skills as good. Among respondents aged 
15–19, 13% rate their skills as very good, 38% as good, and 
24% as satisfactory.  In terms of these indicators, their self-
assessed level of skill falls below that of the 20–29 age group 
but surpasses all others. It is important to note that the girls 
in the 15–19 age group have a significantly lower evaluation 
of their computer skills than boys of the same age.

In the following section we will analyze the respondents 
in the 15–19 age group in terms of the frequency and type of 
their Internet use (for the typology of Internet users see 5.3). 
Of the young people in this age group, 88% had used the 
Internet on the day of the survey or on the previous day, 7% 
had used the Internet within one week preceding the survey 
and approximately 1% used the Internet on a less frequent 
basis. Young people use the Internet primarily at home (81% 
of the respondents use it at home on a daily basis), and sig-
nificantly less frequently at school (61% at least once a week) 
and other places, for example a friend’s home or an Internet 
access point (43% at least once a week).

The most widespread Internet user types among young 
people aged 15–19 are entertainment-oriented active users 
(43%) and entertainment and communication-oriented 
infrequent users (38%). Active versatile Internet users make 
up 9% of the age group and infrequent users account for 
8%. Thus, the majority of young people aged 15–19 use the 
Internet mostly for entertainment and communicating, 
while Internet use for practical purposes and information-
oriented activities is less important for them.

A new potential in Internet use is seen in creative 
online activities. Figure 5.4.7. compares the frequency of 
content creation among young people aged 15–19 with 
that of all Internet users.

As is often common in the case of new opportunities 
and services, online content creation activities are mostly 
popular among young people. The most common activ-
ity both among the youngest age group and all Internet 
users is the uploading of pictures. The second most impor-
tant activity is searching for and managing information 
on friends in social networking portals (Orkut, Facebook, 
Rate.ee, Myspace, LinkedIn, etc.). Commenting on arti-
cles published in the Delfi news portal or online news-
papers is, somewhat surprisingly, a relatively uncommon 
activity, ranking even below expressing one’s opinions in 
online forums in terms of popularity.
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Attitudes and beliefs related to the 
Internet
As we have seen in the previous subchapters, the Internet 
plays a very important role in the use of time and the daily 
lives of young people in Estonia, in addition to having a 
considerable influence on their lifestyles. Thus we con-
sider it important to take a closer look at the beliefs related 
to the Internet.

The importance of the Internet in the lives of Estonian 
school pupils is reflected in the excessive self-confidence 
and overwhelmingly positive attitudes of the young peo-
ple in question. More than 90% of the school pupils polled 
in autumn 2007 were confident in their ability to use the 
Internet for any purpose (see Table 5.4.5.). The trustwor-
thiness of the Internet as a source of information is rel-
atively high, having experienced a considerable growth 
compared to the survey data dating back to 2005: 72% of 
school pupils considered the information available online 
trustworthy in 2007 (compared to 41% in 2005). During 
the two years, the Internet surpassed television in terms 
of reliability, rising to the 6th position after family mem-
bers, reference literature, school textbooks, teachers, and 
friends. In addition to television, school pupils also have 
less confidence in radio as well as newspapers and maga-
zines than in the Internet. Although the majority of pupils 
are critical of the credibility of forum entries posted anon-
ymously, as many as one third of Estonian young people 
take this source of information seriously.

Estonian pupils mainly see the Internet as a source of 
opportunities: a large majority (83%) considers the informa-
tion they obtain from the Internet to be important in terms of 
their studies. This percentage has increased somewhat since 
2005. Pupils generally believe (as indicated by a stable per-
centage of respondents over a period of two years) that the 
role of the Internet in allowing children to learn about the 
world faster is positive. A little over half of the pupils sense 
that this opportunity may be connected to the danger of chil-
dren experiencing the unpleasant side of the world of adults 
through the web at an unsuitably early age, while a third of 
the respondents do not consider this to be a problem.

Survey results allow us to postulate that Estonian chil-
dren see the Internet more as a separator of generations 
than a means of uniting them, although this opinion is 
changing. Compared to 2005, the percentage of pupils 
who believed that adults do not understand what chil-
dren do online had decreased somewhat in 2007, while 
the percentage of pupils that disagreed with this statement 
showed some growth. A little over a half of the respondents 
saw the Internet as a bridge between the generations and 
a means of facilitating mutual understanding. It is worth 
noting that compared to 2005, the pupils’ opinion of their 
teachers’ Internet skills has improved significantly. At the 
same time, pupils tend to consider their parents to be more 
familiar with the Internet than their teachers. A consid-
erable segment of school pupils (36%) believed that the 
Internet allows younger generations to outpace older gen-
erations in terms of knowledge, although the percentage 
of those who did not agree with this statement was some-
what larger (51%).

The relative importance of attitudes related to gender 
stereotypes has remained relatively stable during the two 
years. In the case of both of the surveys, nearly one fourth 
of the respondents thought that the early use of comput-

2007 2005

Agree Do not 
agree Agree Do not 

agree
I can use the Internet very well (for any 
purpose) 91 7 - -

The information found on the Internet is 
trustworthy* 72 24 41 47

I trust anonymously posted forum entries 34 57 - -

Information obtained from the Internet is 
important for studying 83 1 78 2

It is good that the Internet allows children 
to develop and discover the world faster 77 17 75 18

Children find out about the unpleasant 
side of the world of adults too early  
through the Internet

53 34 - -

Adults do not understand what children do 
online and this causes problems between 
the generations

68 27 77 18

The Internet allows parents to experience 
their children’s world and this facilitates 
mutual understanding

55 31 - -

My teachers are proficient in Internet use* 43 32 23 22

My parents are proficient in Internet use 57 38 - -

The Internet allows children to become 
smarter than their parents and teachers 36 50 - -

The use of computers and the Internet 
must be made available early on primarily 
to boys

24 63 23 61

It is natural for boys to be better at using 
computers than girls 44 46 48 43

Table 5.4.5. Attitudes and beliefs related to the 
Internet of 6th to 12th year pupils of city schools with 
Estonian language instruction (%)

* The data for 2005 has been taken from the Estonian language city sc-
hool sub-sample of the international research project MEDIAPPRO.

Sources: Noored ja meedia 2005, Noored ja Internet 2007

ers and the Internet by boys should be facilitated first 
and foremost. Compared to 2005 however, the number of 
pupils who took it for granted that boys be better at using 
computers was somewhat smaller in 2007 (44% compared 
to 48%).

Attitudes and beliefs regarding 
children and young people in Estonian 
society
The socialization of children and youth in contemporary 
society is affected by the notions, attitudes and beliefs held 
by the older generations regarding the phenomena con-
nected to the developing information and consumer soci-
ety and the perception of related problems. Table 5.4.6. 
comprises some of the problems related to children and 
young people in contemporary society, ranked according 
to the level of concern they generated among Estonian res-
idents at the end of 2008. The respondents mainly worried 
about the significance of parties and alcohol consumption 
in the young people’s lifestyles, with 68% deeming this 
phenomenon to be a problem. However, the opinions of 
young people themselves and older age groups differ con-
siderably with regard to this subject: only 42% of respond-
ents aged 15–19 consider lifestyles that favour partying 
and the consumption of alcohol to be problematic, while 
27% believe such lifestyles to be normal.

The important position held in the ranking of prob-
lems by phenomena related to the Internet and other new 
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technologies can be explained through the serious nature 
of the potential risks and their more vigorous recognition 
in public discourse during 2008. Estonian residents con-
sider dangers related to children meeting strange adults 
online (68%) and looking at online pornography (66%) 
almost equally concerning. Similar problems related to 
new technologies also cause the most concern among 
the parents of children aged 6–17 in the European Union 

It bothers 
me, I con-
sider it a 
problem

It does not 
bother me, 
I consider 
it normal

Dif-
ficult 

to 
say

1. The important position of parties and 
alcohol consumption in the lives of young 
people

68 9 23

2. Children meeting strange adults online 68 6 26

3. Children and young people looking at 
online pornography 66 6 27

4. Children and young people spend too 
much time online and playing computer 
games

60 24 16

5. New technologies (the Internet, mobile 
phones) allow children to bully each other 52 8 40

6. Rate.ee and other similar online 
environments play a very important role 
in young people’s lives

44 20 36

7. Various consumption opportunities and 
the availability of trendy items affect the 
relationships between young people

41 19 40

8. The media has a significant effect on 
the values and lifestyles of young people 39 20 40

9. Children and young people today spend 
too much time in shopping centres 35 24 41

10. Young people devote much attention 
on their own appearance and clothes as 
well as those of others 

27 48 24

11. Young people today have a very 
positive self-esteem 19 34 47

Table 5.4.6. The perception of problems related to chil-
dren and young people among Estonian residents (%)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008

(Flash Eurobarometer 248 2008). It must be admitted, 
however, that Estonian parents are relatively carefree with 
regard to online risks concerning their own children: for 
example, 39% of Estonian parents with children aged 6–17 
worry much or to some degree about their children fall-
ing victim to online grooming (the EU average is 60%; in 
France the level is 90%; Flash Eurobarometer 248 2008).

The relative carelessness of Estonian residents regard-
ing dangers related to new technologies is reflected by the 
low awareness of cyber-bullying between children, which 
can have very serious consequences: 40% of respondents 
do not have a clear opinion on the subject and 52% believe 
this phenomenon to be a problem. Young people are even 
less sensitive to the seriousness of the problem, with 38% 
of teenage respondents reporting that they are bothered 
by cyber-bullying, while 15% consider it normal. The lack 
of concern of Estonian parents regarding this issue stands 
out in the context of the European Union: while 33% of 
Estonian parents with children aged 6–17 are concerned 
about the possibility of their children being bullied online, 
the average level of concern in the EU is 54% and the level 
of concern in France is 83% (Flash Eurobarometer 248 
2008).

Estonian residents perceive phenomena caused by the 
consumer society as less of a problem for children and 
young people than the issues related to new technologies. 
For example, 41% of the respondents see the discords in 
young people’s relationships arising from the inequal-
ity of consumption opportunities and the potential teas-
ing of less trendy individuals as a problem, while nearly as 
many respondents do not have a clear stance on this issue. 
Young people themselves consider the role of inequality in 
consumption opportunities as a factor affecting relation-
ships as normal. This opinion is characteristic of 36% of 
respondents aged 15–19, while only a fourth of them see it 
as a problem. Attributing importance to appearance and 
clothes and therefore also consumption is becoming self-
evident among young people: 48% of all respondents and 
the majority (58%) of teenagers consider it normal.
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5.5. General relationships between 
the indicators of the consumer and 
information society and the quality of life
In this subchapter we will examine the relationships 
between one aspect of subjective well-being – satisfaction 
with life – and the aggregate indicators reflecting con-
sumption and Internet use as well as orientations related 
to the consumer and information society.

Figure 5.5.1. lists the relationships between people’s 
satisfaction with life and the indexes related to consumer 
and information society based on the correlation coeffi-
cients calculated on the basis of the entire sample of the 
2008 Mina. Maailm. Meedia survey. We see that people’s 
assessment of their satisfaction with life is most strongly 
related to the index of financial prosperity, which meas-
ures the availability of money for various expenses, rang-
ing from eating adequately to travelling and educating 
children. It can be concluded, therefore, that in the con-
text of aspects of the consumer and information society, 
people’s subjective well-being is primarily dependent on 
their material consumption opportunities.

The indicators related to Internet use, including fre-
quency of Internet use (summated frequency of use at work 
/ school, home and elsewhere) and versatility of Internet use 
(summary indicator of the relative importance of engage-
ment in 22 different online activities), occupy important 
positions in the hierarchy of factors: the level of satis-
faction with life is higher in the case of people who have 
more resources (opportunities, time and skills) for using 
the Internet in various ways. Among attitudinal indica-
tors, consumption-related dissatisfaction has the strongest 
(and, as expected, negative) connection with people’s sat-
isfaction with life. This perceived lack of opportunities for 
enjoying a healthy diet, and the insufficient selection of 
food and clothing have a negative effect on the general level 
of satisfaction with life. More hedonistic consumption ori-
entations focused on lifestyles and self-expression, such as 
consumerism and attributing importance to brands29, have 
less of a connection with people’s assessment of their qual-
ity of life than the previously described consumption and 
Internet use indicators related to resources and daily life.

Satisfaction with life is affected equally by consumerism 
and the tendency to value brands as well as people’s level 
of being informed regarding the events taking place in their 
immediate environment, Estonia, and the rest of the world. 
Orientations that are critical of consumer society and 
focus on the conservation of the environment as well as the 
opposite orientations30 have a weaker connection to peo-
ple’s assessment of their level of satisfaction with life. The 
strength of the relationships and their positive or negative 
nature vary considerably in terms of different age groups.

29 The index measuring the attribution of importance to brands combines respondents’ affirmative answers to the following statements: 
“The brands people consume tell a lot about them”; “It is important to me what impression the brands I consume make”.

30 The index “Indifference towards the environment” combines the following indicators: “I do not use/know organic products”, “I never 
wear second-hand clothes”, “I do not consider myself an environmentally friendly consumer”, “my family does not sort waste at all”, 
“I do not consider environmental friendliness important when buying and using cars/household appliances/household chemicals”, “I 
do not consider  environmentally conscious consumption important since nothing depends on my consumption practices”. The index 
“Concern regarding the influence of consumer society on young people” combines affirmative responses to statements 1, 7, 9, and 10 
presented in Table 5.4.6., which express negative attitudes towards young people’s consumerist lifestyles.

The youngest generation of respondents (aged 15–29) 
differs from middle-aged and older respondents mainly 
with regard to the fact that several orientations related 
to consumer and information society, including versatile 
Internet use, consumerism, and attributing importance 
to brands, are so widespread among them that they are 
not related to the differences in satisfaction with life that 
appear within the group. The intra-generation differences 
in subjective well-being are reflected primarily in the vari-
ations regarding the availability of financial resources and 
activeness related to Internet use, as young people who 
are wealthier and use the Internet more frequently tend 
to be more satisfied with their lives. A higher level of criti-
cism towards consumption opportunities and choices is 
also related to a lower level of satisfaction with life in the 
case of the youngest age group. Compared to middle-aged 
respondents, the relationships is even stronger. It is note-
worthy that for the younger generation, satisfaction with 
life is connected to a lower level of concern regarding the 

Figure 5.5.1. Relationships between people’s level 
of satisfaction with life (5 – “completely satisfied” ... 
1 – “not at all satisfied”) and indexes related to con-
sumer and information society by age groups (Pear-
son correlation coefficients, p<0.01)

Source: Mina. Maailm. Meedia 2008
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influence of consumer society on young people as well as 
to an indifferent attitude towards the environment. Thus, 
among Estonian youth satisfaction with life is somewhat 
higher in the case of young people who are less critical of 
their consumption opportunities, who take the problems 
of the consumer society for granted, and who attribute lit-
tle importance to environmentally friendly consumption. 
In the case of the oldest age group, however, the subjec-
tive well-being is highest among those who are able to and 
want to exercise environmentally friendly consumption.

In the light of the pattern of connections described 
above, we can interpret the relationships between the 
quality of life and aspects of consumer and information 
society from the standpoint of social adaptation which 
gives rise to two types of assessments. On the one hand, 
we see that fast adaptation to the development of infor-

mation and consumer society, which includes active and 
versatile Internet use, consumerist orientation, being 
informed about events taking place in the society, has 
a positive effect on quality of life in terms of subjective 
well-being. In addition, the feeling of “not missing the 
boat” plays an especially important role in the satisfac-
tion with life of middle-aged and elderly people. On the 
other hand, there exists the danger of successful adap-
tation to social changes causing a tendency to accept 
problematic phenomena as natural and thereby bringing 
about their normalization, especially in the eyes of the 
youngest generation. If social adaptation causes a lack 
of critical sense and the spread of indifference, it should 
be seen primarily as social accommodation which, at the 
level of the society, brings about a decrease in solidarity 
and cohesion.

5.6. Summary
To briefly summarize the tendencies and conclusions 
described in this chapter, we can say that the phenomena 
related to the development of consumer and information 
society in Estonia have both a positive and a negative effect 
on Estonian residents’ quality of life, acting simultane-
ously as sources of opportunities and risks. Consumerist 
orientations tend to increase satisfaction with life and pro-
vide opportunities for the construction of identities and 
shaping of lifestyles. At the same time, excessive and irra-
tional consumption and borrowing are not sustainable, 
causing many individuals to borrow beyond their means 
and become insolvent, while also increasing various envi-
ronmental risks. The effect of the consumer society on 
children and young people is also two-sided. Most chil-
dren in Estonia receive an allowance from their parents, 
which allows them to make independent decisions related 
to consumption and saving money. However, a significant 
level of inequality in terms of the amount of pocket money 
received is evident already in the case of children aged 11–
14 and there is a considerable degree of school bullying 
based on the clothes and appearance of schoolmates tak-
ing place in primary school.

Information and communication technologies have 
become an integral part of the daily lives of most Estonian 
residents. Increasingly, new media allows people to sat-
isfy their need for information, entertainment, and self-
expression, while also providing more and more oppor-
tunities for democratic participation. Estonia’s relatively 
high position in the international rankings related to the 
development of e-technologies does not allow us to become 
complacent and halt our progress, because with regard to 
the implementation of ICT innovations to increase actual 
competitiveness and democratic citizenship we are lagging 
behind many countries. In addition, the widespread use of 
the Internet by Estonian children and young people does 
not have an unambiguously positive effect on their qual-
ity of life, competitiveness, and development into active 
citizens capable of critical thought. Estonian children also 
lead the pan-European charts in terms of experiencing 
risks related to the Internet and most young people aged 
15–19 use the Internet primarily for the purpose of enter-
tainment and communication. Online content creation, 
a phenomenon potentially conducive to involvement and 

participation in civic society, is also dominated by activi-
ties aimed at communication and identity creation, while 
voicing opinions online and commenting on the opinions 
of others is relatively uncommon among young people.

Young people themselves are relatively uncritical of 
several problems related to children and young people in 
the information and consumer society, tending to take 
these phenomena for granted or being unwilling or una-
ble to provide any reflexive evaluation at all of their peers’ 
social practices. Estonian parents stand out in the context 
of average EU indicators in terms of their unfounded opti-
mism with regard to online risks related to children. Our 
parents are also among the least active in Europe in terms 
of counselling and monitoring their children’s Internet 
use. Awareness of the significant aspects of consumer com-
petence is in its early phase both in the case of older gener-
ations and young people themselves. This means that the 
phenomena and problems related to children and young 
people in the information and consumer society merit a 
more thorough approach and discussion, both among the 
general public and within the third sector.

The current economic crisis is likely to have a negative 
effect on the development of the consumer and information 
society. Despite the fact that private consumption is a sig-
nificant factor in economic growth, it would be immoral 
to call for people to engage in more consumption indis-
criminately. Instead, more attention should be attracted to 
well-informed consumption choices that coincide with the 
interests of the Estonian economy, conservation of the envi-
ronment, and people’s health, for example, products man-
ufactured in Estonia, environmentally friendly products, 
organic foodstuffs, people’s own health, and the educa-
tion of children. The main issues that should be considered 
during difficult times and addressed with suitable action 
strategies include the problem of socializing young people 
and training adults to be socially active, instilling in them 
a healthy sceptical attitude and clarity of thought, as well 
as the capacity to take a critical approach, if necessary. It 
should be our aim to educate consumers and users of the 
new media who are skilled in using all of the opportunities 
available to them while avoiding the risks involved, skilled 
in making competent decisions and standing courageously 
for their own rights and public interests.
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Well-being and 
economic development

Chapter 6

6.1. Introduction
Since social factors are related to human development in 
the broadest sense, we often deal with them as separate 
values, independent of economic opportunities. There is 
nothing wrong with this approach until a question devel-
ops about the resources that are required, while the key 
question for the economic approach involves the calcula-
tion of budgetary restrictions.

The emphasis on the assessment of the relationships 
between the economic and social fields has shifted due to 
the development of a better understanding of the reasons 
for growth and changes in the types of economic growth. 
With respect to the latter, one can differentiate growth based 
on industrialization, which is related, to a great extent, to 
“investments into iron and concrete” and service-based eco-
nomic growth, which is based, to a great extent, on invest-
ments into human and social capital, and in which case, a 
large number of developmental factors are related to costs 
rather than investments from the standpoint of national sta-
tistics. Therefore, countries in the first phase of development 
are characterized by a high ratio of investments in GDP 
(often 25–30% and more); this percentage is lower, however, 
in countries in the second phase of development.31

It is typical of economists to value economic growth 
as such. However, it should be noted immediately that in 
the 1960s and 1970s the emphasis on the assessment of 
policies supportive of economic growth shifted from an 
approach based on the accumulation of production fac-
tors to the valuation of human and social capital. Since the 
creation of human and social capital is affected by social 
policies, the interconnection between social and economic 
policies has also become more important for economists.

In order to ascertain whether economic development 
or general social development is moving in an accepta-
ble direction, one must inevitably measure objective lev-
els of various aspects of well-being, or the quality of life, 

on the one hand, and subjective aspects of well-being, i.e. 
the perception of these aspects by the members of society, 
on the other hand. Moreover, it must be considered that 
objective levels of well-being result from economic devel-
opment, while at the same time, the various components 
of the society’s well-being, such as health and education, 
are also inputs for economic development, i.e. they signifi-
cantly affect economic development.

We find very different divisions for the aspects of well-
being, and indicators to describe them in the literature. It is 
generally understood that the economic wealth of a society, 
which is measured at the country level by created income 
per capita, is the basis for everything. From the standpoint 
of well-being, not only wealth, but also its distribution, is 
significant (see Chapter 1 above) – not only between indi-
viduals, but also to guarantee the achievement of various 
developmental objectives (physical and social security, 
democracy). Another objective aspect that is often consid-
ered is the health and educational level of the members of 
society, as well as their access to health care and educational 
services. In summary, this can be called the human capi-
tal aspect of well-being. The social side of well-being can 
also be objectively reflected through governmental organ-
ization, especially through social policy indicators, which 
will be discussed below. From here, we arrive at the social 
capital aspect of well-being. Satisfaction studies have added 
a subjective social dimension to the analysis of well-being 
(see Chapter 3 above). Since the subjectively perceived feel-
ing of happiness is considered the most important indica-
tor of well-being, well-being also has an emotional aspect. 
Exclusion that is related to poverty and long-term unem-
ployment is frequently a reason for negative emotions about 
society. Therefore, the lack of exclusion could be interpreted 
as a connection to society that provides people with emo-
tional support in assessing their situation.

31 In China the corresponding indicator, the exact name of which is gross fixed capital formation, has been 35 to 40% for years. In Esto-
nia, it was 31.9% in 2007, while at the same time, the percentages in the following countries with larger service economies and growth 
based to a greater extent on human capital were 20.3% in Finland, 18.9% in Sweden, and 18.7% in the US (Eurostat, 2008)

6.2. Subjective and objective 
indicators of well-being
In this subchapter, we will examine how the compo-
nents of well-being and their perception are mutually 
related and also related to different parameters of eco-

nomic development. Both the objective and subject var-
iables of well-being will be examined along with the 
actual situation and the assessments made by people 
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(Berger-Schmitt, Noll 2000: 8). Subjective assessments 
have been obtained from the data on the countries that 
were included in the third round (2006) of the European 
Social Survey. Therefore, the objective indicators for well-
being were also collected for the same countries. Since in 
previous years, subjective indicators were collected for 
fewer countries, it is not possible to analyze the trends 
related to changes in assessments. In the analysis, we rely 
on the data collected for 24 European countries32. Since 
we are dealing with countries at different developmental 
levels (positions in the Human Development Index from 
two to seventy), which all belong to the European cul-
tural space, it is possible to draw conclusions based on 
the results regarding the general tendencies of the con-
nections between various aspects of well-being and eco-
nomic development.

The subjective indicators of well-being can be divided 
into three groups: subjective assessments of individual 
aspects of well-being (economic state, health), assess-
ments of satisfaction and feelings of happiness and confi-
dence indicators reflecting social capital. In summary, the 
well-being aspects and indicators used in this analysis are 
shown in Table 6.2.1.

The Human Development Index, which essentially 
reflects the wealth and human capital aspects of well-
being based on objective indicators, is the most popu-
lar generalized indicator for determining the develop-
mental level of countries. Consequently, the correlation 
of the remaining aspects of well-being with this indica-
tor can be analyzed and an answer sought to the ques-
tion of whether subjective indicators of well-being are 
dependent on the level of development. Two factors often 
received attention in the analysis of well-being: the con-
nection between well-being and income distribution 
and the connection between well-being and economic 
growth. Hereinafter, we will try to concentrate on exam-
ining these connections.

The analysis method was based on the generalization 
of indicators of subjective and objective well-being meas-
ured on various scales into a composite indicator for spe-
cific countries and the analysis of the mutual connections 

32 Sample included Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Lat-
via, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine and the United Kingdom

33 All the correlation coefficients presented here and hereinafter have a reliable probability level of 0.01

between these composite indicators. Thus, for instance, 
based on the results of the European Social Survey, it 
was possible to get generalized assessments regarding 
countries in answer to specific questions that were meas-
ured on various scales: the respondent had to provide an 
assessment for the question “How happy are you?” on a 
scale of 1–10, but support for the idea that “The govern-
ment must do something to even out income differences 
between individuals”, could be given on a scale of 1–4. In 
order to generalize these individual assessments measured 
on various scales, we combined them using factor analysis 
based on the principal components method. Thus, mutu-
ally connected combinations of individual variables were 
ascertained, to which we applied a name that generalizes 
its content. Thereafter, the component scores of these gen-
eral indicators were used to compare the countries and to 
analyze the connections between the subjective and objec-
tive aspects of well-being. Component scores indicate the 
relative position of each country in the sample according 
to the described aspect; the average value of the compo-
nent scores of one indicator is zero. Therefore, in the coun-
tries where the value of the component score is positive, 
the situation based on the aspect concerned is above aver-
age, and if the component score is negative, the situation 
is below average.

In order to guarantee better comparability of objective 
and subjective indicators, we also synthesized the objec-
tive indicators of well-being using the same method. Most 
of the objective indicators originate from the 2007 UN 
Human Development Report and most describe the situa-
tion in 2005. In some cases, the income distribution indi-
cators date from earlier years, but they do not change very 
quickly. Economic growth in 2005 is examined as are the 
annual averages for 1990–2005.

The objective general indicators for the economic 
aspect of well-being became the wealth indicator, which 
described the variations between GDP and the GNP per 
capita by country, and the income distribution indicator, 
which described the variation in the relationship between 
the Gini coefficient and the income groups. The general 
income distribution indicator is constructed so that the 
evener the income distribution, the greater the value of 
the indicator.

In order to obtain the subjective general indicator for 
the economic aspect of well-being, a generalization was 
made of the satisfaction indicator for the country’s eco-
nomic situation and one’s own living standard as well as 
an assessment of the sufficiency of one’s income for cop-
ing with daily life. Generally indicators for wealth and sat-
isfaction with the economic situation are closely related 
(correlation coefficient of 0.9233). Figure 6.2.1. shows the 
placement of the countries in the sample based on wealth 
and satisfaction with the economic situation.

A general tendency for a strong correlation is clearly 
visible. However, some interesting deviations can also be 
observed. Thus, there is much greater satisfaction with 
the economic situation in Estonia than in Slovakia or 
Hungary, which are more or less as wealthy. Satisfac-
tion with the economic situation is at almost the same 
level in Germany and France, although objectively, they 
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Table 6.2.1. Objective and subjective indicators 
describing the aspects of well-being
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are much wealthier. An exception is the status of Slove-
nia, where wealth is below average, but satisfaction above 
average. In the figure, Denmark is distinguished by a 
higher level of satisfaction, while it is at the same level 
as the Netherlands and Austria if measured objectively 
based on wealth. If we look for reasons for differences 
in income distribution (see Figure 6.2.2.), in the case of 
Denmark and Slovenia, one can assume that the higher 
than average subjective assessment results from evener 
income distribution. However, in the case of Estonia, this 
assumption does not apply, because income distribution 
is less even than in Germany or France, not to mention 
Hungary and Slovakia.

From this figure, it is obvious that there is no clear cor-
relation between income distribution and wealth nor was 
it possible to identify a reliable correlation between these 
indicators. For instance, Ireland and Switzerland, which 
are among the richest countries, rank lower than average 
in the sample with regard to the evenness of income distri-
bution, while Bulgaria and Romania, which are among the 
poorest countries, rank above average as far as the even-
ness of income distribution is concerned. Apparently, it 
is not possible to unequivocally determine whether more 
or less even income distribution is good or bad in and of 
itself. However, whether people perceive uneven distribu-
tion to be a problem can be determined. It turned out that 
the subjective assessment for income distribution in our 
sample as a whole was not related to the objective indica-
tor, but there are correlations in the groups of countries 
at different levels of prosperity. As expected, the question, 
“Should the country do something to even out the dif-
ferences in income levels?,” tended to be answered in the 
affirmative by the residents of poor countries (correlation 
with wealth –0.741).

A general indicator that associates the average life 
span with the indicators for public sector education and 
health care costs has been used as the objective indica-
tor for the human capital aspect of well-being. The indi-
cator is quite closely related to the general research and 
development indicator (correlation coefficient of 0.60), 
which we obtained as a result of generalizing the initial 
indicators describing patents, research and development 
costs and the number of scientific workers. Thereby, this 
indicator provides a generalized picture of the creation 
and nature of human capital in the country. In order 
to obtain a subjective assessment of health and educa-
tion, the satisfaction assessments from the European 
Social Survey were combined with the assessments for 
the availability of education and health care services and 
the state of one’s own health. The obtained general indi-
cator was also related to the respondent’s level of formal 
education (years of school enrolment) (correlation coef-
ficient of 0.58).

The mutual correlation between the general objec-
tive and subjective indicators for the human capital aspect 
of well-being was 0.76, and therefore, the correlation is 
weaker than between the various indicators of the wealth 
aspect of well-being. The distribution of countries based 
on the general objective and subjective indicators are 
shown in Figure 6.2.3. We can see that the placement of 
the countries is quite logical. Based on both the objective 
situation and subjective assessments, the Nordic countries 
are at the forefront, while both indicators are low in Russia 
and Ukraine, as well as Bulgaria and Romania.

Figure 6.2.1. Relationship between objective and subjec-
tive assessments in the economic aspect of well-being
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Figure 6.2.2. Relationship between income distribu-
tion and satisfaction with the economic situation
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Figure 6.2.3. Relationship between human capital 
and satisfaction with health and education
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is a significant aspect that definitely affects people’s feel-
ings and their assessment of their situation. In this treat-
ment, the government organization indicator has been 
used as the objective measure of social capital, which was 
obtained as a result of a study conducted by the World 
Bank. In this study, the following six aspects for describ-
ing governance were collected and synthesized into a 
general indicator (Kaufmann et al, 2007): 1) Voice and 
Accountability measure the citizens’ ability to express 
their opinions, participate in elections and form asso-
ciations; 2) Political Stability and Absence of Violence 
measure the perceived ability of the government to cope 
with destabilizing groups; 3) Government Effectiveness 
expresses the availability of services and confidence that 
the state will be able to fulfil its obligations; 4) Regula-
tory Quality measures the capacity of the government 
to work out and implement regulations that enable the 
development of the private sector; 5) Rule of Law indi-
cates to what extent people are willing to comply with 
established rules, how well contracts are adhered to, 
and also reflects the activities of the police and courts; 
6) Control of Corruption expresses the power of public 
authority to inhibit corruption and the extent to which 
public power is used for personal interests.

The aforementioned indicators describe the quality of 
the activities of the institutions that organize societal life. 
Therefore, they can be interpreted as objective indicators 
of social capital at the society’s macro level.

The generally recognized output of social capital is 
trust. In order to obtain the general confidence indicator, 
we synthesized the assessment taken from the European 
Social Survey regarding other people, parliaments, laws, 
politicians and political parties. The value of the coeffi-
cient showing the correlation between the objective and 
subjective aspects of social capital was 0.85. The placement 
of countries based on these two indicators is shown in Fig-
ure 6.2.4.

The general picture is already familiar: Denmark and 
Finland are distinguished by positive assessments, and 
those lagging behind include Russia, Ukraine, Romania, 
and Bulgaria. One can also note that in the countries with 
below-average indicators, governmental organization var-
ies to a greater extent, and in countries with above-average 
indicators, confidence fluctuates to a greater degree. Esto-
nia is closer to the average of the sample than in the pre-
vious figure. Heretofore, both of Estonia’s indicators were 
below the sample average, whereas the confidence indica-
tor was slightly above average.

One circumstance that amplifies the subjective percep-
tion of well-being is the absence of social exclusion (con-
nection with society). Social cohesion helps to form social 
capital and enables one to collect human capital and use it 
effectively. It is quite difficult to find objective indicators 
to measure cohesion. Generally, poverty and long-term 
unemployment are considered to be indicators that at least 
indirectly reflect social exclusion. Unfortunately, identi-
cal poverty and long-term unemployment indicators did 
not exist for all the countries in our sample. Therefore in 
order to describe alienation, we chose the ratio of unem-
ployment in the labour force (an indirect indicator of the 
opportunity to use human capital), the probability that a 
newborn’s prospective life span is less than 60 years (indi-
rect indicator of the opportunity to create human capital) 
and added the assessment that the state should do some-

Figure 6.2.5. Absence of social exclusion, 
 satisfaction and feeling of happiness
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Figure 6.2.4. Relationship between the objective 
and subjective indicators of social capital

2,000

1,000

,000

-1,000

-2,000

Tr
u

st

Governance quality
-3,00000 -2,00000 -1,00000 ,00000 1,00000 2,00000

Denmark

SwitzerlandSweden

Finland

Norway

Slovenia

The Netherlands

Austria
Ireland

France

Spain

Slovakia

Poland

Portugal
Romania

LatviaRussia

Ukraine
Bulgaria

United Kingdom
Germany

Belgium

eStONIa

Hungary

In some countries with similar objective situations, 
the difference in subjective assessments is quite large. For 
instance, in Estonia, there is much greater satisfaction with 
the human capital aspect of well-being than in Bulgaria 
and Ukraine, which are in more or less the same situation. 
Estonia’s objective indicator is reduced by short average 
life expectancy (for more about this, see Chapters 1 and 
2 of this report), but people do not think about this when 
assessing the state of their own health. The difference of 
the positions of Finland and Portugal are especially dras-
tic, where the subjective assessment given to similar objec-
tive situations differs by more than two and a half stand-
ard deviations. One reason for this may be that, according 
to the European Social Survey, the length of formal edu-
cation in Portugal is only 7.4 years, which is the minimal 
value for the indicator and significantly below the aver-
age (12 years). Therefore, the questionnaire’s respondents 
have apparently perceived problems with the availability 
of education.

Social capital indicators have not been used very 
often when analyzing well-being. At the same time, this 
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thing to even out income differences (indirect indicator of 
prevailing inequality). Hereinafter, we will use the com-
ponent scores for social exclusion with the opposite sign 
as the cohesion indicator.

To obtain the generalized indicator of the emotional 
component of well-being, we combined the assessments of 
life satisfaction and the feeling of happiness. The correla-
tion coefficient for the indicators for the emotional aspect 
of well-being in 0.86 and the placement of the countries 
based on their indicators is shown in Figure 6.2.5.

Since the cohesion indicator that we have constructed 
is not perfect, the picture is better than expected. Portu-
gal, which already stood out in the previous figures with 
its lower positions compared to the other “old” European 
Union member states, also ranks below average according 
to both these indicators. However, we see relatively large 
differences in objective and subjective assessments, espe-
cially among the countries that lag behind.

Finally, we combined the aforementioned indicators 
for the various aspects of well-being into general objective 
and subjective indicators. A general objective indicator for 
well-being was obtained by combining the health, human 
capital, government organization and cohesion aspects. 
To obtain a general subjective indicator for well-being, we 
combined the following subject components of subjective 
well-being into one composite indicator: the indicators for 
satisfaction with the economic situation, satisfaction with 
education and health, confidence as well as life satisfac-
tion and a feeling of happiness. The mutual correlations of 
the indicators describing the general aspects of well-being 
were all over 0.73.

Since the most popular indicator for the evaluation of 
a country’s developmental level is the Human Develop-
ment Index, we checked the correlation of the aforemen-
tioned objective and subjective indicators with this indi-
cator (see Table 6.2.2.).

Therefore, the Human Development Index also essen-
tially reflects well-being. Based on the methodology that 
was constructed, it can be expected that the correlation 
is strong with the objective indicator, and the correlation 
with the indicator that reflects a subjective perception of 
well-being is also very strong.

As a result of the cluster analysis made on the basis 
of the countries’ individual aspects of objective and sub-
jective well-being, two groups of countries were differ-
entiated. The first group included 14 countries that were 
better developed based on both objective and subjective 
well-being and 10 countries with lower levels of develop-
ment (see Figure 6.2.6.). The figure shows the placement 
of the countries based on the general objective and sub-
jective indicators for well-being, whereas the countries 
that belong to the other cluster are written in capital let-
ters. As we can see, as a rule, the countries with lower 
objective well-being also have lower subjective indica-
tors, while higher objective indicators of well-being are 
related to higher subjective well-being. Yet, among both 
groups we can see fluctuations between countries. In 
the cluster of countries with higher levels of well-being, 
based on the assessments of objective indicators, Nor-
way is in a better position and Slovenia and Spain are in 
relatively worse positions. However, the subjective per-
ception of well-being is higher in Denmark and lower 
in Germany. In the group of countries with lower well-
being levels, the value of the objective indicator is high-

est in Portugal. However, Russia stands out for its very 
low level of objective well-being, but based on the sub-
jective indicator, it lies almost in the middle of its group. 
Subjectively, of the people who filled out the European 
Social Survey questionnaire, those in Ukraine gave their 
well-being the lowest assessment, while those in Estonia 
the highest. As shown in the figure, the subjective assess-
ment of well-being in Estonia is significantly higher than 
in Hungary, which has an objective indicator similar to 
Estonia. At the same time, Estonia’s subjective well-being 
level is approximately as high as in Germany, despite the 
great difference in the value of the general objective indi-
cators of these two countries.

It is interesting to analyze the ranking of the countries 
based on the differences in their subjective and objec-
tive assessments (Figure 6.2.7.). The countries above the 
median line in Figure 6.2.7. are the ones where the sub-
jective perception of well-being is higher than the objec-
tive indicators. The countries below the line are the ones 
where satisfaction with well-being is lower than one might 
assume from the objective well-being indicators (let’s 
recall that the subjective assessment of well-being origi-
nate from the 2006 European Social Survey). The place-
ment of the countries starts from the ones with the great-
est satisfaction. Some of the results are quite surprising 
and hard to justify.

Figure 6.2.6. Relationship between general objec-
tive and subjective indicators for well-being
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Wealth 0.944 Satisfaction with the economic 
situation 0.901

Human capital 0.895 Satisfaction with health and 
education 0.850

Governance quality 0.907 Trust in people and institutions 0.804

Absence of social 
exclusion 0.829 Satisfaction and feeling of happiness 0.887

General objective 
indicator of well-being 0.947 General subjective indicator of well-

being 0.881

Table 6.2.2. Relationship between the general objec-
tive and subjective well-being indicators with the 
Human Development Index
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The greatest overvaluation of subjective well-being 
with respect to objective indicators exists in Russia. At 
the same time in Ukraine, which has a similar historical 
and cultural background, the indicators are much closer. 
Another interesting pair of countries is Bulgaria and 
Romania, where the situation is overvalued in Romania 
by a similar amount as it is undervalued in Bulgaria. The 
greatest dissatisfaction is expressed in Germany and Por-
tugal. And why are people relatively satisfied with their 
life in Slovakia, but not so much in Slovenia, although 
Slovenia lies among the countries with the highest level 
of well-being? Apparently, we cannot answer these ques-
tions based only on the indicators included in the analy-
sis, but more complicated cultural and social factors must 
be taken into consideration. The fact that satisfaction is 
always based on expectations must be taken into account. 
It can be said that in the highly developed countries with 
lower levels of satisfaction, such as Germany, France and 
England, expectations are greater for historical or cultural 
reasons.

However, if we generally examine how the compos-
ite indicator of the objective side of well-being (includ-
ing the country’s wealth, health, education, institutional 
organization and lack of alienation) is related to people’s 
satisfaction and feeling of happiness, then this correlation 
appears only in the group of countries with a higher level 
of well-being (correlations coefficient 0.915), while in less-
developed countries, satisfaction tends to be related not to 
the achieved level of well-being, but rather to the speed of 
economic growth.

Estonia’s relatively high subjective assessments of 
well-being compared to the actual situation are probably 
impacted by rapid economic development and a discern-
ible improvement in the standard of living compared to 
the recent past. This is an interim situation. Compared to 

Figure 6.2.7. Difference between the values of the 
subjective and objective indicators of well-being
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the other transition countries, Estonia has achieved a rel-
atively high level, which is to some extent comparable to 
the less-developed “old” European Union member states. 
However, in the case of Estonia, two points provoke inter-
est: firstly, the comparison of the self-assessment of the 
society with the level of institutional development and its 
assessment; and secondly, how Estonia’s subjective level of 
well-being will be affected by the fact that we are moving 
from the league of Europe’s less-developed countries into 
the group of more-developed countries, where the general 
expectation level is more demanding and assessments are 
more affected by current objective institutional indicators 
than by comparisons with the past.

Based on an assessment of wealth, we still lag behind 
the “old” EU member states, at least in the context of the 
statistical bases used in this chapter, as well as behind 
Slovenia and Hungary (the Czech Republic was not 
included in the sample of countries under examination); 
we barely outdistanced Slovakia, and are somewhat ahead 
of Poland, Latvia, Russia and the other countries of the 
former Soviet Union. However, by taking subjective sat-
isfaction with the economic situation as the basis, we 
advance a few places in the ranking, overtaking Hungary 
and Portugal. Based on the human capital indicators, we 
outpace only Romania and Russia. The primary reason 
for the poor position is our short average life span. At 
the same time, our ranking based on the assessment of 
health and education is higher than that based on objec-
tive indicators. We are almost as satisfied with our health 
and education as the Germans.

Estonia stands out for its high assessments of gov-
ernmental organization, which are the best in the transi-
tion countries. Surprisingly high is the generalized con-
fidence indicator, based on which we outpace Germany, 
France and England. As governmental organization is 
interpreted as an indicator of the objective preconditions 
for social capital at the macro level and confidence as the 
subjective indicator of social capital, one could draw the 
conclusion that Estonia has already exceeded the shortage 
of social capital inherent to transition countries and we 
are among the countries with a balanced and trustwor-
thy organization of life that is characteristic of the Nordic 
countries. There are arguments both for believing this and 
for doubting it.

Estonia’s ranking based on the assessments of gen-
eral satisfaction and the feeling of happiness is approxi-
mately the same as that based on wealth. In other words, 
our much lower indicators for the quality of life – poor 
health and short life expectancy – have not affected our 
feeling of happiness or satisfaction to date. Or our belief 
in ourselves, our own prospects and institutional capaci-
ties has helped to eliminate the impact of these negative 
factors. The question is whether this optimism and posi-
tive attitude will survive the current period of economic 
recession.
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6.3. Relationships between 
economic and social policy
The three whales of economic policy
We will start this subchapter by introducing some prin-
ciples of economic policy, by describing the importance 
of the institutions that link and direct participants in the 
economy. We will continue with social policies, thereaf-
ter we will present a matrix of governance correlations, 
and end with some conclusions about Estonia. In this 
case, we are dealing with social policy in the broader 
sense, which includes the entire social sphere. In this 
approach, education and health care are added to social 
protection and security. Materials from the Commis-
sion on Growth and Development, which was formed 
under the auspices of the World Bank, have been used 
as background for the following text, which includes a 
rather broad attempt to encompass growth and devel-
opment correlations and influence factors (The Growth 
Report, 2008).

The first and most important starting point for eco-
nomic policy is the fact that the economy is based on 
market mechanisms that are guided by price signals, 
decentralized decision-making, and the preferences of 
consumers directed from the demand side to the supply 
side. The functioning of markets is framed by the prop-
erty rights, which guarantee companies and entrepre-
neurs asset rights that are sufficient for making invest-
ments to increase the assets and use them in the best 
way.

This is the general starting point for the shaping of 
economic policy that needs to be supplemented and regu-
lated. The general reasoning for the latter is that economic 
activity itself may not suffice for the creation of the infor-
mation necessary for realizing property rights or for the 
functioning of the markets. Therefore, the need develops 
for economic and other policies.

Another prerequisite is related to the fact that the 
economic activities of all countries are more or less 
internationally open. Besides everything else, this also 
means that most knowledge and skills, including tech-
nological ones, are usually learned from others rather 
than being the result of invention. The widespread 
transfer of knowledge and technology from other coun-
tries has occurred in all countries with rapid and long-
term economic growth. Moreover, knowledge includes 
both abstract formulas and practical applications, such 
as skills necessary for traffic management or for the 
construction of multi-level intersections. Moreover, the 
social organization side is at least as important as tech-
nical solutions.

The third general condition is macroeconomic sta-
bility, the internal aspect of which is related to price 
stability and the external aspect to the stabilization of 
exchange rates, currency convertibility, balance of pay-
ments and currency reserves. The most universal consid-
eration of stabilization is related to the uncertainty and 
risk of the economic environment. High inflation rates, 
as well as disturbances in the cash and capital flows 
related to other countries reduce the reliability of market 
signals, which has a critical impact on long-term invest-

ment decisions. The stabilization aspect and its impact 
on economic activity are often expressed as a restriction 
on social costs. The requirements for a balanced budget, 
or for a limited deficit (e.g. the 3% of GDP limitation, 
which is a condition for acceding to the European Mon-
etary Union), are often a significant restriction on social 
costs, especially in the case of costs financed from the 
budget.

Rules and economic policy
During the past few years, theories on economic growth 
have placed great importance on the impact of institu-
tions directing the functioning of markets. In economics, 
Douglas North’s approach, according to which institu-
tions comprise formal rules (laws and other regulations), 
informal rules, (standards and practices), and enforce-
ment mechanisms for rules (e.g. courts in the case of 
laws, public condemnation and alienation in the case of 
the non-fulfilment of informal rules) is widely accepted. 
The immaturity of institutions, e.g. the improper observ-
ance of good business practices, is the mark of an imma-
ture society.

The insufficient performance of institutions manifests 
a negative impact on economic growth. A weakness of 
regulations, practices and their enforcement mechanisms 
increases uncertainty, which is expressed, for instance, 
by insufficient protection for investments or intellec-
tual property, uncertainty about the impartiality of eco-
nomic policy decisions, and an assumption of corruption 
in order to gain access to the infrastructure, real estate, 
and state procurements of the given country. The ratio of 
the black market in the country’s economy and the ability 
of the country’s institutions to curb this black market are 
also important.

However, institutions are not absolute or definite, 
but rather develop along with economic conditions. For 
instance, accounting precision improves as the credit 
market develops. Institutional development is related to 
human and social capital, their performance assumes 
an accumulation of knowledge, learning and adaptation 
to economic needs. The performance of institutions is 
directly impacted by social capital, the strength and oper-
ation of connections between people.

Human capital and social capital and 
the policies impacting them
To form the factors related to the social side and assess 
their impact on economic activities and well-being, we 
used the concepts of human and social capital. Human 
capital is defined as the education, health and skills of a 
country or some other body of humans. The definition of 
social capital includes formal and informal networks, gen-
eral confidence, specific confidence in institutions and the 
impact of standards.

These concepts expand a strictly economic treatment 
of capital, by highlighting the impact of social factors on 
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indicators that primarily characterize economic perform-
ance, such as GDP or economic growth.

By utilizing the concepts of human and social capital, 
on the one hand, it is possible to correlate the function-
ing of the economic and social spheres, and on the other 
hand, to provide an opportunity to analyze the policies 
directed at these fields of activity. The majority of social 
scientists maintain that investments into human capi-
tal – into health, knowledge and skills, and the policies 
directed at them – are just as important as investments 
into physical capital. At the same time, this statement is 
far from self-evident, because it is not simple to statisti-
cally validate this connection (El Erian and Spence, 2008, 
p. 37): it is easier to precisely assess the input that shapes 
human or social capital (education costs, years of school 
enrolment) than the outputs achieved thereby (ability to 
learn, receptivity to innovations, socialization, capacity 
for empathy, etc.). It is also important to consider that for 

34 India is one of the contradictions of this type that are treated in papers on economic growth theories. World-class engineers and 
scientists have been educated there for decades, although its impact on economic development has been very modest. The reason was 
that domestic industry did not create sufficient demand for the use of this human capital and a great deal of the brain power left India. 
A positive impact developed with the creation of a global software industry, and the demand for the skills that resulted from this. This 
caused a broader impact on the entire service sector, especially though demand intermediated by the Internet. The impact of human 
capital on economic growth and well-being needed an impulse based on demand in addition to the supply; see The Growth Report: 
Strategies for Sustained Growth and Inclusive Development (2008).

the achievement of socially desirable results (for instance, 
well-being) the supply side does not suffice, demand is also 
required.34

Nevertheless, social services are often approached pri-
marily from the supply side. They are treated as some-
thing that is unconditionally beneficial. The conditions 
and limitations predicated on the economic side are often 
seen as unpleasant restrictions that inhibit useful expen-
ditures that promote societal development. At the same 
time, we must consider that the removal of these restric-
tions and the limitless expansion of social expenditures 
have a destabilizing effect on the economic environment 
that increases uncertainty, reduces investments and ulti-
mately, reduces the future tax base from which social costs 
are financed. Since institutional activities, such as guar-
anteeing lawmaking, the judicial system and public pro-
curement, are financed, to a great extent, from the budget, 
institutional development is directed in relation to the tax 
burden. Through taxes, the state guarantees resources to 
assure institutional efficiency. Therefore, the sufficiency of 
the tax burden is measured by the effective performance 
of institutions, which is not directly related to any formal 
percentage of the GDP. At the same time, the shortage of 
institutional resources also becomes a serious problem 
when there are insufficient resources for the protection of 
health and ownership, for the effective and speedy work of 
the courts, and for guaranteeing the security of the coun-
try. In the case of institutions, the risk of overregulation 
in sensitive fields, such as the labour market, must also be 
taken into account.

As we saw in the previous subchapter, a disparity 
between a relatively low level of the quality of life and a 
relatively high subjective indicator of well-being is typi-
cal of Estonia. For a long time, it has been typical of Esto-
nia that this disparity is objectively expressed by a weak 
connection between economic growth and an increase in 
social costs (see Figure 6.3.1.).

Under conditions of rapid economic growth, in which 
GDP in current prices increased from 121.4 billion EEK 
in 2002 to 207.1 billion EEK in 2006, government costs 
have also increased, including the nominal costs for 
health care, education and social protection. At the same 
time, the given cost increase has been much more modest 
than the economic growth, which shows that their ratio 
of GDP decreased (see Figure 6.3.2.). Government costs 
decreased as a ratio of GDP from 35.7% in 2002 to 33% 
in 2006, education costs from 6.8% to 6.0%, and social 
protection costs from 10.0% to 9.6%. Health care costs 
remained at the same relatively low level, constituting 4% 
of GDP. Therefore, costs in the social field did increase, 
but less than GDP on the whole. This also points to the 
fact that a balanced budget was maintained and a surplus 
achieved during this period due to the relative restric-
tion of costs in the social sphere. Keeping in mind the 
importance of workers’ education and health in the crea-
tion of necessary human capital in the long run, the rel-
atively significant reduction in the percentage of educa-

Figure 6.3.1. GDP, government sector costs, billions 
of EEK
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tion costs and essentially freezing health care costs have 
a negative impact on developmental prospects and the 
economy (see a detailed treatment thereof in Chapter 2 
of this report).

Education policies and the economy
Education is of critical importance in the creation of 
human capital. It provides people with the opportu-
nity for self-development and makes all other resources 
available to them that society uses to support various 
groups. The educational system has a strong impact on 
the creation of standards and value judgements, which 
are the basis for cohesion in the economic and social 
activities of a society with varied ethnic and religious 
backgrounds. Therefore, education has a much broader 
importance than just the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills.

The indicators of various countries confirm the 
importance of the state’s contribution to the financing 
of education. According to economic theory, the reason 
is positive external influences, according to which social 
income exceeds private income and the benefit to soci-
ety is greater than the amount received from the educa-
tional attainments of a single individual. The second cir-
cumstance is related to the correlation between income 
distribution and the availability of education. In the case 
of education services, from an availability standpoint, a 
restrictive condition may be the lack of guarantees that 
are necessary for the financing of education with credit. 
A more equal distribution of assets increases the number 
of people for whom loans provide availability to educa-
tion. Since the educational services market presents seri-
ous difficulties, the greater future reward that accompa-
nies the acquisition of education is an insufficient reason 
for acquiring it.

In the case of the connection between educational 
policy choices and economic policies, there are signifi-
cant differences between educational levels. In the case 
of primary and basic education, which includes every-
one’s legal right to education and the state’s obligation to 
provide it, the socialization of young people is as impor-
tant as the acquisition of knowledge. Without education, 
no one has the right to demand work that assumes com-
petence and the corresponding wages. From the view-
point of income distribution, primary and secondary 
education financed by the state is progressive, since sta-
tistically lower-income families have slightly more chil-
dren than those with higher incomes. If we assume that 
the financing per student is the same for everyone, then 
there are slightly more children from lower income fam-
ilies whose education is supported by the state. As an 
absolute amount, the same-size contribution received 
from governmental financing of education has greater 
weight in the budgets of lower-income families than in 
the budgets of wealthier families. These are very strong 
arguments for the financing of primary and secondary 
education from national or local budgets.

The situation in higher education is more diverse in 
the sense that one must consider both individual- and 
society-based circumstances, such as which is more 
important – the benefit to the individual with a better 
education in the form of a higher position or higher sal-
ary or the benefit to society based on the greater con-

tribution that better educated people can be expected to 
make to the wealth of the society? In the first case, the 
question develops – why should people not partially or 
totally pay for their education? One counterargument is 
related to the income that is not earned during the study 
period. However, from the perspective of an entire life 
span, the amount of income unearned during the study 
period is small compared to the additional income that 
may be earned as a result of education, which would not 
be earned if the person had a job that does not require 
higher education. This fact supports the argument that 
people themselves should contribute, by covering at least 
some of the costs related to the acquisition of higher edu-
cation. To avoid or reduce working while studying, one’s 
contribution should probably be made with credit and 
combined with governmental support either through 
the financing of student places (as currently) or by some 
other means.

Estonia is currently implementing an education 
financing model whereby the state charges higher edu-
cation institutions with the task of providing a certain 
number of graduates by speciality and educational level, 
while the higher education schools also have the oppor-
tunity to admit students at their discretion to non-budg-
etary places. This provides young people with more 
opportunities for choosing specialties and higher edu-
cation institutions, but this is accompanied by a large 
number of questions and conflicts of interest. With-
out breaking these down in detail, we should highlight 
the issue most often presented by student organiza-
tions regarding social guarantees during studies, which 
belong to the field of social assistance. To date, this issue 
has stood apart from issues related to the direct financ-
ing of higher education, although it is definitely an esti-
mable circumstance when dealing with social guarantees 
generally. In this field, under conditions of low taxes and 
limited budgetary resources, the traditional family-cen-
tred aspect has forcefully predominated and the indi-
rect costs related to the acquisition of education have not 
been considered at all.

A topic of political discussion that is constantly on 
the table is the relationship between the state-commission 
education and labour market needs. There are many sides 
to this issue, the first is definitely the fact that in Estonia, 
as elsewhere in the world, the number of students studying 
“soft” subjects has increased as the freedom of choice has 
expanded, while the interest in engineering and natural 
sciences has not increased to the same degree, but has even 
decreased. At the same time, the state procurement has 
generally taken the disparity between demand and market 
supply into account. For instance, in the business and legal 
fields, the state procurement covers only a small part of the 
higher-education financing.

One of the indicators of the economic effectiveness 
of education is the ratio of employed people with differ-
ent educational levels (see Figure 6.3.3.). Moreover, special 
attention should be paid to the correlations between the 
levels of education and the probability of becoming unem-
ployed. Employment and unemployment indicators con-
firm that compared to unemployed people with tertiary 
education, there are twice as many with secondary educa-
tion and three times as many with primary education (see 
Figure 6.3.4.).
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The conformity of education with the needs of the 
labour market can be understood as setting restrictions 
on the supply of “less necessary” professions, by refer-
ring to possible unemployment. However, one must rec-

Figure 6.3.3. Employed 15–74-year-olds35
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Figure 6.3.4. Unemployment among various educa-
tion levels
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35 Estonia’s educational levels: primary level or lowest level – without elementary education, elementary education, basic education, 
vocational education for young people without basic education; secondary education – vocational education based on basic education, 
general secondary education, secondary vocational education based on basic education, secondary specialized education based on 
basic education; tertiary education – secondary specialized education based on secondary education, higher education, master’s and 
doctoral degrees.

ognize that actual demand is quite a good indicator of the 
direction of the market and people are usually quite sen-
sible, at least with regard to recognizing great risks, such 
as studying useless professions. The great difficulty of pre-
dicting labour market trends increases the probability of 
errors, especially when economic cycles are changing. At 
the same time, there is no guarantee that planning jobs 
and replacing the market with the political preferences of 
a “smart” government would be more successful in pre-
venting these errors. All the more because, in the case of a 
small open economy, job-related decisions are often made 
at the headquarters of international companies located 
outside Estonia.

Another important topic in the given field is the rela-
tionship between academic and vocational education. A 
more direct connection with enterprise exists in the case 
of vocational education than in the case of academic edu-
cation. However, one must keep in mind that this con-
cerns current enterprise, but sufficient information about 
enterprise in Estonia in ten years is unavailable. However, 
one can ascertain that the connection between vocational 
education and enterprise has significantly improved dur-
ing the last ten years. Companies have invested in the 
infrastructure of vocational educational institutions, the 
connection between learning and practical training has 
intensified, and the financial resources of schools and 
companies have increased significantly. EU funds have 
played an important role in supporting these types of con-
nections.

According to the theories of economic growth, a 
positive correlation exists between more comprehen-
sive and better education and economic modernization. 
Educated workers make the implementation of more 
complicated technology possible in order to develop 
the economic structure and make it more competi-
tive. When the service economy started to develop, it 
was determined that employment would increase in 
the occupations that require a higher level of educa-
tion (Bell, 1975). The increase of Estonia’s educational 
level has also promoted changes in the economic struc-
ture and thereby increased the incomes of people with 
higher education and improved their position in the 
labour market.

Compared to the other European Union member 
states (Figure 6.3.5.), Estonia’s educational level indicators 
are somewhat higher than average. In Estonia in 2006, the 
ratio of those with secondary education among the 25–64-
year-old population was 82%, while the EU average was 
77.8%. The number of people among 25–29-year-olds with 
higher education was significantly higher than the Euro-
pean Union average, 37.7% and 28% respectively. At the 
same time, there are great differences between the deter-
mination, quality and resource allocation of higher educa-
tion by countries. This makes the comparability of formal 
indicators difficult. The ratio of people with at least sec-
ondary education is a slightly better general indicator for 
such comparisons.

Figure 6.3.5. 25–64-year-old population with at 
least secondary education in the European Union
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Health care financing
Health and health care are treated as a right in both the 
Estonian Constitution, which speaks of everyone’s right to 
health protection (Estonia…, 1992), and in the European 
Union Charter of Fundamental Rights, which defines pre-
ventive health care and treatment as a right based on the 
terms of domestic legislation and practices, (European 
Union Charter of Fundamental Rights, 2004). This right is 
defined by the general objectives of the health care system, 
which include the good health of the population, satisfac-
tion with the system and protection against financial risks 
(The World Health Report, 2000).

Estonia, like the majority EU countries, implements 
the principle of national health care insurance, whereby 
a third party (the Health Insurance Fund) provides the 
population with financial protection for the use of serv-
ices. The money is collected as a social tax, the insur-
ance is compulsory, the insurance coverage is universal 
and availability depends on need. These principles gen-
erally apply although various countries may organize 
the financing from general taxation, from income taxes, 
or from compulsory private insurance (Aaviksoo, Paat, 
2007).

In addition to national health insurance and the 
national budget, which provide financing for the treatment 
costs of uninsured persons, financial coverage is also pro-
vided by private insurance. This component is currently 
marginal in Estonia.

The other important aspect of health care related 
to financial resources is the distribution of costs or the 
rate of the patients’ cost-sharing. The largest portion 
of health care costs was covered by the Health Insur-
ance Fund (in 2004, 66%, and the national budget 8.5%) 
and the self-financed portion was 21% (Aaviksoo, Paat, 
2007). Moreover, the patients’ cost-sharing has continu-
ally increased; in 1999 it was only 14%. The increase of 
health care costs in budgets is also confirmed by house-
hold surveys (Household Budget Survey, 2006). This is 
primarily related to paying for medicine, although in 
2003 and 2004, visit and in-patient fees were established 
and the procedure for paying for adult dental care was 
changed (Aaviksoo, Paat, 2007).

Due higher health insurance tax revenues, the quan-
tity of services financed by the Health Insurance Fund 
has also increased although, as mentioned above, the 
patients’ contribution has increased even more. Health 
insurance coverage has improved, although in 2007, 
there were still 60 thousand uninsured persons in Esto-
nia. The waiting period for out-patient visits to special-
ists has constantly increased. However, assessments for 
the availability of medical treatment have not signifi-
cantly worsened during the last few years (Aaviksoo, 
Paat, 2007).

On the one hand, the situation in the health care sys-
tem reflects the state of country’s well-being, while on the 
other hand it affects what happens in the economy. Statis-
tics confirm that the greater the role of market relations 
in this field, the greater the increase in health care cost 
as related to the increase in the standard of living, both 
absolutely as well as in relationship to GDP. At the same 
time, this does not guarantee equal access to health care 
services. The US is a typical example of this (Paying for 
Healthcare, 2004).

Figure 6.3.6. Assessment of the availability of medi-
cal services, 2001–2006
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The financing of the Estonian health care system 
is designed according to a European model, whereby 
the basic part is covered by health insurance tax, and 
the service side is standardized to a great extent. This 
system, which has functioned with only small prob-
lems, has been implemented under conditions of cer-
tain economic growth. The expansion of the tax base 
has guaranteed the increasing f low of resources and 
has smoothed the faults of the system. Economic reces-
sion, the reduction in tax revenues and possible deficit 
of services will increase dissatisfaction with the system 
and will create pressure for the expansion of private 
insurance.

Social insurance and the economy
Expenditures on social insurance include pensions and 
pension supplements financed from social tax revenues 
and the national budget, national family and parental ben-
efits, social benefits for disabled people, and other bene-
fits paid to families (for instance funeral benefits, student 
loan write-offs). The largest ratio of these costs is pensions, 
which constituted 6% of GDP in 2007. In the same year, 
national family benefits constitute 1.1% of GDP, including 
parental benefits totalling 0.5% of GDP.

The average old-age pension has increased 2.7 times 
between 1997 and 2007, while actual purchasing power 
has only increased 78.7%, since a portion of the nominal 
pension increase has been eaten away by inflation. During 
the same period, average gross wages increased 3.2 times 
and the actual wage increase was 106% (2.06 times). The 

Figure 6.3.7. Figure 6.3.7. Average gross wages, 
old-age pensions and inflation, 1997=100%
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average pension was 33% of average wages, and this ratio 
has decreased since wages have increased faster than pen-
sions (Statistics… 2008, p. 162).

The sufficiency of resources for social insurance are 
guaranteed by the social tax rate (more exactly the pen-
sion insurance portion), the number of those covered by 
social insurance, employment, and workers’ wages. The 
disbursement conditions (incl. indexing), the number of 
pensioners and the retirement age that affects the latter 
are all important from the standpoint of the system’s dis-
bursements and the size of pensions.

In Estonia, a three-pillar pension system is in use, 
in which pillar I is solidarity-based, which means that 
today’s pensions are financed by today’s social taxes; 
pillar II is pre-financed in principle by social tax, the 
resources are invested and the payments depend on both 
the deposits and the success of the investments; and pil-
lar III is pre-financed and financed by voluntary con-
tributions. Although the pre-financing system makes 
it possible to use money and capital market opportuni-
ties to finance the pension system, this method does not 
resolve the problems that develop as a result of the age-
ing of the population or other reasons. This method is a 
means of spreading risks, which improves the possibili-
ties for balancing the system.

Decisions regarding the pension system have diverse 
correlations with economic policies. Firstly, the average 
pension and its trend compared to the average wage and 
inflation is a politically sensitive issue, because it can be 
used as a basis for drawing conclusions about the govern-
ment’s attitude toward a population group that constitutes 
a large portion of the electorate. Secondly, all decisions 
affecting the financial balance of the pension system have 
a great impact on the economy as a whole. In case of a 
shortage of financial resources, revenues can be increased 
by increasing social tax, while one possibility for reduc-
ing disbursements is to increase the retirement age, which 
decreases the number of pensioners. Taking into account 
the large percentage of the social tax in the general tax bur-
den and the relatively short life expectancy, implementing 
either decision is political almost impossible. At the same 
time, this field will not be left untouched by the deepening 
of the financial and economic crisis.

Viewed from the economic demand side, however, 
pension system disbursements are actually earned back 
because the majority of them are spent on consumption, 
where primarily domestic products and services (food 
products, utilities and transport costs) are consumed.

Subsequently, we will compare Estonia’s social pro-
tection costs with the corresponding data from the Euro-
pean Union (see Figure 6.3.8.), where this includes all the 
resources that are allocated for the purpose of easing the 
ability of individuals or households to cope in case of a 
partial or total loss of income. In this comparison, Esto-
nia’s indicator is next to last, ahead only of Latvia, and 
lagging significantly behind the European Union aver-
age. In the European Union, social benefits constituted 
26.2% of GDP on average, while it was only 12.3% in 
Estonia. We can see a trend in social protection, whereby 
the percentage of GDP corresponds to the level of GDP, 
i.e. countries with higher standards of living also have 
comparatively better social protection. The comparative 
levels of social protection in the “new” European Union 
member states rank below the corresponding European 
Union average. However, Estonia and Latvia also signifi-
cantly lag behind the other Central and East European 
countries. As we saw above, economic growth in Esto-
nia has not been accompanied by an increase in social 
protection as percentage of GDP, rather a slight decline. 
Therefore, if the Estonian economic situation worsens, 
one can predict significant coping risks in an estimable 
part of the population.

Implementation of polices 
through governance
On studying the modest level of Estonia’s social sphere 
compared to other European countries, a question arises 
about the governance of these fields and the actions of 
public authority. The broader understanding of govern-
ance connects this activity not only to the national and 
local governments that must base their activities on public 
interest, but to other bodies that should protect the gen-
eral interests of other stakeholders in the private sectors 
(e.g. owners and workers). Governance includes execu-
tive agencies, representative bodies, as well as enforce-
ment and monitoring systems and informal regulators. 
An important part of governance is related to the reali-
zation of power, in either the public interest or in the case 
of companies, in the owners’ interest (European Commis-
sion (2005a), Jessop (2002), Kaufmann (2003), Michalski 
et al (2001)).

The description of various aspects of governance is 
based on an approach that, on the one hand, divides gov-
ernance into public and private spheres, while on the 
other hand, into supportive, regulatory, and compensa-
tory measures (Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon, 2003) 
(see Table 6.3.1.).

The policies related to the social sphere can be 
divided into supportive, regulatory and compensatory 
models. The first create conditions for the realization 
of the abilities, individuals and companies; the second 
establish certain standards, for instance, in the field of 
health care; the third are based on redistribution and 
create resources and services for the population. The 
primary emphasis of this redistribution is that, while 
economic activity is related mostly to private ownership, 

Figure 6.3.8. Percentage of social protection costs 
in European Union countries in 2005, % of GDP
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Field of activity
Governance 
model Public Private

Supportive

Property rights
Business laws

Competition policy
Education and research policy

Market ideology
Specialized standards and 

practices

Regulatory

Labour laws
Regulations related to the 

natural environment
Health and safety measures

Voluntary agreements
Companies’ social 

responsibility
Pressure group activity and 

consumer boycotts

Compensatory

Social insurance
(In-service) training and 

retraining programs
Health care policies

Collective contracts
Philanthropy

Table 6.3.1. Models and fields of governance

Source: Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon, 2003.

a large part of the supportive and regulatory influence is 
related to the public sector, is enforced by the state and 
uses tax resources.

The private and public sector and the supportive, 
regulatory and compensatory fields of governance are 
integrated and their differentiation into the aforemen-
tioned models helps to define the particularities of the 
policies of various fields of activity, while also simplify-
ing their actual character. After all, the same policy can 
be related to various governance models, for example, 
in addition to a supportive role, education and research 
policy also has a regulatory and somewhat compen-
satory role; in addition to compensation, health care 
policy can be used to support certain options, etc. At 
the same time, one governance aspect can be consid-
ered to be more important in the case of any policy. For 
instance, with regard to education, the supportive aspect 
of governance is emphasized, although education also 
includes regulatory and compensatory aspects to a cer-
tain extent. Health care policies also have an important 
supportive aspect, especially in the case of various pre-
ventive programs. In other spheres of social policy, the 
compensatory aspect is most important and some regu-
latory aspects are added.

Voluntary agreements, companies’ social responsi-
bility and pressure group activities are the most direct 
reflection of the population’s intervention in shaping 
its living and working conditions. Informal associa-
tions and the development of the non-profit sector, are 
related to both the better and more specific definition 
of the various interests of the citizens as well as to the 
general development of democracy. The development of 
these associations and active participation in influenc-
ing various processes reflects the general organizational 
abilities of the society members as well as the political 
process in relation to the perception and protection of 
interests.

Ideology also plays an important role in shaping the 
character of policies, if only to determine how great or 
small the role of the state should be in a specific field. This 
determines the extent to which one or another policy is 
implemented. At the same time, policies remain in the 
public sphere in any case, where it is possible to distin-
guish the measures designed at the local, national and EU 
levels and their impact on each other.

Enforcement and monitoring mechanisms are impor-
tant to the governance models and the policies related 
thereto. In the case of education, health care and social 
protection, the primary role is played by the national and 
local governments. The companies’ social responsibil-
ity and various agreements reflecting societal interests 
are voluntary and their violators are faced primarily with 
moral condemnation. It is worth emphasizing that the lat-
ter can apply very strong pressure. At the same time, crisis 
situations test various regulations and it is easier to with-
draw from voluntary agreements than from regulations 
supported by government enforcement.

Summary
In Estonia the extensional development of the economy, 
where economic growth has been primarily based on a 
simple manufacturing base, has been gradually supple-
mented by activities that need more human and social 

capital. On the one hand, the level of economic develop-
ment is determined by the extent of resources that can be 
placed in the social sphere. On the other hand, a critical 
component is the human and social capital that is created 
by the social sphere, and which determines what type of 
economic development is possible.

Since economic growth is related to savings and 
investments, this also means postponing consump-
tion, for instance, taking home loans now that must 
be repaid in the future at the expense of consumption. 
When taking such risks related to the future, confidence 
in the governmental institutions is important. Moreo-
ver, guarantees are also important so that the benefits 
derived from economic growth are distributed to all cit-
izens. This is guaranteed by the social policies in various 
fields of activity.

These types of guarantees are especially important in 
countries with diverse ethnic compositions, like Estonia. 
The diverse ethnic and religious composition of a coun-
try’s population usually increases the cost of coordinating 
economic and social policies, since there are more points 
of departure and applications in this case than in coun-
tries with homogeneous ethnic and religious populations 
(La Porta et.al., 1998).

The connection of social and economic viewpoints to 
human development and the assessment of corresponding 
policies and governance models must be based on mutual 
connections as well as significant differences. Economies 
based on private ownership and profits cannot be subor-
dinated to the social needs, in order to establish rules that 
are primarily and principally based on the social dimen-
sion. At the same time human development, of which eco-
nomic activity is an important part, is related to the social 
aspects of societal organization.

One of the reasons for a divergence in economic and 
social policy lies in the difference in time ranges. Socio-
political measures develop the population’s potential dur-
ing a longer period, and therefore, the payment of expen-
ditures takes time. For instance, general literacy assumes 
the long-term functioning of the school system and the 
involvement of the entire cohort of children of a corre-
sponding age in the education system for decades. The use, 
not to mention development, of modern technology is not 
possible without education.

With regard to Estonia’s choices, this signifies the 
need to concentrate the scarce resources made availa-
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ble through education policy and the need to make the 
relevant measures a part of comprehensive political 
choices. Changing the educational system at the basic 
and upper secondary school level is significantly related 
to regional policies, including administrative reform. 
With regard to higher education, the sharp decline in 
the birth rate that took place in the 1990s means signif-
icantly lower enrolments in higher education schools as 
of 2010. A need for competition also develops and insti-
tutions that cannot compete internationally on the edu-
cation market must inevitably merge with stronger uni-
versities. The state’s education policy is more critical to 
the direction of this process than in case of the current 
choices.

The state’s policies and people’s economic and social 
behaviour are interrelated. This relationship is not lim-
ited to political mechanisms serving as the connection 
between the will of the electorate and political power 
under democratic conditions. There is also another 
aspect to adjustment, according to which people adjust 
their behaviour within the conditions set by policy. 
Sometimes this adjustment has a positive meaning for 
the society and sometimes it does not. For instance, 
under otherwise equal conditions, relatively modest 
social protection increases transfers between genera-

tions, while a poor ratio between treatment, services and 
prices increases pressure on the private sector for action 
or for the purchase of services from abroad. The exist-
ence of such possibilities reduces the resources for the 
financing of services provided in Estonia, although at the 
same time, the promotion of such development through 
political choice mechanisms should increase pressure on 
the government and lead to the corresponding adjust-
ment of social policies.

Estonia’s choices also considerably affect the EU back-
ground. Studies and comparisons confirm that Estonia’s 
percentage of costs for social protection is second to last 
among European countries (besting only Latvia) (Devel-
opments in the Social Field, 2007). On the one hand, this 
ranking proves the correlation between the ratio of rel-
ative social protection costs and the standard of living 
(at least in the European context). Despite the rapid eco-
nomic growth of the previous years, Estonia is at the bot-
tom of the GDP per capita ranking. At the same time, 
this correlation is also an opportunity, because economic 
growth and a small ratio of social protection costs should 
create conditions for greater contributions to this field of 
activity. This in turn has a positive effect in the long run 
on the development of an economy with a complicated 
structure.
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6.4. The labour market and 
the policies related thereto
In dealing with problems related to the Estonian labour 
market in the following subchapter, we take two types of 
background information into account: the corresponding 
policies of the European Union and the trends predomi-
nant in the global economy.

Since its creation the European Union has valued social 
aspects in the economy. The conclusion has been reached 

that certain common values exist that can be summa-
rized under the concept of the European social model. The 
European social model includes people’s social security 
and the idea of cooperation, which is primarily expressed 
in the activities of social partners, and the topic of social 
cohesion, or the reduction of inequality. In the course of 
the Lisbon process, Europe has decided to increase the 
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economic competitiveness of the EU and reduce its tech-
nological gap with the US. One possibility is to modernize 
the European social model, including increasing the flex-
ibility of the labour market.

By implementing certain concepts related to social 
and labour policies, the EU is attempting to find a bal-
ance between social security for the workers and the 
flexibility of the labour market. This new approach has 
started to be called flexicurity, which includes elements 
of labour market flexibility and social security36. The 
basic elements of flexicurity are a flexible labour market, 
active employment policy, social protection and lifelong 
learning.

Another background element we must inevitably 
consider is the financial crisis, which began in the US 
in the autumn of 2008 and now affects the global econ-
omy, and the consequences thereof. The global economy 
is undergoing difficult and anxious times. The debt cri-
sis that began in the real estate sector, also bankrupted 
commercial banks, and caused a wave of bankruptcies 
in investment banks as well. The investment bank cri-
sis globalized the US crisis, because the projects of US 
investment banks are global in scope. This resulted in 
forceful governmental intervention, whereby the UK 
and the US governments essentially started nationaliz-
ing the financial sector; they were followed by the other 
EU member states. Banking was taken under strict gov-
ernment control and one can probably say that invest-
ment banking in the form we have known will never be 
restored.

In 2009, it is still too early to tell what the global 
impact of the financial crisis will be on the real econ-
omy. As a rule, the labour market reacts to changes tak-
ing place in the economy with a time delay. An exam-
ple is wage formation, where the established principle is 
that wages are agreed upon a year in advance. In other 
words, 2007 wages were agreed upon in 2006 and 2008 
wages in 2007. Therefore, it is not surprising that in many 
Estonian industries wages increased by tens of percent-
age points in 2007, while at the same time, the economy 
was already starting to show obvious signs of slowdown 
in the middle of that year. The particularity of Estonia, 
and apparently the other Baltic countries, is that the role 
of trade unions is relatively marginal and employees usu-
ally agree on wages with their employers individually. 
The result is that employee salaries consist of relatively 
low basic wages and relatively high additional fees and 
bonuses. When the economy is booming, performance 
pay increases rapidly, but when things go badly, this may 
result in a rapid decline of gross wages in certain sec-
tors.

Are there grounds to compare the financial and eco-
nomic crisis with the 1929 crisis in the US and the world, 
as some analysts have rushed to do? Probably not. In 
1929, workers did not have the same social guarantees 
that we see in today’s market economy: starting from 
property and life insurance and ending with social guar-
antees in case of unemployment. At the end of the 1920s, 
the unemployment rate in the US climbed to 25%, people 
were ruined, social stratification and poverty increased 
sharply, and the same occurred in Europe. In today’s 

world, there is no basis for predicting a massive increase 
in poverty in developed countries. The governments have 
also reacted much more forcefully, intervening actively 
with measures to keep the financial system function-
ing. In any case, one can say that the economic crisis is a 
test for the aforementioned European social and labour 
market policies and will probably modify them to some 
degree.

Before setting out to deal with individual aspects of 
flexicurity, we will pause briefly at changes in the Estonian 
labour market as a context for the processes that are tak-
ing place.

General changes in the Estonian 
labour market
Since the impact of the global financial crisis was just 
starting to affect the real economy at the end of 2008, the 
labour market situation in 2008 does not yet reflect the 
events that will start to occur.

The cooling of the economy that began at the end of 
2007 was accompanied by a notable wave of layoffs in the 
second half of 2008, the extent of which is yet to become 
clear.

According to Ministry of Finance data, real wages 
increased in 2007 by 13% (nominal wages 20%) and pro-
ductivity by only 5.6%. Although this gap has probably 
decreased during 2008, there is great economic pressure 
for layoffs. Many industries that rely on cheap labour have 
already laid off workers or even closed their companies 
(for instance, Narva Kreenholm). In 2006, the number 
of people that received special benefits as a result of col-
lective layoffs was 1,595, whereas in 2007, the number 
stood at 2,567, and the number of people receiving rel-
evant benefits in the first three quarters of 2008 reached 
3,854. This is a relatively small number compared to the 
total number of unemployed individuals. Time-wise, the 
most exact picture of the number of unemployed is pro-
vided by the data on registered unemployment. At the 
beginning of October 2008, 20,000 unemployed people 
registered with the Labour Market Board, which is 54% 
more than at the same time in the previous year. Accord-
ing to the data of the Estonian Labour Force Survey, 
unemployment in the third quarter of 2008 was 6.2%. At 
the same time, we see that change in employment in the 
third quarter of 2008 was not especially affected by the 
economic recession.

According to Bank of Estonia projections, the average 
unemployment indicator in 2009 will be 7%, and in case 
of negative growth, unemployment could reach 9–10%. In 
next few years an increase in unemployment based on the 
economic environment can be predicted, and therefore, 
people’s social protection, the effectiveness of active labour 
market policies and training for workers will become even 
more important.

At the same time, the labour market should not 
forego its flexibility, because we are in a situation today, 
where fiscal policy in Estonia tends to be pro-cyclic, 
and amplify the growth phase during periods of eco-
nomic boom and intensify the decline during a down-
turn. Active fiscal policies to stabilize the economy are 

36 To read more about this in Estonian see the secondary school economic textbook dealing with the globalization of the Estonian eco-
nomy (see Eamets, 2008).
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not implemented in Estonia today, based on an ideology 
that supports a general liberal market economy and the 
idea of a “thin state”. One of the results of this ideology 
is a relatively low tax burden, and therefore, scant oppor-
tunities for influencing the economy, because the state 
just does not have sufficient resources and correspond-
ing policy instruments. Based on the currency board sys-
tem, the possibilities for the central bank to affect the 
money supply and to restrain inflation are also quite lim-
ited. Therefore, the flexible labour market is the only eco-
nomic “buffer” for adjustment, and as Estonia’s relatively 
short economic history to date demonstrates, it has ful-
filled its role quite well.

Subsequently, we will examine four aspects of labour 
market flexicurity.

Labour market flexibility
The labour market flexibility is a topic that has been much 
discussed in the press and which different authors treat 
very differently.

Labour market rigidity is the most serious problem 
of the Estonian economy. This is often mentioned (see for 
example Ansip, 2008) in connection with Estonia’s 163rd 
ranking among the 181 countries in the World Bank’s Ease 
of Doing Business Index.37 At the same time, we should 
remember that by using only one indicator, the picture is 
very one-sided and we are not considering all the aspects 
of labour market flexibility.

Labour market flexibility can be assessed at micro 
and macro levels. At the macro level, the flexibility of 
the labour market is measured by legislation and regula-
tions and the flexibility of wages; the latter also reflects 
the influence of trade unions. The aforementioned inter-
national indexes reflect this aspect of labour market flex-
ibility. At the micro level, or at the worker and company 

level, flexibility is indicated by how often workers move 
between different labour market stages, for instance, 
how easy it is to move from unemployment to employ-
ment. In addition, the flow of workers also includes func-
tional flexibility or occupational mobility, or how often 
people change their occupation, or how simple it is for 
companies to replace workers with each other, etc. The 
third aspect of worker mobility is geographic mobility. 
Job flows show how many companies create new jobs 
or eliminate old jobs during a given time period (usu-
ally one year). The last element at the company level is 
the flexibility of working hours or to what extent flexible 
work schedules, part-time work, overtime, etc are imple-
mented (see Figure 6.4.1.).

There is a paradoxical situation in Estonia, where 
according to the macro indicators, i.e. the OECD Employ-
ment Protection Legislation Index, the Estonian labour 
market is rigid and overregulated, but when we examine 
data from the company level, it turns out that the labour 
market is flexible (see Eamets, Masso 2005). Similarly, 
according to the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 
Index and the Heritage Foundation’s Index of Economic 
Freedom, the Estonian labour market is rigid and over-
regulated. However, the fact is often ignored that the rigid-
ity indicators operating at the state level are established 
by regulations or laws. In many other European countries, 
very minimal requirements are established at the legisla-
tion level and the majority of regulations are left for the 
social partners to agree upon. In other words, many inter-
national indices do not reflect the actual regulation of the 
labour market in the countries were the influence of trade 
unions is the strongest. In order to see the actual flexibility 
of the labour market, it would be necessary to analyze the 
macro data. Below, we try to fill this gap in the description 
of Estonia’s labour market.

Let’s examine two aspects of labour market flexibil-
ity – the flow of workers between different labour market 
states and the number of jobs created and eliminated in 
companies.

Firstly, let’s see how people move between different 
labour market states. People have three different states in 
the context of the labour market – employed, unemployed 
or inactive. The employed are those who have jobs; the 
unemployed are looking for jobs; and the inactive are not 
looking for jobs and are not employed.38 Since people are 
constantly moving from unemployment to employment, 
they become unemployed or someone leaves the labour 
market, or become inactive, there is a constant flow in the 
labour market and this is called labour market mobility.39 
The number of flows in the labour markets differs by year. 
Great changes in the economy/society (reforms, crises) 
cause an increase in labour market mobility, while dur-
ing stable periods, there is less movement between various 
labour market states. Based on various flows, a matrix can 
be constructed. The first letters of the English-language 
words are used a labels – E for employed, U for unem-

37 To assess the severity of the labour market regulations, various indices have been used, the most famous being the Organization for 
Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD) Employment Protection Legislation (EPL) Index, the sub index on the severity of 
employment laws in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index and the sub index for economic freedom indicators in the Herita-
ge Foundation’s Index of Economic Freedom.

38 The exact definitions of the three situations can be found in Statistics Estonia compendiums dealing with ETU methodology, see 
Statistics Estonia: 2006 Labour Market in Figures.

39 A separate issue is the geographical mobility of the workforce, which was not examined here.

Figure 6.4.1. Labour market flexibility at the micro 
and macro levels
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ployed, and I for inactive.40 Flows are indicated by the 
combination of the corresponding letters, or EU means 
moving from employment to unemployment, and IE from 
inactivity to employment. In total, there are nine poten-
tial flows.

A person’s situation in the labour market is assessed 
during one year, for instance from January to January. Or, 
if a person was unemployed in January 2000 and employed 
in January 2001,41 we get one movement from unemploy-
ment to employment. In reality, as we move diagonally 
along the matrix we see flows within the same state, or 
“stable” states. In other words, if a person was unemployed 
in July 2006, and still unemployed the next year, then he 
or she was in the same situation throughout the year and 
a real flow did not occur. In principle, he or she may have 
ended up in another state at some time during the year, 
but this method does not consider this.

There is one exception: within employment (EE flow, 
or job-to-job flow) we can speak of movement in a certain 
sense, because a person may change jobs during the year 
without leaving employment.

When analyzing empirical data, it is important to 
know what percentage of all employed people or all unem-
ployed people changed their status. This shows us the ratio 
of flow compared to the number of people that are in the 
specific labour market state. The corresponding percent-
ages are shown in following table.

Job flows
Job flows are not defined as the physical movement of 
jobs, for instance from Estonia to countries with cheaper 
labour such as China, but the creation or destruction of 
jobs within companies. Using the data from the Busi-
ness Register, a job is eliminated when, compared to the 
previous January, the job no longer exists in January 
of the following year. The creation of jobs is the oppo-
site. Five indicators are used – the job creation rate, job 
destruction rate, net change, and the gross rate or change 
between the two and excess job reallocation rate, i.e. the 
gross effect subtracted from the absolute value of the net 
effect. The higher the net effect, the more volatile or flex-
ible the labour market, the more jobs are eliminated and 
new jobs created.

Examining the dynamics of the net effect in Estonia 
(Figure 6.4.2.), we see that this has constantly fluctuated 
at about 20%. When good times prevail in the economy, 
it is slightly less than 20%, for instance, the correspond-
ing indicator was 19.1% in 2006 and during the economic 
recession of 1999 the corresponding indicator was 21.7%.

When we put the Estonian indicators into an inter-
national context (Figure 6.4.3.), we see that labour mar-
ket volatility is lower in Estonia than in the Nordic coun-
tries, but at the same level as the US. We can observe that 
job flows in Lithuania and Poland are slightly higher com-
pared to that of Estonia. Job creation and destruction 
indicators for the old EU member states are many times 
smaller than the corresponding indicators for Estonia. 
Therefore, the flow of people between various labour mar-

40 In English, E for employment, U for unemployment and I for inactivity.
41 Before 2000, changes in situations were examined from January to January. As of 2001, movement has been defined as a change in 

situation compared to the same month of the previous year. Therefore, all the movements for a year are totalled by month and then an 
average obtained. Arithmetically: average annual movement = total (January-January, February-February, ….)/12
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Table 6.4.1. Flows of workers between various labour 
market states

Source: Estonian Labour Force Survey

ket states and the statistics for the destruction and crea-
tion of jobs do not confirm that Estonia is characterized 
by a very rigid labour market.

There is definitely some statistical information noise 
in this data, because the relabeling of jobs and redistribu-
tion of functions within companies are reflected ostensi-
bly as job destruction or creation. But similar bias exists in 
all databases that reflect register data.

In addition, Eamets & Masso, 2005, have given vio-
lations of the labour laws as the reason for job mobility. 
Although it is relatively complicated to lay off workers 
according to the law, a large number of workers leave their 
jobs by “mutual agreement”, which usually means that the 
worker often does not receive the benefits he or she is enti-
tled to (unless a special agreement is reached).

In summary, it can be said that an analysis of the 
micro indicators confirms our assertion – Estonia’s 
labour market is flexible and operates as a kind of buffer 
for balancing the economy. This is proven by the rela-
tively large flows between labour market states and the 
high rate of job creations and destructions. The final 
indicator is the rapidly increasing unemployment rate 
under conditions of the economic recession during the 
third quarter of 2008.

Figure 6.4.2. Job flow indicators in Estonia (% of 
unemployment)
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Active labour market policies
An important component of flexicurity involves active 
labour market policies for productive employment, 
which help both unemployed and employed people to 
find suitable jobs. Active labour market policies include 
employment services provided by the public employ-
ment offices, for example employment mediation, coun-
selling, labour market training, support for starting up 
companies, and wage supports. In Estonia, the provi-
sion of employment services started at the beginning of 
the 1990s, and the last extensive reform was carried out 
at the beginning of 2006, when the new Labour Mar-
ket Services and Benefits Act came into force. Based on 

Figure 6.4.3. Creations of jobs indicators in interna-
tional comparison (% of unemployment)
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this law, thirteen different employment services are pro-
vided by the public employment offices today accord-
ing to the principles of case management (see also Table 
6.4.2.). This means that each unemployed person is han-
dled by a case worker, whose assignment is to resolve the 
client’s unemployment problem and to help him or her 
find a job as soon as possible.

Compared to the total number of registered unem-
ployed, the number of participants in active labour mar-
ket policies is still relatively small42. From the table, we can 
see that the greatest number of job seekers participated 
in career counselling (almost half the participants) and 
employment training (almost a third of the participants), 
and the least participated in measures targeting disabled 
people (see Table 6.4.2.). 

Lille & Palmet (2008) argue that the reasons behind 
the small number of participants in measures targeted 
to disabled unemployed individuals include excessive 
bureaucracy, difficulties in the finding suitable support 
persons, too short counselling period, and a shortage of 
service providers.

Empirical evidence from many countries suggests 
that with the exception of certain disadvantaged groups 
active labour market policies should not be offered in the 
very beginning of the unemployment spell to encourage 
personal initiative of the job seekers. This would help to 
exclude the most competitive unemployed who are able 
to find jobs by themselves from the pool of unemployed 
and target active labour market policies at the most dis-
advantaged groups. This would also reduce the dead-
weight and substitution effects. For instance, according 
to the EU Employment Guidelines “every unemployed 
person should be offered a new start before reaching 6 
months of unemployment in the case of young people 
and 12 months in the case of adults in the form of train-
ing, retraining, work practice, a job or other employabil-
ity measure, combined where appropriate with on-going 
job search assistance,” (Council of the European Union, 
2007). However, the practices of different countries vary 
to a great degree.

Examining the expenditures on active labour mar-
ket policies, it becomes clear that in comparison to the 
other countries of the European Union, the expenditures 
are one of the lowest in Estonia, even if we only compare 
ourselves to countries with similar unemployment rates 
(see Figure 6.4.4.). In 2006 the following countries had a 
lower unemployment rate than that of Estonia’s (5.9%): 
Denmark (3.9%), the Netherlands (3.9%), Austria (4.8%), 
Ireland (4.5%), United Kingdom (5.4%), Lithuania (4.6%) 
and Cyprus (4.6%). However, all these countries spend 
considerably more on active labour market policies. Com-
pared to the average level of the 27 EU countries, Estonia 
spends less than one tenth on active labour market pol-
icies. Furthermore, Estonia remains in its position also 
if we compare the expenditures on active labour market 
policies per person wanting to work in Purchasing Power 
Parities (Eurostat, 2008). If we also consider the projects 
financed by the European Social Fund, Estonia’s expen-
ditures are somewhat higher – 0.11% in 2005 and 0.09% 
in 2007 (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2008). Nevertheless, 
even based on these numbers, Estonia would be one of the 

42 The figures in Table 6.4.2. do not reflect the total number of those who participated in the services since one person may have partici-
pated in several services. Unfortunately, the data on the total number of persons is not available.

2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007

Labour market training 8156 10 021 6968 9852 7073 5503

Community placement 3954 453 353 188 - -

Business start up subsidy 441 375 296 320 289 141

Wage subsidy 189 230 441 727 238 127

Career counselling 2055 8130 7877 9494 8356 8272

Public work - - - - 170 231

Coaching for working life - - - - 446 1208

Work practice 676 792

Measures for disabled people, 
incl. - - - - 109 60

-  adaptation of premises and 
equipments - - - - 1 2

- special aids and equipment 5 3

- working with a support person - - - - 60 30

- communication support at 
interviews - - - - 43 25

Inflow of new unemployed 
individuals during the year 81 482 64 537 51 361 42 618 26 329 28 312

Table 6.4.2. Use of employment services

Source: Ministry of Social Affairs, 2008
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European Union countries with the lowest expenditures. 
The reasons behind the low expenditures on active labour 
market policies could include the different composition 
of the services offered to unemployed, differences in tar-
get groups entitled to services (in Estonia only registered 
unemployed, while elsewhere also the employed at risk of 
involuntary job loss and inactive persons who would like 
to enter the labour market) as well as the short duration 
of the programs in Estonia compared to the other coun-
tries. For instance, in Ireland the maximum duration of 
the training programs is three years (Irish National Train-
ing & Employment Authority, 2008), in Estonia it is one 
year; in Norway, the maximum duration of work prac-
tice for disabled people is three years (Ministry of Labour 
and Social Inclusion, 2008) while in Estonia it is three 
months.

Labour market services in Estonia are provided by 
the National Labour Market Board, which has a net-
work of public employment offices in all the counties and 
Tallinn, as well as branch offices in smaller regions, when 
needed. The Estonian Labour Force Survey data shows 
that the percentage of unemployed people who turn to 
the Labour Market Board for help in finding jobs has 
noticeably decreased. While 63% of unemployed people 
turned to the Labour Market Board in 1999, only 28% 
did so in 2007. The surveys conducted by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs in 2002 and 2008 regarding the image of 
the Labour Market Board indicate that barely a fifth of 
job seekers and 41% of employers contacted the Labour 
Market Board for help. The wish of employers to turn to 
the Labour Market Board has declined in comparison 
to 2003 (Faktum Research Centre, 2003; Turu-uurin-
gute AS, 2008). One of the reasons for this may be the 
improved situation on the labour market in the given 
period, whereby people prefer to look for work on their 
own. While 14% of unemployed people stated that it was 
not necessary to turn to the Labour Market Board in 2000 
because they managed on their own, the corresponding 
percentage had increased to 32% by 2007, according to 
the data of the Labour Force Survey. A second reason 
is apparently the poor reputation of the Labour Market 
Board and the insufficient information provided about 
the available services. The surveys have also pointed to 
the fact that the poor image of the Labour Market Board 
is related to the shortage of consultants and low sal-
ary levels (see Leetmaa et al 2003), which may become 
important obstacles in expanding the services during the 
current economic recession.

Unlike in many European countries and the United 
States, the evaluation of active labour market policies in 
Estonia has been irregular and only a few studies have 
been conducted. Since the expenditures and the number 
of participants involved in active labour market poli-
cies have been small, these employment policies have 
not exerted any significant impact on the general rate of 
unemployment. All the more, during the period of eco-
nomic growth the rapid reduction of the unemployment 
rate was affected primarily by the increased demand for 
labour. However, the available studies indicate that par-
ticipation in active labour market policy measures has 
helped the unemployed people who have participated to 
return to work faster. Thus, for instance, in 2000–2002, 
those who participated in labour market training were 7–
15% more likely to get jobs compared to those who had 

Figure 6.4.4. Public expenditures on active labour mar-
ket policies in the EU countries in 2006, % of GDP 
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not received any training (Leetmaa et al 2003). The par-
ticipants in the service provided by the Estonian Unem-
ployment Insurance Fund in reaction to collective layoffs 
in 2005–2007 were also later more likely to find jobs than 
those who did not participate (Võrk, Leetmaa 2007). At 
the same time, the National Audit Office has identified 
many shortcomings in the provision of employment serv-
ices to risk groups and has also emphasized the need for 
regular impact evaluations of active labour market poli-
cies (National Audit Office, 2008).

All in all, the existing studies and statistics tend to 
point to the fact that the role of active labour market poli-
cies in supporting the flexicurity approach in Estonia has 
been modest and the given field of activity needs greater 
attention. This applies especially in the current situation 
where the workers’ skills must adapt to the changing needs 
of the labour market.

Modern social security systems
The flexibility of the labour market is supported in turn 
by the social protection system that helps workers to 
move from one job to another, by guaranteeing them suf-
ficient income during the period they are unemployed. 
Thereby the social protection system supports the mobil-
ity of workers between jobs and contributes to structural 
changes in the economy. At the same time, it must be 
considered that excessively generous benefits and their 
long payment duration may inhibit active job search and 
lengthen the duration of unemployment (see European 
Commission, 2006; OECD, 2005). In order to prevent the 
potential adverse effects, the receipt of benefits provided 
by the social protection system should be accompanied 
by monitoring and sanctions as well as the implemen-
tation of active labour market policies. Also, the social 
security system must include incentives that motivate 
people to work. In addition to social benefits, the flex-
ible combination of work and family life has an impor-
tant place in the concept of flexicurity, which assumes 
the existence of high-quality care services, such as child-
care and care for the elderly.
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Public sector expenditures for social protection in 
Estonia are among the lowest in the European Union. In 
2006, social protection expenditures in Estonia consti-
tuted 12.4% of GDP, while the EU27 average was 26.9% 
of GDP (Eurostat). In case of unemployment the benefits 
and assistance related to job loss are of primary impor-
tance, and these have been among the lowest in Estonia 
compared to other EU countries43. In the EU the expen-
ditures on these benefits average nearly 1.2% of the GDP, 
while in Estonia the corresponding expenditures are only 
in the range of 0.08%, which is the lowest compared to the 
other EU countries. On the other hand, Denmark even 
spends 2.7% of GDP on unemployment benefits and Ger-
many spends almost 2.1%. Estonia’s expenditures are the 
lowest even if we consider the differences in the unem-
ployment rates of different countries (see Figure 6.4.5.). 
Therefore, one can conclude that generally social security 
during an unemployment period in Estonia is among the 
lowest compared to the rest of Europe.

Estonia’s low social benefits generally encourage peo-
ple to remain employed. Income earned from employment 
usually exceeds income from social benefits, since both 
unemployment and subsistence benefits are significantly 
lower than wages and the labour taxes paid by employ-
ees are not high. An international comparison also shows 
that in the Estonian tax and benefits system people have 
greater financial incentives to work than in the majority of 
other European Union states (Võrk et al 2007, Eurostat).

However, the current social protection system could 
be made more supportive of employment. Firstly, the bene-
fits system could do more to support those who only work 
part time. This would help to preserve or more quickly 
restore people’s connections to the labour market and 

43 Eurostat treats labour market policy (LMP) supports as out-of-work income maintenance and support (mostly unemployment bene-
fits) and early retirement benefits that are paid due to reasons resulting from the labour market. The proportion of early retirement 
benefits that are paid based on reasons resulting from the labour market in relation to the entire expenditures on LMP supports is 
quite small (see Eurostat). In most countries, a more important role is played by early retirement benefits that are part of the pension 
system and are one of the most important reasons for older workers to leave the labour market. In Estonia to date early retirement 
benefits have also been part of the general pension system and been financed from pension insurance payments. Research conducted 
in Estonia has shown that the main reason for taking early retirement is already being unemployed (Leppik et al 2004).

would also increase families’ incomes. Currently in Esto-
nia, we are sometimes dealing with a situation where part-
time employment does not increase a person’s total income 
but rather reduces it since all social benefits are lost (see 
Võrk & Paulus 2006). For instance, people lose their entire 
unemployment insurance benefits even if they start work-
ing at jobs with very small workloads. People are also 
deprived of their early retirement benefits if they continue 
working before the official retirement age. In some cases, 
a person’s employment in a low-paying or part-time job 
can be inhibited by the subsistence benefits system, since 
subsistence benefit are reduced by an amount that equals 
the person’s wages. Although the opportunity to work and 
receive wages is partially built into the parental benefits 
system, studies point to fact that the speed of high-salaried 
women returning to the labour market has declined due to 
parental benefits (Võrk, Karu & Tiit 2009).

Another example of how the system in Estonia length-
ens the duration of unemployment is the simultaneous 
receipt of redundancy payment and unemployment insur-
ance benefits. Research has shown (see Leetmaa & Võrk 
2004 and 2006) that the receipt of redundancy payment  
lengthens the duration of unemployment even when we 
take into account the impact of other factors with the help 
of statistical models (we account for age, gender, length of 
service in the company, previous salary, region, size of the 
layoffs). Therefore, a small portion of those who have lost 
their jobs, i.e. those who get both redundancy payments 
and unemployment insurance benefits (almost 0.3% of 
the employed in 2005) are well protected and the income 
they receive at the beginning of the unemployment spell 
as benefits exceeds wages by 1.5 times. Those laid off in the 
public sector can feel especially secure, since their redun-
dancy payment can equal a year’s salary. However, the 
level of social security for the majority of unemployed is 
low. For instance, in 2007, only 23% of the newly unem-
ployed people registered by the Labour Market Board 
received unemployment insurance benefits and approx-
imately 46% received unemployment assistance bene-
fits. Almost a third of the registered unemployed did not 
receive any benefits, although they had the opportunity to 
apply for subsistence benefits.

At the same time, the rapid employment growth in 
recent years and empirical research (see Võrk & Paulus 
2006) show that during the period of economic growth, 
the social benefits system as a whole has not reduced peo-
ple’s motivation to go to work. However, there is reason 
to believe that the connection between work incentives 
and social benefits on the one hand and part-time employ-
ment on the other will become important again when 
wage growth starts to slow down significantly in the next 
few years and finding jobs becomes increasingly difficult 
again.

As mentioned above, the reconciliation of work and 
family life plays an important role in the concept of flex-
icurity. The obligation of caring for children and other 

Figure 6.4.5. Public expenditures on labour market 
policy supports in the EU countries in 2006 (% of GDP 
per one percentage point of the unemployment rate)
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family members is considered to be one of the main fac-
tors inhibiting women’s employment and gender equality 
in the labour market. The availability of childcare service 
has continually been a problem in Estonia. In 2002–2008, 
40–50% of local governments had kindergarten waiting 
lists (Ainsaar, Soo 2008). In 2004, almost 16,000 children 
were on kindergarten waiting lists (Kask, Rummo-Laes et 
al 2005). Also, kindergartens were overcrowded – there 
are almost 2,500 more children in kindergartens than 
there are normative places (Statistics Estonia database). In 
2006, 18% of children under three received childcare serv-
ices and 85% of older children received at least one hour, 
but the majority over 30 hours (Leetmaa, Karu 2008). The 
averages of EU countries were 26% and 84% respectively 
(Eurostat 2008). The objective of the European Union for 
2010 is to provide childcare services to 33% of children 
under the age of three and to 90% of those over three.

In addition to formal childcare services, a third of 
children under three were in the care of grandparents and 
other people, seldom professional childminders and then 
only for 2.5 hours per week on average (Leetmaa, Karu 
2008). Therefore, parents are those who primarily mind 
small, under-three-year-olds, which is clearly discernible 
in employment statistics – the employment rate of women 
with under-six-year-olds in 2006 was 25.7 percentage 
points lower than that of childless women (the EU average 
is 13.6 percentage points) (European Commission 2008).

Lifelong learning
In addition to the training of unemployed people, an 
important part of the concept of flexicurity involves 
the training of workers. As shown in last year’s Human 
Development Report, Estonia ranks among the bottom 
third of the EU member states with respect to adult edu-
cation or about 6.5% of adults in Estonia participated in 
lifelong learning (Human Development Report, 2007). 
Below, we make a closer examination of participation 
in adult education, by using two surveys that were con-
ducted recently – Adult Education in Enterprises 2006 
(and a similar survey from 2000 for comparison) and the 
2007 Estonian Adult Education Survey (personal sur-
vey). The primary focus of these analyses was the partici-
pation of 20–64-year-old employed persons in training 
and the provision of training in companies with at least 
10 employees44.

Participation in training. Of the 315,000 men 
included in the sample, 134,000 (42.7%) had received 
some sort of training; the corresponding indicators for 
women were 314,000 and 166,000 (52.8%). In addition, 
especially in the case of women, it is people with higher 
qualifications and levels of education that received train-
ing. Women with low qualifications, who are actually in 
the worst position in the labour market, receive compar-
atively less training. A good example are the layoffs at 
Narva Kreenholm this year, where hundreds of people 
who lost their jobs due to the closing of the enterprise did 
not benefit from active labour market policies until after 
the company had closed, and they were already unem-
ployed. Unfortunately, there is no system of preventive 

training in Estonia, which would deal with people who 
are about to become unemployed.

When people are asked their reasons for participat-
ing in training, the primary reason is clearly their jobs – 
training is needed primarily for their jobs. Of women, 86% 
of the training participants thought so; among men, the 
indicator was even greater – 90%.

Among men, 30–39-year-olds are the most active 
training participants; while among women, it is both 30–
39 and 40–49-year olds, with about 50% of the workers 
in the corresponding age groups participating in training 
(Figure 6.4.6.).

It is principally large enterprises that deal with worker 
training (250 and more workers), with over 90% of these 
companies dealing with worker training (Figure 6.4.7.). 
The average indicator was near 70%, with small businesses 
around 60%. If the sample had included micro enterprises, 
which are actually most numerous today on the entrepre-
neurial landscape, the average indicator would have been 
significantly lower.

Summary
In summary, I would like to stress that while the role of 
social partners in the regulations of issues related to the 
labour market is relatively modest in Estonia our cor-
responding governmental regulations are still relatively 

Total Participants in 
adult education 

20–64-year-olds, % Men Women Men Women
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Managers, professionals* 32% 48% 43% 63%

Other white-collar workers** 2% 8% … 8%

Blue-collar workers *** 66% 45% 55% 29%

Table 6.4.3. The workers that have participated in adult 
education by gender and occupation

*Managers, professionals, legislators, senior officials and managers; 
middle-level professional and technicians, officials.

** Other white-collar workers; officials.

*** Blue-collar workers: service and sales personnel; skilled agricultural 
and fishery workers; skilled workers and craftspeople; equipment and 
machinery operators; unskilled workers; armed forces.

Source: Estonian Labour Force Survey.

44 The general sample of the survey comprised companies with at least 10 employees that were included in the commercial register as of 
2005 and were engaged in a principal activity related to the survey .
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strict. Therefore, in the context of the strictness of labour 
legislation, Estonia is relatively regulated or a country 
with a rigid labour market. At the same time, when we 
examine enterprise statistics, we see that at the enter-
prise level many new jobs are created and eliminated 
each year. There are also relatively active flows of peo-
ple between various labour market states; however, it is 
true that the flows have decreased during the last few 
years. Another argument in defence of the flexibility of 
our labour market is macroeconomic. In Estonia, neither 
fiscal nor monetary policies are very active, i.e. they are 
not used to adjust of cyclical fluctuations in the economy. 
At the same time, there has to be a buffer for balancing 
the economy, and according to the general logic of mac-
roeconomic models, this can only be the labour market. 
At the end of last year (2008) we already saw how unem-
ployment increased in connection with the economic 
recession. Today, average wages have yet to react but it 
is probable that average wages in sectors will decline as 
they did during the 1999 crisis.

The second component of flexicurity – an active 
employment policy – has gotten effective support from 
EU Structural Fund resources in the last few years, but 
here too we must recognize our lag compared to aver-
age EU levels. On average, Estonia expends 10 times less 
than the EU on active labour policies (the comparison is 
based on the percentage of GDP spent on active labour 
policies). The primary reason is a very restricted target 
group (only registered unemployed people) and the short 

Figure 6.4.6. Ratio of the participation of 20–64-
year-olds in adult education during the last 12 
months (total number of participants and non-partici-
pants in adult education = 100), %
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duration of the programs. In addition, a relatively large 
number of unemployed people search for new jobs with-
out the help of the Labour Market Board; therefore it is 
not possible to provide them with the relevant services. It 
is also unclear whether the provided services have helped 
to improve the prospects of the participants in the labour 
market. 

As far as the third component of flexicurity i.e. social 
protection is concerned, Estonia is unfortunately among 
the least developed EU member states. Our public sector 
expenditures for social protection are among the lowest 
in the EU. Our unemployment benefits are also among 
the lowest. In addition, our unemployment insurance sys-
tem is relatively rigid – e.g. part-time employment is not 
encouraged, because people lose all their benefits even 
when working with very small workloads. Therefore one 
of the principles of flexicurity – that a person should be 
guaranteed as large an income as possible during the 
unemployment period – is not always fulfilled in Estonia. 
For instance, surveys show that those who have received 
collective layoff benefits and those who have worked in 
the public sector are in a better position in comparison 
to the others. On the other hand, one can always argue 
that low social expenditures encourage people to return to 
the labour market. This is also conforms to the liberal eco-
nomic ideology that has dominated to date, which min-
imizes the state’s intervention and values individual ini-
tiative. However, this ideology is not in agreement with 
Europe’s social model.

One of the components of social protection is the com-
bination of work and family life. In this regard, the great-
est problem lies in the deficit of flexible pre-school child-
care possibilities.

As far as adult education is concerned, relatively 
few people participate in Estonia compared to other EU 
countries. Generally, governmental support for adult 
education only covers about three broader categories of 
people. These include government officials, teachers, and 
the registered unemployed, as well as some smaller tar-
get groups that are financed in the framework of specific 
projects. It is also common that more white-collar work-
ers and competitive worker groups receive more train-
ing. Less-qualified and older workers as well as other 
risk groups, who probably need more training, actu-
ally receive less. Furthermore, it has not been assessed 
whether the training provided corresponds to the needs 
of the labour market.

Therefore, you could say that examining the four com-
ponents of flexicurity, one can only be more or less satis-
fied with labour market flexibility. In the remaining flexi-
curity components, Estonia still has much to accomplish 
in order to feel on a par with the old EU member states and 
to guarantee the flexible functioning of the labour market. 
A step in this direction was taken by the new Employment 
Contracts Act and the trilateral agreement accompanying 
it, which increases the flexibility of the employment rela-
tionship primarily by liberalizing the regulations related 
to layoffs and thereby improves the position of Estonia in 
the rankings based on various indices. On the other hand, 
the new law increases the benefits paid in case of unem-
ployment (unemployment insurance, unemployment ben-
efits) and expands the circle of those receiving unemploy-
ment insurance benefits. As a result, the social security of 
the unemployed increases and reduces the current ine-
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quality in social protection. The opportunities for adults 
to participate in job-related training and in formal educa-
tion are also improving. The new law and the agreements 
accompanying it will not bring about any changes with 

respect to active labour policies, although in the current 
economic situation, the expansion of labour market serv-
ices and the anticipatory provision of training for workers 
threatened with layoffs would be very necessary.
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6.5. Cities as development engines
Today over 70% of the population in the European Union 
lives in cities and metropolitan areas [Fostering the 
urban..., 2008.]. The majority of innovation takes place 
in cities. The international competition between cities 
decides, to a great extent, which region or even country 
will be able to keep pace with the expanding possibili-
ties of today’s international division of labour, and which 
not. Moreover, it should be emphasized that since the bor-
ders of the city have increasingly started to blur (a large 
number of people working in cities, especially those earn-
ing higher incomes, live outside the city; some industrial 
manufacturing plants and service providers e.g. transport 
and warehousing, which require larger territory, are mov-
ing to the outskirts of cities; in some countries, multi-cen-
tred metropolitan areas are consciously designed, etc.), the 
territorial economic unit is no longer a city that is treated 
separately from its surroundings, but a city together with 
its outskirts, i.e. an urban or metropolitan region. The dif-
ferences between the developmental indicators (level of 
education, ratio of more complex production and service, 
income per capita, etc.) of the metropolitan regions that 
have achieved international success and the indicators of 
the remaining parts of the country may be surprisingly 
large in today’s Europe.

Therefore, turning our attention to the cities, espe-
cially to the role of Tallinn and Tartu in Estonia’s regional 
development, in the following subchapter is justified.

By comparing the developmental indicators of North-
ern Estonia (Tallinn with Harju County that surrounds it) 
with the average in EU regions, we see more or less com-
parable numbers. And with respect to the ratios of people 
with higher education, if we leave aside the issue of the 
structure of higher education, “Greater Tallinn” and actu-
ally all of Estonia significantly surpass the average for EU 
regions (Table 6.5.1.).

While the Northern Estonia region can actually be con-
strued as an agglomeration of Tallinn, in the generalized 
indicators for Southern Estonia, it is not the indicators for 
Tartu but those of the rural counties that dominate. There-
fore, great differences between the two Estonian regions 
stand out. However, if we compared the Northern Estonia 
indicators not with all of Southern Estonia, but only with 

Indicator Average of EU 
regions 2005

Northern 
Estonia 

Southern 
Estonia 

2005 2007 2005 2007
Ratio of people with higher 
education 23.59 42.2 43.4 29.3 28.3

Participants in lifelong 
learning, % 10.25 7.0 8.6 7.0 7.5

Ratio of employment in 
high-tech services 3.21 3.5 3.7 2.6 2.4

Ratio of employment 
in mid- and high-tech 
manufacturing 

6.45 5.3 4.4 1.8 2.9

Ratio of professionals/
experts in the workforce 
(HRST)

36.31 41.9 42.9 28.3 29.3

Table 6.5.1. Developmental indicators for Estonia’s 
regions compared to the average for EU regions

Source: Eurostat, Statistics Estonia.

the indicators for Tartu County (which can be treated as 
an agglomeration of Tartu with a certain, but greater con-
ditionally, than it can be done in the case of Harju County 
and Tallinn), we get a significantly different picture. We 
see that the ratio of those employed in mid- and high-
tech (industrial) manufacturing and knowledge-inten-
sive high-tech services is practically the same in Tartu 
County as it is in Northern Estonia (the former between 
4% and 5% and the latter between 3% and 4%, although 
if it is compared not to the average for EU regions, but to 
the metropolitan areas at the forefront, these numbers are 
not anything for either to be proud of), and the gap in the 
ratio of professionals and experts (HRST) is not hopelessly 
large compared with Northern Estonia (about 38–39% in 
Tartu County) while the percentage of those participating 
in lifelong learning (about 10%) is higher than in Northern 
Estonia. It’s true that the ratio of people with higher edu-
cation is 6% lower in Tartu County than in Harju County, 
but a partial reason for this may be the large concentra-
tion of public sector jobs requiring higher education in 
Tallinn.

A high-tech manufacturing city or a 
knowledge-based city
It is clear that at least in the European Union context, 
becoming one of the successful cities/metropolitan areas 
is not possible without a large part of employment being 
concentrated in the more complicated niches that are 
highly valued in the international market. In many cases, 
this means an ability to participate in high-tech devel-
opmental and production processes or at least to operate 
modern high-technology. However, the picture appears 
quite confused with regard to which specialization 
options that might represent such success and how typi-
cal they are. Some clarity is provided by the results of the 
recently completed Crossworks cooperation project under 
the EU’s 6th Framework Program, with the participation 
of researchers from the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, 
Estonia and Finland. In the course of the project, a statis-
tical analysis was made based on existing developmental 
indicators (technological, educational and economic) of 
the variables of the most successful regions in the Euro-
pean Union. More than 50 European Union regions were 
classified as successful based on higher-than-average level 
of economic development as well as positive dynamics. It 
should be emphasized that there are not grounds to com-
pare the current developmental indicators of Estonia’s 
regions, i.e. the Tallinn and Tartu regions with the indi-
cators of the top regions in the EU; Estonia’s market econ-
omy is still too young and its EU membership too new. 
However, from Estonia’s viewpoint, the situation of the 
EU’s leading regions can serve as objectives for setting 
long-term goals.

The survey, which was primarily conducted by Bart van 
Looy and Catherine Lecocq of the University of Leuven, 
demonstrated that successful regions possessed both sim-
ilar and dissimilar traits. Two types of successful regions 
could be distinguished based on the structure of employ-
ment: firstly, a type that has a relatively large number of 
mid- and high-tech industrial enterprises, and a second 
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type, where the leading role was played by high-tech serv-
ices (Crossworks, 2008: 9–21). The authors of the survey 
named these metropolitan areas high-tech manufacturing 
regions and leading knowledge regions respectively.

A very high number of patents is typical of high-tech 
manufacturing regions. A generally high level education 
of the workforce is typical of both high-tech manufactur-
ing regions and leading knowledge regions, whereas, the 
latter has an especially large percentage of workers with 
university education. Successful high-tech manufacturing 
regions also require the existence of quite a large well-edu-
cated “blue-collar” workforce with vocational education. 
The high intensity of lifelong learning is necessary for the 
success of both types of regions.

The statistical analysis shows that there are slightly 
more knowledge regions than high-tech manufacturing 
regions among Europe’s successful regions. What is more 
important, the knowledge regions have recently prospered 
better than the high-tech manufacturing cities, and their 
economic growth has been faster.

For the Tallinn and Tartu regions, the news about the 
prospects for the knowledge region/city model is prob-
ably positive since this enables the better implementa-
tion of their greatest advantage, the high percentage of 
people with higher education and it somewhat reduces 
Estonia’s greatest disadvantage, the small number of pat-
ents compared to other developmental factors. One can 
also presume that movement in the direction of a high-
tech manufacturing region/city model, which would def-
initely assume a strong emphasis on vocational learning 
and higher education engineering studies would be more 
difficult to combine with the value orientations predomi-
nant among young people in Estonia than the movement 
towards a knowledge region model. However, it must also 
be considered that the goal to become a leading  knowl-
edge region even in the distant future assumes a signifi-
cant increase in the number of people working in mid- and 
high-tech sectors (industrial and service combined) from 
the current level of 10% to at least 15% (and even higher in 
the future). It also assumes the existence of internationally 
competitive universities that cooperate with the economic 
environment as well as significantly more intensive activ-
ity in the field of lifelong learning.

The surveys of the European cities prove that suc-
cessful economic development at the middle and higher 
developmental levels is not possible without a diverse and 
attractive cultural environment that stimulates general 
creative growth. Since an international search for talent is 
typical at higher developmental levels – for top informa-
tion technologists, designers or investment bankers – the 
attractiveness and creativity of the urban environment is 
one of the key factors for the quality of life that will attract 
an international level of top people (and their families). 
In the course of the Crossworks survey, interviews were 
conducted in five cities where the knowledge city model 
is considered to be an important developmental prospect 
(Leuven, Endhoven, Aachen, Tallinn and Helsinki). It was 
found that in all the cities issues related to the attractive-
ness of the cultural life, creative economy and urban envi-
ronment arose in connection with the development of 
high-tech-based manufacturing and service. Moreover, 
these aspects were very critical in cities with less than 200 
thousand residents, in which case attracting talented peo-
ple was hindered by the fear that while the city may be 

convenient and secure, the cultural life may not be suffi-
ciently diverse or interesting enough to set down roots for 
a longer period.

Traits of a creative knowledge city
In the EU 6th Framework project entitled “Accommodating 
Creative Knowledge Competitiveness of European Metro-
politan Regions within the Enlarged Union – ACRE” the 
future development opportunities for 13 cities to become 
creative knowledge cities was examined. Based on this 
analysis, in which factors related to culture and creativ-
ity were a focal point, it was found that the following types 
of cities have the best prerequisites for becoming knowl-
edge cities:
1. Cities that are known as national or international 

political and economic decision-making centres have 
better preconditions for innovative restructuring (into 
a creative and/or knowledge city) than do cities where 
significant decision-making does not take place.

2. Tolerant and multicultural cities where everyone 
is welcome have greater potential to attract people 
with various lifestyles and cultural backgrounds and 
thereby to increase innovativeness than closed cities.

3. Cities where small businesses and high-tech manufac-
turing dominate and which have been service-based 
early on and never had large manufacturing have bet-
ter preconditions for transitioning to a creative knowl-
edge-based economy.

4. Internationally renowned historical-cultural cities are 
attractive to the creative class and thereby they have 
the prerequisite to become creative cities.

5. Well-managed cities with financial and organizational 
resources are more able to provide suitable environ-
ments for a creative economy.

6. It was emphasized that a well-formulated, well-
financed and achievable city/region innovation and 
technology policy is an important factor in its move-
ment on the described path.

Based on the survey and an assessment of the aforemen-
tioned compendium of criteria, the following cities could 
be considered to be creative cities: Amsterdam, Barce-
lona, Dublin, Munich and Helsinki with certain reserva-
tions. The qualifications of smaller cities and those that 
are not capitals is made more difficult due already to the 
first criterion. Nevertheless two cities that were exam-
ined – Toulouse and Birmingham – which are not among 
the capitals of countries, autonomous units or states col-
lected relatively good scores, based on which they are at 
least approaching the ideals described above. The example 
of Birmingham is interesting because it is not a city with 
great historical-cultural value and in previous periods has 
not been considered to be a multifaceted city. Its success 
has been achieved recently by developing and realizing 
conscious policies directed at promoting creativity and a 
creative economy.

Attempting to assess Tallinn and Tartu based on the 
aforementioned aspects, it seems that Tallinn has rela-
tively good prerequisites regarding most of the criteria. 
Although, like most other cities it was over-industrial-
ized (“Fordized”) during the socialist period, its restruc-
turing into a modern service economy has occurred quite 
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from outside; Tallinn’s various contrasts have an inspi-
rational effect. The disadvantages include the poor level 
of development reliance on cars, inadequacy of meetings 
and cooperation between creative people, and the lack of 
suitable places to achieve this, the paucity of “bridges” 
between the separate worlds of the Estonians and Rus-
sians. The creative potential is not underutilized, and 
the involvement of creative people in city projects is not 
sufficiently well organized (Loova Tallinna…2008: 93–
95). Tartu’s advantage is the existence of a historical and 
recognized university; its disadvantage is that it is not 
a decision-making centre at the national level; it exhib-
its a certain ethnic seclusion, and a distance from main 
international communication paths, if we leave aside the 
University of Tartu’s international contacts. At the same 
time, Tartu’s creative community has shown a great and 
commendable wish to be involved in the development of 
the city’s cultural environment.

The progress of Tallinn and Tartu 
toward becoming creative knowledge 
cities
However, what is needed to start the movement towards 
the creative knowledge city/region model that is based on 
the aforementioned international experience? In sum-
mary, the following is needed: a) a comprehensive vision 
related to the development of the economy and living envi-
ronment at the metropolitan region level; b) the long-term 
planning of all fields of activity related to increasing inno-
vation, knowledge and creativity; c) the interconnection 
of these long-term plans in order to intensify their effects; 
c) an instrumental mechanism to institute the aforemen-
tioned plans.

Let’s compare the development visions, as well as the 
existence of the relevant development plans and strategies 
from this viewpoint (Table 6.5.2.).

A superficial conclusion to be drawn from the above 
table is that Tallinn’s development is focused on being 
technology-based and Tartu’s development is focused on 
being culture-based. After all, the Innovation Strategy 
for Tallinn was completed last year, which for the first 
time specified the fields for knowledge and technologi-
cal development that Tallinn considers priorities from 
the viewpoint of the city’s development. It also includes 
some measures to be taken by the city in order to help 
increase the relative importance of high-tech manufac-
turing and high-tech services. In Tartu, on the other 
hand, a significantly more detailed development plan for 
cultural activities was prepared. However, such a con-
clusion does not reveal the basic nature of the problem. 
Both Tallinn and Tartu have started to plan their devel-
opment in a more comprehensive manner, i.e. they have 
devoted more attention to phenomena like innovation, 
the knowledge base, and creativity. However, it cannot be 
said in the case of either city that the given development 
strategies or development plans are specifically based on 
a modern integrated vision or conception of urban devel-
opment. Therefore, it is not quite clear to what extent 
intensification will occur between the individual plans 
or strategies as they are realized. Secondly, innovation 
polices at the city level are also quite a new phenomenon 
internationally, therefore there is no clear understand-
ing of what such policies should include, how they should 

Tallinn Tartu

Culture Separate development plan 
lacking

Development plan 
exists: Development Plan 
for Tartu Culture, Sports 
and Youth Activities for 

2008–2013

Enterprise

Development plan exists: 
Tallinn Small Business 

Development Program for 2006–
2009

Development plan 
exists: 

City of Tartu Enterprise 
Development Plan for 

2007–2013 

Transport

Various development plans:
- Sustainable Development Plan 
for Public Transport of Unified 
Ticket System for 2004–2010

- Tallinn program for safer traffic in 
2008–2014

- Development Directions for 
Tallinn’s Major Road Network for 

2005–2014

Separate development 
plan lacking

Innovation
Development plan exists: 

Innovation Strategy for Tallinn 
for 2009–2013

Development plan at the 
city level lacking.

The relevant regional 
strategy exists: 

Innovation Strategy for the 
Tartu Region

Development 
of technology, 
e-services, etc. 

Various development plans, 
programs:

- Development Plan for an 
Information Technology 

Environment to Guarantee the 
Development of Tallinn Public 

Services for 2008–2013
- Basic Directions for the  Action 

Plan for E-Tallinn

Separate development 
plan lacking

Tourism Separate development plan 
lacking

Development plan 
exists: 

Development Plan for 
Tourism in the City of Tartu 

for 2008–2013

Environment

Various development plans, 
programs:

- Environmental Strategy until 
2010

- Environmental Health and Safety  
Action Plan

Various development 
plans, programs:

- Waste Management 
Development Plan for the 
City of Tartu for 2005–2009

- Environmental 
Development Plan for the 
City of Tartu for 2006–2013 

Education 

various development plans, 
programs that are related 

to individual aspects of the 
educational sector: 
-  Action Plan for the 

Organization of the Tallinn 
Municipal School Network for 

2006–2008 and
- Plan for the Organization of 
the Tallinn Municipal School 

Network for 2003–2012

Development Plan for 
the Municipal Educa-
tional Institutions of 
the City of Tartu for 

2008–2013

Table 6.5.2. Existence of development plans or 
strategies

Source: Authors based on data from Tallinn City Government and Tartu 
City Government.

quickly. An advantage is definitely its status as the capi-
tal city, its historical-cultural reputation, relatively high 
level of internationalization and level of multicultural-
ism/tolerance. Expert discussions showed that Tallinn 
is considered open, and welcoming to creative people 
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be formulated (the Crossworks survey showed clearly 
that it occurs extremely differently in the urban regions 
of different countries), how to connect these policies to 
national innovation policies that are usually (at least in 
regard to R&D) planned from the top down not from the 
bottom up, etc. With respect to the above, there are also 
doubts about how realistic the realization mechanisms 
are for the innovation policies and other complexes at 
the metropolitan region level. In other words, the city 
declares (as does a country or private sector) that it con-

siders one or another development to be important and 
tries to help it along. Yet to what extent it can support 
this development with its own resources remains some-
what up in the air, especially under conditions of eco-
nomic recession. However, we can state that Tallinn and 
Tartu have taken certain steps to make their movement 
in the direction of a knowledge city model more compre-
hensive. We can hope that lessons can be learned from 
this process and that future movement along this path 
will occur in an even more informed manner.
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6.6. Summary
• By comparing the objective indicators of the Euro-

pean countries that characterize the different compo-
nents of well-being as well as the peoples’ assessment 
of these components and the quality of their func-
tioning, we see that European countries can still be 
divided into “two leagues” – into stronger and weaker 
countries. Yet the division of the countries into these 
two leagues depends only to a small extent on which 
criteria are used for this classification. Estonia cur-
rently clearly belongs to the second, weaker league, 
not only based on an assessment of the general syn-
thetic human capital indicator, but also based on eco-
nomic wealth despite the booming economic growth 
that has taken place in recent years. The only synthetic 
component regarding which we can assert that Esto-
nia is about to cross the border between two leagues, 
or at least is very close to it, is social capital – the insti-
tutional quality and confidence in institutions  with 
regard to other people in general as well as state insti-
tutions.

 However, it is characteristic of Estonia that people’s 
subjective assessments of the majority of the evalu-
ated components are higher than the actual level of 
the phenomenon being assessed. In comparison to 
other countries, our satisfaction with our economic 
situation is higher than our economic wealth; satis-
faction with education and health ranks higher than 
the objective state of human capital, etc. It is possible 
that such relative overvaluation has helped us develop 
our economy faster, and it cannot be ruled out that it 
has prompted us to over-consume or to significantly 
underestimate important phenomena, such as health, 
a level of stratification, etc. The question is how this 
somewhat inflated self-evaluation will survive the set-
backs that will arrive with the economic recession and 
whether the confidence in each other and our com-
mon institutions will survive.

 • Starting from the beginning of this decade, GDP 
has increased in Estonia as have social expenditures, 
while GDP growth has been significantly faster than 
the increase in social expenditures (health care, edu-
cation, and social protection). This type of develop-
ment did guarantee a balanced budget and a surplus 
(the latter is quite significant, considering that we have 
entered a period of economic downturn). However, it 
makes one cautious from the standpoint of the long-
term strengthening of human capital, which is also an 
important prerequisite for future economic growth. 
The economic recession threatens to lower a series of 
social expenditures that are already at a critical level, 
and to thereby inhibit the unleashing of a new vigor-
ous economic growth cycle upon emerging from the 
crisis. A serious analysis should be made of the sus-
tainability of Estonia’s education model.

• In connection with increased unemployment related 
to the economic recession, there has been a great deal 
of discussion in Estonia about the need to make the 
labour market more flexible. The new Employment 
Contracts Act has already taken steps in this direction. 
At the same time, Estonia’s labour market cannot be 
considered rigid on an international basis. Although 
the governmental regulations related to the labour 
market have been relatively strict, this is compensated 
by the weakness of the regulations that operate based 
on agreements between social partners. Mobility of 
jobs has been quite active and one can assume that 
heretofore the restructuring of the Estonian economy 
and emergence from the crisis will take place prima-
rily through the labour market, not through the gov-
ernment’s macroeconomic measures.

 Actually the problem in Estonia is that the systems that 
should contribute to a flexible labour market (flexicu-
rity systems or secure flexibility systems), such as adult 
education and active employment policy measures, 
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have been underfinanced or are not effective for other 
reasons. At the same time, Estonia’s expenditures on 
social protection have also been low and the unemploy-
ment insurance system has been comparatively rigid.

• While the central issue in Estonia during the next 
few years will probably be the state of industry and 
industrial employment, our future in the longer term 
will depend primarily on how successfully we are 
able to move in the direction of a modern knowledge 
region model. The realization of this model will play 
a key role for cities that are able to seize new, pri-
marily service-related, functions for themselves in 
the international division of labour. It is extremely 
important that the Tallinn and Tartu metropolitan 
areas be able to concentrate employment in knowl-
edge-intensive high-tech services, to gain inter-
national recognition and become well-networked 
knowledge regions.

 Some prerequisites, primarily the high percentage of 
employees with higher education, already exist, while 
some still need to be created. One of the preconditions 
for the development of a knowledge city/knowledge 
region is the attractiveness of the environment to tal-
ented people and the ability of the urban environment 
to support and encourage creativity. Thus movement 
towards the creation a knowledge city also means 
aspiring to realize a creative city model. However, this 
creates a need for treating culture and cultural prereq-
uisites differently in a contemporary context in order 
to develop modern economic structures that function 
through international communications; to expand 
the mentality of the city and increase its creativity; to 
develop a symbiosis of culture and enterprise (creative 
economy); and to make the urban environment more 
attractive by implementing the ideas of creative peo-
ple.
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Human development 
and social risks in 
Estonia in the context of 
the economic crisis 

Chapter 7

How would you rate the social sustainability 
of the Estonian society in its current state of 
development, where growth has turned into 
decline?
When we analyze human development in Estonia in the 
context of the current economic crisis, we inevitably focus 
on questions that are different from those asked a year 
ago. During the period of economic growth, the fact that 
human development lagged behind economic develop-
ment was at the centre of our attention as proof that we 
needed to invest more resources in social development. 
Although the gap between Estonia’s level of economic 
development and, for example, public health has not nar-
rowed during the past year, we now have much more rea-
son to see human development as a resource that allows 
(or does not allow) a society to survive difficulties.

What have been the results of the rapid 
economic growth during the period 2004–
2008 with regard to the material and social 
quality of life of the Estonian population?
Looking back, many of the authors who participated in 
preparing the chapters of the Human Development Report 
agree that the years 2004–2008 marked an unprecedented 
period in Estonian history in terms of the fast growth in 
people’s well-being, which was reflected in the high lev-
els of satisfaction with life. On the on hand, there was a 
slight decrease in income disparity and a smaller number 
of people lived in poverty or were at risk of poverty. On the 
other hand, an increasingly large percentage of the soci-
ety reached a quality of life comparable to that of wealthy 
countries in terms of their level of consumption. It can be 
said that the economic growth of recent years was accom-
panied in Estonia by an increased sense of security among 
the middle class. People’s social self images were affected 
more and more by the attitudes and opportunities char-
acteristic of an information and consumer society. Mean-
while, there was also an increase in carefree consumerism, 
importance attributed to items as well as social passive-
ness. Furthermore, the gaps between the quality of life of 
the older generation and the younger generation grew, as 
did the gaps between the quality of life in different regions. 
The disparity between the opportunities for self-realiza-

tion that existed between the Estonia-speaking population 
and the Russian-speaking population persisted.

What are the greatest social risks and weak 
points that endanger human development 
at this stage of development in the Estonian 
society?
The most significant problem that poses a serious danger 
to the quality of life of the Estonian population is low life 
expectancy, especially in the case of men, which is prima-
rily the result of social and behavioural causes, as well as 
the scarcity of healthy and active life years available for both 
men and women. Despite women’s longer life expectancy, 
their period of active participation in society is, on average, 
as short as that of men, as they become dependent on welfare 
services and the health care system relatively early in their 
old age. Careless health behaviour, described in the Human 
Development Report as a cause for the loss of life and work-
ing years and the resulting effect on the development of the 
Estonian economy, is one of the most topical problems in 
Estonia. The goal for the next decade is to increase the aver-
age lifespan of men and women in Estonia as well as to sup-
port the active participation of the elderly in the society. It 
is time to mobilize the entire society for the achievement of 
this goal, including state institutions, health and education 
systems, civil society, as well as all families and communica-
tion networks. We have sufficient information on the dismal 
situation and know how we should act. We need the state 
and the public to strive towards a common goal and to be 
able to take specific steps in order to make Estonia a health-
ier living environment, despite economic difficulties.

The problems related to public health are related to a 
wider set of issues regarding values, lifestyles, human rela-
tions, upbringing, and culture. Thus, another risk area, in 
addition to health, is the variety of problems related to young 
people’s lifestyles and values as well as their quality of life. 
The latter has been shaped by the sudden increase in the 
availability of material opportunities and has resulted in the 
spread of social risks that seriously threaten the social sus-
tainability of the Estonian society during the next decades. 
The facts presented in the Human Development Report 
regarding alcoholism, school bullying, the lack of contacts 
between young people and the older generation point to the 
inability of the youth’s socialization environment (which 
includes family, school, recreational environment outside 
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Table 7.1. Factors that favour and hinder our recovery from the economic crisis as seen 
in the Human Development Report

Factors favourable to the society’s handling of and 
recovery from the crisis

Factors hindering or endangering the society’s handling 
of and recovery from the crisis

Develop-
ment of the 
 population
See Chapter 1

• Increased birth rate
• Increased well-being of households, decrease in the number of 
people who are profoundly poor or at risk of poverty
• Moderate emigration

• Short average lifespan
• Low birth rate
• Negative natural increase
• Large income gaps (Gini coefficient)
• The “emptying” and social degeneration of certain regions due to 
internal migration 
• Ethnic differences

Education
See Chapters 1 
and 6

• High average level of education and involvement in studies
• High dropout rate
• The disparity between the content and structure of the education and 
the needs of the labour market

Health
See Chapters 1 
and 2

• Attributing greater value to health with respect to the criterion of 
active life years
• The positive effect of certain measures (e.g. the reduction of “pas-
sive” smoking)

• Large losses of labour force and working time due to bad health
• The heightened health risks of people in their prime working age, espe-
cially men, including the high rate of mortality related to injuries and 
cardiovascular diseases
• A comparatively very small number of healthy life years, reflected in 
the increased need for care and high health care costs already in early 
retirement, prevents the rise of the general age of retirement
• Growing rate of alcoholism in the society, including among women
• The spread of drug addiction, alcoholism, smoking, and sexual risk 
behaviour among progressively younger age groups
• Health disorders resulting from an unhealthy diet and a lifestyle that 
does not include enough physical movement
• The sharply increasing burden of the HIV epidemic on the health care system

Quality of life, 
social cohesion, 
involvement
See Chapter 3

• The general improvement in the quality of life, including the 
improvement of living conditions, the increase in expenditures not 
related to food, active travelling, etc.
• Increased participation in civil societies

• Growing difference in the quality of life of younger and elderly people 
as well as wealthier and less wealthy population groups.

Integration
See Chapters 3 
and 4

• A certain decrease in the gap between the overall level of the well-
being and quality of life of the Estonia-speaking population and the 
Russian-speaking population
• The increased competitiveness of the younger generation of 
the Russian-speaking population with Estonian citizenship in the 
labour market and their relatively higher satisfaction with life
• The adoption of the Equal Treatment Act and the more active 
involvement of the Russian-speaking population in the Estonian 
media space

• Increased unemployment and economic risk among the Russian-
speaking population, especially among non-citizens with limited lan-
guage skills
• The increased distrust and dissatisfaction of the Russian-speaking 
population regarding national institutions and Estonian policies, accom-
panied by heightened expectations for the state to act as a guarantor of 
well-being and security
• The social exclusion and alienation syndrome

Consumer 
 culture
See Chapter 5

• The general improvement in the quality of life has also increased 
the activeness of the consumers, the diversity of their needs, and 
their attention to quality
• Increased attention towards self-expression and identity-related 
non-material needs and healthy lifestyles
• The creation of an environmentally conscious consumer culture 
among the more affluent and active young consumers
• The persisting effect of conservative thrift among the middle-
aged and elderly population

• The “cult” significance of consumption, the equation of successful 
consumption with a person’s success in the society
• The fast proliferation of consumerism among young people and chil-
dren, including the increasing effect of advertisements on children
• “Overconsumption” as a result of the dominance of consumerist val-
ues, including the rise in the trend among young people and less well-
to-do groups to take out consumption loans

Development 
of information 
society
See Chapter 5

• Widespread Internet access and the spread of services available 
through the Internet throughout all social groups have become 
important factors in quality of life
• The widespread use of the Internet for public communication 
expands the possibilities for civic initiatives
• The transparency of state authorities and other agencies achieved 
through the Internet increases public trust and people’s opportu-
nities for being involved in and having control over policy imple-
mentation
• Open access to important information increases people’s ability 
to function independently in a crisis situation
• It is possible to use online communities to mitigate social dangers 
and crises, to express solidarity, and the receive mutual support

• The different level of Internet use in various social groups increases 
the danger of social inequality and exclusion if the Internet becomes the 
only or dominant information channel used by the state authorities or 
source of public services
• The inadequate recognition of risks related to the Internet in the soci-
ety, especially by the parents
• The increasing gap between the online competence of different gen-
erations, including pupils and teachers
• Children’s Internet use is not subject to the supervision of either par-
ents or teachers
• The transformation of the Internet into a place for expressing social 
animosity and other negative emotions could, in a crisis situation, 
amplify the sense of panic and the danger of ethnic conflicts
• The Internet enables users to manipulate the public 

General level 
of economic 
development, 
economic 
growth
See Chapter 6

• Estonia definitely belongs among countries with a high level of 
development
• Even in the case of poor objective conditions, Estonian residents 
have had a relatively high level of satisfaction with their well-being
• Estonia’s fast economic growth during recent years has also con-
tributed significantly to the objective well-being of its society

• The liberal economic model used up to the present has not allowed for 
sufficient investments to be made into human development
• The previous source of economic growth is no longer sustainable
• Estonia lacks a clear strategy for its transition into a new paradigm of 
economic development and has made no clear choices with regard to 
economic policy 

Labour market
See Chapter 6

• Low unemployment rate
• Relatively high level of activity of the elderly in the labour market
• Flexibility of the labour market is guaranteed at company level

• Lack of active labour market policy
• Lack of opportunities for retraining or in-service training, which would 
increase the flexibility of the labour market

Social policy
See Chapters 2 
and 6

• Unemployment insurance

• The constant under-financing of social policy
• A system of social benefits that does not pay sufficient attention to 
the needs of the target groups, is inflexible and does not do enough to 
decrease income disparity
• The underdeveloped state of the care system, especially the inade-
quacy of home care
• Lack of kindergarten places
• The under-financing of health care and public health measures, including 
the lack of preventive systems related to diseases, such as cancer and car-
diovascular diseases, which significantly affect the length of one’s life, 
• Lack of social policy experts
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school, and the media) to avoid the marginalization of a trou-
blingly large proportion of young people, such as the unem-
ployed, drug addicts, or lawbreakers. Meanwhile, interna-
tional studies of education indicate that while our current 
education system guarantees the success of the majority of 
Estonian school pupils in studying different subjects, it does 
not provide them with sufficient opportunities for personal 
development and instruction in the field of values.

The third troubling social aspect is the excessive dif-
ferences between people’s state of health and quality of life 
in general by region and ethnicity, which, for example, has 
brought about an accumulation of different social risks 
in North-Eastern Estonia. In a situation where the finan-
cial means of the country are dwindling, this may lead to 
an explosive rise in social tensions. At the same time, the 
Russian-speaking population has developed heightened 
expectations and a stronger reliance with regard to public 
security systems than Estonians, thus creating a favoura-
ble environment for manipulation with protest mentality. 
In addition to the Russian-speaking population, there also 
exist other social groups whose vulnerability is increased 
during the crisis due to their reliance on public policies. 
These vulnerable groups include pensioners and people 
with disabilities, whose growing fears and sense of help-
lessness may affect the entire society.

What dangers and opportunities does the 
critical economic situation generate with 
regard to human development?
Human development is affected most immediately by the 
situation in the labour market; this is especially true with 
regards to the unemployment rates which have already 
started to grow and will snowball in 2009. In relation to 
this, we need to find a quick solution for the reorganiza-
tion of the training system due to the increasing need for 
in-service training and retraining. The developing situation 
is made even more volatile by the fact that many white-col-
lar employees, younger and older specialists, i.e. people who 
have thus far belonged to the middle class will lose their jobs. 
This will be the first time when unemployment will affect 
the “winners” of the transition society, ambitious and con-
sumption-prone young people whose social self-esteem and 
level of unconcern has hitherto been very high. The expec-
tations of these groups regarding labour market measures, 
including their retraining needs, are completely different 
from those of unemployed weavers or miners. Meanwhile, 
their existing social resources are much greater. Due to this, 
the European Social Fund could be used to promote busi-
ness activity on a much wider scale than usual. The upcom-
ing situation is not reflected in the current labour mar-
ket policy, where highly educated unemployed people are 
almost completely unaccounted for.

The high debt burden of young families (which was one 
of the reasons used to justify the adjustment of the paren-
tal benefits to the current level of salaries) can bring about a 
critical situation in many families when they stop receiving 
parental benefits but have no employment opportunities. Due 
to this, we should consider reducing the size of the parental 
benefits in favour of lengthening the period of time during 
which payments are made. Regardless of the economic crisis, 
we cannot abandon the development of the child care sys-
tem. In the context of the economic crisis, we should adopt an 
especially cautious approach to families with children in gen-

eral, particularly those with only one breadwinner and above 
all, those cases where the only breadwinner is in danger of 
becoming unemployed. This may have far-reaching social 
consequences when, as a result of their parents’ unemploy-
ment, children lose the opportunity to obtain quality educa-
tion, participate in hobby activities and play sports.

The economic downturn has a very dangerous influ-
ence on health, especially due to social stress, which serves 
to further increase Estonia’s unprecedented high risk of 
cardiovascular diseases, alcoholism and drug addiction, 
depression, and suicide, as well as tendencies towards vio-
lence and aggressive behaviour, both inside families and 
in schools and public spaces.

Taking into account the differences among social and 
ethnic groups in terms of trust in the state as well as their 
ability to cope with difficulties, the amplification of social 
protest and conflict is likely if the media, the politicians, 
and the civil society are unable to create and maintain the 
society’s readiness for and belief in overcoming the diffi-
culties together.

What should be preserved and what should 
be changed in terms of economic and social 
policy in order for us to survive the crisis as 
painlessly as possible with regard to human 
development or even emerge from it in a 
better shape than before?
In our current situation, it is especially important to con-
sider the social impact of all decisions related to economic 
and budgetary policy (on which social policy depends to a 
large degree) as well as the method of presenting the deci-
sions to the public with the aim of
• avoiding or compensating for the deterioration in the 

quality of life of vulnerable target groups (the deci-
sions made at the end of 2008, which worsened the 
quality of life of people with disabilities and pension-
ers are an example of what to avoid);

• avoiding an increase in health risks and continuing pre-
ventive activities aimed at improving public health;

• preventing the negative effects of the crisis on the quality 
of life of children by implementing special support meas-
ures in the case of their parents becoming unemployed;

• preventing negative demographic effects with regard 
to both the birth rate and emigration;

• preventing panic and the aggravation of ethnic and 
social tensions.

It is during the economic crisis that we should devote more 
attention to the non-material aspects of the quality of life, 
especially the psychological sense of security and trust in 
the fact that the social environment, including the author-
ity of the state, is functioning in the public interest.

The effect of the crisis could be mitigated considerably 
by the more effective use of funds provided by the Euro-
pean Social Fund as well as other European sources with 
respect to human development (i.e. public health, natu-
ral increase, quality of life, employment, involvement, the 
socialization of youth, the protection of risk groups, etc.). It 
is important to monitor carefully whether the projects cor-
respond in practice to the most urgent social needs (minis-
tries along with local governments, scientists, and partners 
from the civil society should weigh the priorities once more 
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opposed to expensive imported goods or costly infrastruc-
ture. We do need to recognize, however, that social capital 
does not grow on trees – it needs public space, information 
and communication, encouraging symbols as well as dedi-
cated and selfless leaders. In this regard, cultural institu-
tions and cultural events that energize the public intellectu-
ally play a very important role.

In order to recognize and use the new opportunities 
available to us in the crisis situation, it is necessary to have 
a public discussion regarding society’s problems as well as 
to provide business owners, officials, heads of organiza-
tions and top specialists, politicians and leaders of civil 
societies with training that would allow them to disengage 
from routine thinking and inspire them to search for new 
goals and development paths.

What social resources produced by Estonia’s human 
development can be used to recover from the crisis? 
Which factors favour and which ones hinder our recov-
ery? (see Table 7.1.)

In what aspect should human development 
and the social resources of the Estonian 
society be taken into account when 
developing strategies for overcoming the 
crisis and setting budgetary priorities?
The process of developing crisis strategies has two aspects. 
First, the inevitable need for a rather sudden retrenchment 
focused on cutting the budgetary expenses of the public 
sector; and second, the implementation of an effective set 
of measures aimed at quickly readjusting the economy, cre-
ating new employment opportunities, finding investments, 
etc. A society’s social resources as well as its attained level of 
human development affect both of these aspects.

Limiting budgetary spending requires us to find a com-
promise between the level of tolerance of various social 
strata, especially those that are less successful, and the abil-
ity to maintain our developmental potential. While cutting 
spending related to infrastructure or education can be eas-
ier than limiting social benefits that affect a wider segment 
of the society, it may not be a justified course of action in 
the long-term. At the same time, we cannot allow our social 
potential to deteriorate irreversibly. The successful han-
dling of this type of complex situation is possible only if the 
society has faith in itself and trust in its leaders.

The latter depends considerably on the methods used 
and respect for people shown by politicians and officials in 
the difficult crisis situation. A complicating circumstance 
here is the lack of trust in the government and politicians. 
The absence of solidarity in our multi-ethnic society is an 
important risk factor, along with the weakness of long-
term forethought both among the people and the elite.

The measures that stimulate economic growth can 
provide results only if the corresponding institutions have 
the capacity for the fast and carefully considered devel-
opment and implementation of such measures. Further-
more, there needs to be sufficient human and social poten-
tial to utilise the measures. This includes business owners’ 
initiative, flexibility, aptitude for cooperation, ability to 
function internationally as well as another very impor-
tant factor – the level of education of the labour force. As a 
rule, labour force with a higher education is more flexible 
and better at reorientation, a resource which might prove 
important for Estonia.

Type of eco-
nomic crisis 
scenario 

1. Quickly stabilizing 
and improving exter-

nal environment

2 External environment 
continues on a path of 
faster or slower decline

A. Postponing 
decisions A1 – high risk of failure A2 – certain catastrophe

B. Following 
social priorities

B1 – has a chance of 
success if additional 
resources are found

B2 – not sustainable in the case 
of a longer period of decline

C. Following 
business 
priorities

C1 – chance of success, 
requires a social contract

C2 – may succeed in the case of 
the sharper and faster decline 

but requires the common 
effort of business owners and 
employees; likely to fail in the 
case of a long downturn in the 

external environment 

Table 7.2. Potential economic developments in the 
case of different courses of action taken by the govern-
ment as well as either a shorter or longer recession in 
the external environment

and formulate them as specific goals and criteria for carry-
ing out project competitions). The greater empowerment of 
local and county-level agencies in deciding the uses for EU 
funds would facilitate the more flexible employment of EU 
funds in reacting to local needs and meeting the demands of 
important target groups. The needless waste of time related 
to bureaucracy, which hinders the movement of funds and 
the implementation of projects is especially inconvenient in 
the case of a crisis. The efficiency of the projects with regard 
to human development should be analyzed by scientists and 
representatives of civil society.

How can we use the crisis situation for 
the benefit of human development, for 
transforming values and increasing social 
capital?
The crisis situation is, among other things, a challenge for 
finding new solutions and for adopting new goals and val-
ues, not only for companies, but also for public officials, pol-
iticians, the civil society and every family. At the peak of the 
wave of civic activity at the end of the 1980s and the begin-
ning of the 1990s, the Estonian society was able to devise 
and implement such social innovations as the nation-wide 
discussions regarding the IME (Self-Governing Estonia) 
project, the creation of Popular Front of Estonia as a bot-
tom-up network of support groups, and the voluntary reg-
istration of the Estonian citizenry. It is not inevitable that 
social tensions created by the crisis be transformed into 
negative energy, unleashed by breaking windows and 
destroying the state. Guaranteeing a real outlet for the civil 
society’s initiatives is the best way to prevent and avoid the 
negative social effects of the crisis. The crisis provides an 
incentive for the transformation of values, specifically the 
replacement of material success-oriented values with social 
and intellectual values. In a crisis situation that limits fami-
lies’ consumption opportunities it is easier to substitute the 
impulse to acquire new things with the habit of attributing 
a greater importance to health, spirituality, personal rela-
tions, the time spent in families on each other, especially on 
children and young people, attention towards the weaker 
members of society, and awareness of nature and other peo-
ple. Investing into health, education, social capital, and the 
value-based upbringing of the youngest generation requires 
intellectual alertness and organizational initiative as 
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In addition to threats, the international economic reces-
sion also presents certain opportunities. Estonia’s wealthier 
neighbours are under more pressure to economize by mov-
ing their production or, in some cases, a certain part of their 
service industry (along with the customers) into cheaper 
but still trustworthy environments. The banks also have 
credit resources at their disposal in principle, but do not 
use them due to their lack of trust in the macroeconomic 
or social stability of the potential target countries as well as 
the level of quality of their institutions and business culture. 
If Estonia, a country that still has a cheaper operating envi-
ronment, can show that it is able to act effectively even in a 
time of crisis and can retain social stability and overcome 
its economic problems, it may attain a significant advantage 
over other countries and emerge from this difficult stage of 
development as a winner.

Which economic development scenario is 
optimal with regard to human development?
The potential crisis scenarios can be differentiated on the 
basis of the focus of the government’s set of measures as 
well as on the basis of the level of deterioration (if any) in 
the international economic environment after the imple-
mentation of the measures. However, it is practically 
impossible to predict with any certainty what will hap-
pen to the international economic background and how 
quickly it will occur.

The government can: A. delay implementing measures; 
B. prefer the set of more active measures that are aimed 
largely at the internal market and retaining employment; 
C. focus on implementing the active export-oriented 
measure package. The external environment may: 1) begin 
stabilizing gradually within this year (2009) and improv-
ing thereafter; 2) continue declining. In the latter case, we 
can differentiate between a further sharp decline and a 
less drastic worsening of the situation, which constitutes 
a crisis that drags on for a long time.

Using this method, we have a selection of at least 6 dif-
ferent scenarios: A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2.

In the case of the type A policy, we will be unable to 
think of and/or carry out an approach with sufficient clarity 
and force. The costs will be limited to a certain degree, but 
not enough. Our reserves will be gradually depleted. There 
will be no attempts to take a loan. The country’s leaders will 
not dare to develop any explicit stimulus programs and 
would not have the money to implement such programs in 
any case. In the case of the A1 scenario, this policy may even 
work out (although it is still very risky) if there is a favour-
able turn in the external environment. In the case of the A2 
scenario, regardless of whether the sharp decline or drag-
ging crisis sub-scenario occurs, this inability to decide will 
clearly lead to disaster. The government will then have to 
turn to the IMF for help and we will live through a repeat of 
what happened in Latvia if we are lucky and be subjected to 
an even worse experience if we are not.

The type B policy is characterized primarily by two 
goals: avoiding a high level of unemployment and guar-
anteeing the provision of large-scale national support to 
people and families in difficult circumstances. The first 
goal can be achieved by focusing on part-time work, the 
voluntary cutting of salaries at companies, retraining, and 
providing seed capital to help the employees of companies 
that have gone out of business to start their own compa-
nies. The second goal can be reached through unemploy-

ment benefits, maintaining the level of pensions, and tim-
ing housing loans, etc. Finding the financial backing for 
the necessary measures and benefits will prove to be a 
considerable problem in the case of this policy, even if we 
are successful in limiting the growth of unemployment. 
Moreover, it will be very difficult to make the necessary 
budget cuts in the case of this approach as such cuts will 
require us to limit expenditures on social services. A solu-
tion to this problem could be either the additional taxa-
tion of the wealthier segment of the society (progressive 
income tax, car tax) or the attempt to get a foreign loan 
at any price. It is unlikely that either method of acquiring 
the necessary resources will become operational and thus 
the depletion of the country’s financial reserves will not be 
significantly slower than in the case of the type A policy. If 
the external environment begins to improve (scenario B1), 
this policy may be successful, but in the case of scenario 
B2, everything will depend on what version of the latter 
will take effect. If the decline is short and maybe even if 
it is sharp, the type B policy will help the society survive 
and avoid the degradation of human and social poten-
tial. In the case of a longer decline, however, the domestic 
demand of a country with a population that is becoming 
poor will be too low, and along with the deterioration of 
the macroeconomic environment, this will endanger the 
sustainability of the scenario.

The type C policy would require the provision of sup-
port (presumably selective) by the government to compa-
nies with export capacity, for example by having the state 
guarantee their credit applications. Furthermore, enhanced 
measures for bringing export-oriented foreign companies 
into Estonia will be devised. This will be accompanied by 
a relatively harsh budget cut, due to the fact that bringing 
order to the macroeconomic environment, including the 
adoption of the euro, is considered one of the main condi-
tions for this strategy. Social benefits and pensions may suf-
fer as a result of this policy. In the case of the C1 scenario, the 
policy may yield very good results as it helps to restructure 
the economy. At the same time, the degradation of human 
and social potential will not be far-reaching if the external 
environment improves quickly. If the policy is implemented 
effectively, it also has a chance of success in the case of the 
gradual version of the C2 scenario. Carrying out this policy 
promises to be a complete failure, however, if the deteriora-
tion of the external environment is strong and drags on for 
a long period of time. In this case, the funds devoted to the 
promotion of export business must simply be written off. 
Another problem in the case of the type C policy is gaining 
public support for it, since the initial base of beneficiaries is 
relatively small (also geographically). It would certainly be 
smaller than in the case of the type B policies. Compared 
to the other types of policies, the success of type C policies 
depends on the strength of our labour force potential and 
the level of our business owners.

As the analysis of the different scenarios shows, it is 
extremely difficult to give unequivocal advice on policies 
for handling the crisis as the changes in the external envi-
ronment may prove to be different from those predicted. 
However, it is possible to identify some measures that 
fit multiple scenarios and function in the case of differ-
ent external environment dynamics. Such measures pri-
marily include investments, the creation of employment 
opportunities through building modern infrastructures, 
and education.
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Creative work competition 
My Estonia

The competition entitled My Estonia invited Estonians to 
take a creative approach to recording what is important 
to our people. The goal of the competition was to place 
greater value on Estonia as a living environment, to notice 
our wonderful compatriots, and to record good thoughts 
and memories in pictures.

The topics for the competition fell into five different 
categories: Estonia is My Home; Moments I Would Like to 
Take with Me into the Future; My Family and My People; 
This Is Important to Me; My Estonia in 2018. Hundreds of 
authors participated, ranging from preschoolers to citi-
zens of an advanced age. The panel received almost five 
hundred creative works for evaluation.

The panel of judges included: Chairperson Marika 
Valk, artist Andres Tolts, journalist Pekka Erelt; Anu 
Purre, curator and methodologist at the Kumu Educa-
tional Centre; Maarja Nurm, member of the AIESEC 
Estonia management board; and Birgit Pihelgas, repre-
sentative of the Estonian Association of Student Bod-
ies.

As the winner of the competition, the panel of judges 
unanimously chose Ann Kärner, an 8-year-old second-
grade student from Orissaare Upper Secondary School, 
whose work was entitled This is Important to Me: Ann 
Plays the Scale.

The following is a selection of creative works by Estonians depicting 
both important and memorable personal moments as well as a vision of 
Estonian life today and in the future.

Ann Kärner (8). Orissaare Upper Secondary School, 2nd grade. This is Important to Me: Ann Plays the Scale

Winning entry
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Special prizes

Dima Bojarintsev (6). Kohtla-Järve Kindergarten Pääsuke. Estonia is My Home

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Marko Pikkat (21). This Is Important to Me – My Family, My Wife and My Child, Everything Else 
Revolves Around Us

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Helmi Truman (21). Estonia is My Home

Teele Annus (18). My Estonia

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Mehirt Emmus (14). Päinurme Boarding School. This Is Important to Me

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Hanna Loore Ney (6). Kindergarten Pääsupesa. My Family and My People

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Haldi Välimäe (8). Moments I Would Like to Take with Me into the Future

Pille Kose (20). Moments I Would Like to Take with Me into the Future 
– Festive Herrings

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Tiina Georg (15). Pärnu House of Art. Estonia is My Home

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Nele Rubis (31). My Family and My People – Family by a Body of Water

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Honorable mentions

Jane Kalnapenkis (16). Vastseliina Upper Secondary School. This Is Important to Me. A Memory I Will Always Carry 
with Me – the Memory of My Homeland

Kervin Lukas. Türi Upper Secondary School, grade 3b. Vembu-Tembumaa

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Kewin Orion (7). Laeva Primary School. Moments I Would Like to Take with Me into the Future

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Greete Härma (14). Saverna Primary School. Moments I Would Like to Take with Me into the Future 

Piret Viljamaa (38). This Is Important to Me

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Maiu Kunnberg (16). Väike-Maarja Upper Secondary School. Estonia in 2018 

My Estonia stays with me,
the clover scent of her fields.
My Estonia stays with me,
her speech and familiar feel.

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Annabel Teevet (8). Orissaare Upper Secondary School. 
Moments I Would Like to Take with Me into the Future. 
Annabel Builds a Snowman

Anna Goldrin (12). Tallinn 21st School. Estonia is My Home

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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Enelin Treffner (11). Esku-Kamari School.

Creative work competition My Estonia
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Triin Kruusimäe (10). Tallinn 21st School. My People

Estonian 
Human 
Development 
Report
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