
Migration potential of 
working-age population  
in Estonia in 2013 
In 2013, the Ministry of Social Affairs (MoSA) ordered for the fifth time a survey to determine the mi-
gration potential of Estonia’s working-age population, i.e. the number of persons in Estonia who firmly 
intend to work abroad and have made preparations to this end.  The survey conducted in spring 2013 
by AS Emor involved 1504 Estonian residents aged 15-64.  The survey was financed from the Euro-
pean Social Fund (ESF).

The survey results were used as input for an analysis to determine the migration potential, the seri-
ousness of intentions to work abroad, the planned length of stay abroad, the features characterising 
potential persons emigrating to work abroad, the reasons of going abroad, and the main barriers to 
migration. Further, it was essential to determine how the results have changed compared to previous 
surveys.  

The last Migration Potential Survey was conducted by the MoSA in 2010. The said survey revealed 
that the number of working-age persons intending to work abroad has grown in comparison to the pre-
ceding years. In 2006, the migration potential of Estonia’s working-age population amounted to an es-
timated 3.9% of the working-age population (about 35 900 persons), but in 2010, this figure had grown 
to 8.5% (about 76 400 persons). Given the labour market developments, this result was not surprising, 
because in the 1st quarter of 2010 the unemployment rate reached all-time high. Hence, it was evident 
that the population’s interest in working abroad was exceptionally high during the economic crisis. As 
we know, the labour market situation improved by 2013 and the results of this survey indicate that in 
2013 the migration potential had dropped compared to 2010 - to a level of 5.9% - meaning that 51 600 
working-age persons in Estonia firmly intend to work abroad and have made preparations to this end.
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The decreasing labour force in Estonia has 
become a public concern for two reasons. 
Firstly, Estonian population is ageing like 
in many other European countries, which 
means that every year the number of em-
ployees exiting the labour market exceeds the 
number of labour market entrants. Secondly, 
the number of persons employed on the Es-
tonian labour market is affected by emigra-
tion and working abroad. The labour short-
age caused by diminishing labour force is not 
yet perceived as acute, but sooner or later this 
issue will become much more prominent.

Acceding the European Union has opened 
up foreign labour markets for the Estonian 
population allowing people to start working 
outside Estonia. This has entailed a growth 
in the number of persons working abroad. 
Primarily, two data sources are used in Esto-
nia to determine the number of people living 
and working abroad: the migration statistics 
collected by Statistics Estonia and the Estoni-
an Labour Force Survey (ELFS). The migra-
tion statistics of Statistics Estonia is based on 
people’s voluntary registration of their place 
of residence in the Population Register in 
combination with information from the Tax 
and Customs Board and the data on Esto-
nian citizens who have registered Finland as 
their place of residence. However, it should 
be noted that some Estonian citizens who 
have emigrated to live abroad do not notify 
the Population Register of their new place 
of residence which means that the number 
of Estonian residents actually living abroad 
might be greater. Furthermore, emigration 
statistics cannot be used as a basis for provid-
ing an overview of labour migration as the 
reasons for emigrating might be other than 
working abroad. 

The ELFS data records people who work 
abroad, but have their permanent residence 
in Estonia but even that survey underesti-
mates the total number of migrants because 
the survey recognises only persons staying 
away from Estonia temporarily1.  Therefore, 
the ELFS allows determining the approxi-
mate number of persons working abroad, 
but not the number of emigrants. In this con-
text, it should also be noted that the actual 
number of people working abroad might be 
greater than indicated by the survey, because 
the survey sample might not include a repre-
sentative number of people working abroad. 

To complement the aforesaid statistical data 
and allow better monitoring of labour mar-
ket developments, it is essential to collect 
additional information on the total num-
ber of people planning to work abroad, the 
socio-demographic indicators, professional 
background, and factors facilitating or ob-
structing working abroad. To achieve the set 
objective, the MoSA commissioned the fifth 
Migration Potential Survey. The MoSA has 
ordered this survey also in 2000, 2003, 2006 
and 2010. Since the methodology of earlier 
surveys (2000, 2003) is not identical, this 
policy analysis refers to the survey results 
from 2006 and 2010. The data used in graphs 
originate from the survey conducted by OÜ 
Faktum & Ariko in 20062 and the data for 
2010 are based on the results of the survey 
conducted by OÜ Eesti Uuringukeskus and 
AS Norstat3.

The surveys on migration intentions allow 
rather accurate assessments of the number 
of people actually intending to work abroad. 
The 2010 Migration Potential Survey indicat-
ed that the migration potential of working-

Introduction

1 The total population of the Estonian Labour Force Survey is formed by working-age people living in Estonia permanently (over one 
year) and those who live in Estonia but intend to stay abroad less than a year are deemed to be staying away on a temporary basis.  Thus, 
migration can be analysed based on an earlier experience in working abroad and on current employment in a foreign country. The Labour 
Force Survey considers an Estonian resident as employed regardless of whether his/her place of work is on or outside the territory of 
Estonia.
22006. The results of the 2006 survey are available in the policy analysis of the MoSA “Migration intentions of working-age population in 
Estonia” by Kaili Järv. 
3 2010. An overview of the results of the 2010 survey is given in the policy analysis of the MoSA “Migration potential of working-age 
population in Estonian in 2010” by Brit Veidemann. 
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age population in Estonia is estimated to be 
8,5% meaning that about 76 400 working-age 
people firmly intended to work abroad and 
had made preparations to this end. The 2013 
Migration Potential Survey shows that in the 
last five years 8,5% of Estonia’s working-age 
population has worked abroad, i.e. the 2013 
survey yields the same results as forecast in 
2010. According to the 2013 Eurobarometer 
Survey (European Commission, 2013), even 
more people have worked abroad. The survey 
results reveal that in 2013 15% of Estonian 
population aged over 15 had worked or were 
currently working abroad. In 2013, the aver-
age value of this indicator for the entire EU 
amounted to 9% meaning that Estonian resi-
dents are much more prone to work abroad 
than an average EU citizen.  Furthermore, 
Viira (2010) has pointed out that Estonia is 
one of the major countries of origin for com-
muting workers in Europe - there are 15,8 
cross-border commuters per thousand capita 
in Estonia. To determine whether Estonia’s 
working-age population intends to continue 
working abroad as actively as in the previous 

years, it is important to find out the migra-
tion potential in 2013 or the number of peo-
ple who intend to work abroad in the future. 

The following policy analysis is broken down 
into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an over-
view of the past migration trends of Estonia’s 
working-age population and their practices 
of working abroad drawing on the available 
migration statistics and the ELFS. Chapter 2 
analyses the main results of the 2013 Migra-
tion Potential Survey, describes the degree 
of the migration potential of working-age 
population in 2013 and indicates the desti-
nation countries where Estonian residents 
prefer to work and their intended length of 
stay. Chapter 3 characterises the working-age 
people who intend to work abroad providing 
an overview of their breakdown by gender 
and age, and their educational background 
and level of qualifications. Chapter 4 de-
scribes the professional background of peo-
ple intending to work abroad and Chapter 5 
outlines the factors facilitating or obstructing 
working abroad. 

Over the last decade, the cross-border work-
ing and migration of Estonian residents have 
been strongly influenced by two events – EU 
accession in 2004 and the global economic 
crisis which started in 2008. As a result of 
joining the EU, all EU Member States have 
now opened up their labour markets which 
has allowed Estonian population to go and 
work abroad without restrictions. Likewise, 
the economic crisis affected the Estonia pop-
ulation’s situation on the labour market - in 
two years (from the 1st quarter of 2008 to the 
1st quarter of 2010), the number of employed 
on the labour market dropped by about 108 
000 and the number of unemployed in-
creased by 106 000. The economic crisis 
entailed salary cuts and boosted unemploy-
ment, thus considerably compromising the 
Estonian population’s prospects of finding 
desired jobs in accordance with their quali-

fications on the Estonian labour market. The 
labour force was forced to seek work further 
away from home – in some cases, an equiva-
lent alternative to moving to the capital was 
taking up employment in Finland or Scan-
dinavia. The economic crisis can also serve 
as a reason for the growth in the number of 
people who emigrated and worked abroad in 
2009-2012 as shown in Figure 1. 

Their number increased remarkably in 2012. 
According to the ELFS, in 2011 21 000 peo-
ple worked abroad on the average which 
amounts to 3,5% of all employed aged 15-74, 
but in 2012 the number of people working 
abroad grew by 17% meaning that 24 800 
people or 4,0% of the total employed work-
ing-age population worked outside Estonia. 
In 2013, the indicator for working abroad 
dropped a little – 22 900 people worked 

1. Overview of the emigration  
of population and working abroad
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abroad accounting for 3,7% of the total em-
ployed population. 

Similarly to working abroad, in 2012 the 
number of emigrants increased considerably 
or by 76%. In this regard, Statistics Estonia 
have commented (in 2014) that the migra-
tion figures for 2012 are overestimated be-
cause in 2012 those who had actually left Es-
tonia earlier were also recorded as emigrants. 
However, in the recent years, return migra-
tion has increased in parallel to emigration. 
For example, the current return migration to 
Estonia exceeds the rate of emigration from 
Estonia a decade ago. In 2012, 70% of im-
migrants were Estonian citizens or people 
born in and returning to Estonia and their 
children born abroad. According to Statistics 
Estonia (2013), 30-40% of Estonian citizens 
who emigrated have returned to Estonia in 
the recent years. 

As a result of increased emigration and in-
creased immigration, the net migration has 
been relatively stable over the recent years, 
remaining negative by two to three thou-
sand4, i.e. more people have emigrated from 
than immigrated to Estonia. Eurostat’s long-
term demographic forecast expects the  net 
migration to remain negative until 2030, 
peaking in 2020 when the annual difference 
between emigrants and immigrants is 1000 
people, on the average. However, Estonia’s  
net migration was negative by more than 
2500 people already in 2010-2011.  Leetma 
and Võrk (2013: 154) have pointed out that 
the  net migration has been rather under-
estimated which means that emigration ag-
gravates even further the poor availability of 
qualified workforce as expressed by Estonian 
businesses and boosts the need to make bet-
ter use of the existing workforce potential or, 
instead, increase immigration. 

4 Statistics Estonia (2014) has commented that the negative  net migration in 2012 is actually much smaller than shown on the figure, 
amounting to no more than 3700 people.

Figure 1. Estonian residents employed abroad, emigrants and 
immigrants, 2004-2013

Source: Statistics Estonia, Estonian Labour Force Survey, migration statistics

An interesting trend emerges when looking 
at the main socio-demographic characteris-
tics of people who have emigrated from Es-
tonia and working abroad. There are more 
female than male emigrants - however, men 
are dominant among those who work abroad 

but reside in Estonia. In 2012, women ac-
counted for 54% (5800 persons) of Estonian 
emigrants and men for 46% (5100 persons), 
whereas only 13% (3300 persons) of those 
working abroad were women and 86% (21 
400 persons) were men. 
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In 2013, the 
migration 
potential has 
decreased 
compared to 
2010

Puur  et al find (2013) that the high emigra-
tion rate in 2000s was not only due to EU 
accession and Estonia’s lower living stand-
ard – another contributing factor was that in 
the 2000s the large generations of the 1980s 
reached the primary migration age. There-
fore, it is no surprise that in Estonia and 
elsewhere in Eastern Europe where the birth 
rate was considerably higher in 1980s than it 
is now the population’s emigration potential 
is high due to the large number of persons 
in their prime working age. Hence, in 2012, 
31% of emigrants were aged 25-34 and 40% 
of people working abroad were aged 25-34.  

Since the 2000s, the major destination coun-
try for emigration and working abroad has 
been Finland – during the current decade, 
half of the emigrants have gone to Finland. 
In 2012, the people who relocated to Finland 
made up 59% of all emigrants (6400 out of 
10 900) and the people working in Finland 

made up 65% of all people working abroad 
but residing in Estonia (16 200 out of 24 800). 
Over a short period, Finland has become a 
country with the largest Estonian commu-
nity worldwide. 

However, the ever more widespread demo-
graphic process of working abroad should 
not be considered characteristic to Esto-
nia alone. Estonian demographists Puur et 
al (2013) agree with the authors who argue 
that demographic development has reached 
a new migration era (Castles, Miller 2008) 
where a new mobility paradigm is spreading 
(Scheller, Urry 2006) - and Estonia is in the 
forefront of these new developments. This 
means that in the increasingly integrating 
Europe, working or studying abroad has be-
come common and the life of modern people 
often crosses national borders just like it once 
started to cross the birth place and commu-
nity boundaries (Puur et al, 2013). 

Although the chances of working-age popu-
lation to find work in Estonia have consid-
erably improved compared to the period of 
economic crisis prevalent in 2010, the fact 
that the large generations born in the 80s are 
reaching their prime migration age as de-
scribed in the previous chapter allows con-
cluding that the migration potential of Esto-
nian population will remain at a high level in 
the following years. As the birth rate dropped 
substantially in the 1990s, it can be assumed 
that the population’s migration potential will 
decrease as these generations reach their mi-
gration age. Nevertheless, it should be noted 
that until the  wages in Estonia continue to 
be  lower than in other EU Member States, 
the workforce will continue to be highly mo-
tivated to work abroad. The large number 
of people leaving Estonia to work abroad 
and the continuing high migration potential 
should be contemplated in the context of the 
neoclassical macroeconomic theory. Krusell 

(2013) has summarised the essence of the 
neoclassical macroeconomic theory accord-
ing to which the labour market variables like 
financial welfare, unemployment and wages 
are the main drivers behind migration and 
these can be regulated only by means of gov-
ernment intervention. Russell (1995) believes 
that the reason for workforce mobility is wage 
difference between countries which stems 
from the difference between the supply and 
demand of labour. 

2.1 Intent to work 
abroad

In 2010, the migration potential of Estonia’s 
working-age population increased consider-
ably compared to 2006. In 2006, the migra-
tion potential amounted to 3,9%, but in 2010 
this value rose to 8,5% due to the difficult 
situation on the labour market. In 2013, the 
migration potential has decreased compared 

2. Intentions of Estonia’s working  
age population to work abroad
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to 2010. The 2010 survey indicated that the 
migration potential of Estonia’s working-age 
(aged 15-64) population was estimated to be 
8,5%, i.e. about 76 4005  working-age persons 
had made preparations and firmly intended 
to work abroad, but this survey reveals that 
in 2013 the migration potential was 5,9%. 
This means that 51 600 working-age people 
have made preparations and firmly intend to 
work abroad. 

Figure 2 which shows the working-age popu-
lation’s general intentions of working abroad 
demonstrates that in 2013 these have re-
mained more or less on the same level as in 
2010. In 2010, 36% of Estonia’s working-age 
population certainly planned to work abroad 

or had considered it, but in 2013 this figure 
was 34% (in comparison, this indicator was 
27% in 2006). The results for 2013 reveal that 
compared to 2010 the number of people cer-
tainly planning to work abroad has dropped. 

The 2013 Eurobarometer Survey (European 
Commission 2013) yielded a similar result 
- 36% of Estonia’s population considered 
working abroad. Although the proportion of 
Estonians intending to work abroad is rela-
tively high compared to the average in Eu-
rope, the Eurobarometer Survey (European 
Commission 2013) indicates that Sweden, 
Croatia and Slovenia display higher rates 
(54%, 43% and 39% of the population would 
like to work abroad, respectively).
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Figure 2. Estonian residents intending to work abroad and migration 
potential, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

In line with the  decrease in the migration 
potential of working-age population, the 
number of people who intend to work abroad 
and have made preparations to that end has 
dropped. In 2006, 49% of people intending 
to work abroad claimed that they have made 
preparations for working abroad, and by 
2010 the share of such persons rose to 56%, 
but in 2013 only 43% of those intending to 
work abroad hade made preparations to that 
end.  A more detailed analysis of the results 
indicates that among people who have made 
preparations are some who have made spe-

cific preparations (applied for a job, studied 
a language, examined the accommodation 
options, etc) – in 2013, the share of such peo-
ple was greater than in 2010. In 2013, 44% of 
all people who made preparations had made 
specific preparations, whereas in 2010 this 
figure was 35%. This allows concluding that 
although in 2013, compared to 2010, there 
are less such people who have made prepara-
tions among those intending to work abroad, 
the people who made preparations were 
much more specific in their doings.

5 The absolute values for migration potential in 2006 and 2010 have somewhat changed compared to the previously published data be-
cause Statistics Estonia retrospectively adjusted the size of population in 2000-2013 based on two censuses and data from registers which 
entailed an adjustment in the number of working-age people.
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Over the past 
three years 
the situation 
on the labour 
market has 
improved and 
in this context 
the Estonian 
people’s 
optimism 
as regards 
finding a job 
has improved.

2.2 Firmness and 
awareness of working 
abroad

Based on the neoclassical macroeconomic 
theory, one of the reasons why people wish 
to work abroad might be unemployment. In 
2010, the lack of suitable work remarkably 
influenced the intent of Estonia’s working-
age population to work abroad, but over the 
past three years the situation on the labour 
market has improved and in this context the 
Estonian people’s optimism as regards find-
ing a job has improved (see Figure 3). In 
2010, only 15% of people wishing to work 
abroad believed that they would certainly be 
able to find a job in Estonia which meets their 
qualifications, but by 2013 this figure had ris-
en to 43%. Likewise, the number of people 
intending to work abroad who believe that 
they would be able to find a job which meets 
their qualifications both in a European coun-
try or outside Europe has increased. Hence, 
the conclusion is that Estonian residents are 
more self-confident than ever before about 
being able to find work abroad. 

Overall, in 2013 the people wishing to work 

abroad believed that their chances of find-
ing work in Estonia are better than in 2010. 
However, the share of Estonian people who 
believed that they would find a job which 
meets their qualifications in the region where 
they currently live or work increased some-
what less. In 2010, 12% of people wishing to 
work abroad and 11% of people wishing to 
stay in Estonia believed that they would find 
a job which meets their qualifications in the 
region where they currently live or work, but 
in 2013 the figures were 26% and 21%, re-
spectively. Nevertheless, Figure 3 shows that 
in 2006 people were more optimistic about 
finding work in the region where they cur-
rently live or work than in 2010 and 2013. 
The results of the last survey indicate that 
people who intend to work abroad and live in 
Tallinn are much more convinced (36%) that 
they would be able to find a job which meets 
their qualifications in the region where they 
currently live or work, compared to those 
living in the rural area (16%).  Furthermore, 
Estonians intending to work abroad are more 
convinced (28%) than non-Estonians (20%) 
that they would be able to find a job which 
meets their qualifications in the region where 
they currently live or work. 
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Figure 3. Would you certainly be able to find a (new) job which meets 
your qualifications? 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

In parallel with the growing certainty in find-
ing a job meeting the qualifications abroad, 
the Estonian population’s awareness of the 
opportunities of working abroad has in-

creased. In 2010, 47% of people who had a 
firm intention or who had considered work-
ing abroad believed that they are very well or 
quite well informed of the opportunities of 
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Over the 
recent years, 

the number 
of people 

intending to 
work abroad 

for more 
than a year 

or remain 
abroad 

permanently 
after finding 
work there 

has notably 
increased.

finding a job abroad, but in 2013 57% of peo-
ple intending to go abroad found that they 
are very well or quite well informed.  In 2013, 
33% of all people wishing to work abroad be-
lieved that they don’t need any information 
about the opportunities of working abroad, 
whereas in 2010 this indicator was 21%. In 
2010, people felt the greatest need for infor-
mation on wages and vacancies (24%), but in 
2013 those intending to work abroad main-
tained that what they need most is informa-
tion on documents and administrative pro-
cedures (19%). 

Estonians - compared to non-Estonians - are 
much more aware of the opportunities of 
working abroad. In 2013, 65% of Estonians 
wishing to work abroad believed that the are 
very well or quite well aware of the oppor-
tunities of working abroad, but among the 
non-Estonians this figure amounted to 39% 
only. 40% of Estonians found that they don’t 
need any information about working abroad, 
whereas only 19% of non-Estonians wishing 
to work abroad were of the same opinion. 
Non-Estonians (16%) feel much more than 
Estonians (4%) that they are lacking infor-
mation on working conditions or the nature 
of work. 

2.3 Preferred duration 
of working abroad and 
destination countries
 
Working abroad is temporary, i.e. peo-
ple working abroad but residing in Estonia 
should not be considered as permanently 
emigrated. However, working abroad might 
facilitate migration decisions, i.e. the persons 
working abroad could decide to start living 
there permanently. Therefore, it is essential 
to find out the intended duration of working 
abroad. 

Figure 4 shows that the share of people in-

tending to go abroad temporarily has dropped 
among those wishing to work abroad. In 
2006, 43% of people wishing to work abroad 
stated that they would like to work abroad 
for up to one year, whereas by 2010 this fig-
ure decreased to 36% and dropped to 26% in 
2013.  Therefore, over the recent years, the 
number of people intending to work abroad 
for more than a year or remain abroad per-
manently after finding work there has nota-
bly increased. In 2010, as compared to 2006, 
the intent to work abroad for more than a 
year increased by 6 percentage points, and 
in 2013, as compared to 2010, by a further 4 
percentage points, but the intent to remain 
abroad permanently after finding work there 
has grown even faster. In 2013, 23% of peo-
ple wishing to work abroad stated that they 
would like to remain abroad permanently. 

It is alarming that the share of people wish-
ing to go and work abroad permanently is 
greater among those Estonian residents who 
express a firm intention to work outside Es-
tonia. Consequently, 37% of people with 
a firm intention to work abroad believed 
that they would remain there permanently, 
whereas only 19% of people who had con-
sidered working abroad but had not yet de-
veloped a firm intention believed that they 
would stay abroad permanently. The intent to 
work abroad permanently is greater among 
people in prime working age (25-44) and 
among people in the eldest age group (45-
64) whereas the youth’s (15-24) intentions of 
working abroad are of a more temporary na-
ture. The intent to go and work abroad per-
manently is the greater the higher the level of 
education of those wishing to work abroad. 
Consequently, in 2013, 30% of people having 
the third level of education6 who wished to 
work abroad believed that they would like to 
remain abroad permanently whereas among 
people having the first level of education who 
wished to work abroad this figure was 11%

6 ISCED levels of education: level one – primary education, basic education, vocational education for young people without basic educa-
tion; level two – secondary education, vocational education based on secondary education; level three – professional secondary education 
based on secondary education, academic education, professional higher education, doctor.
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Figure 4. For how long you intend to work abroad? 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

Finland is the most popular destination coun-
try among people wishing to work abroad 
just as it is among those working abroad,  
Based on the ELFS data, in 2013 68% of all 
people working abroad worked in Finland, 
and Figure 5 shows that 49% of respondents 
would like to work in Finland in 2013. Com-
pared to 2010, the share of such people has 
increased by 6 percentage points.  Finland as 
a potential destination country is more pop-
ular among people with a lower level of edu-
cation - 59% of people having the first level 
of education who wish to work abroad would 
go to Finland whereas among people having 
the third level of education this figure is 39%. 
People wishing to work in Finland argue that 

they prefer this destination country due to 
its good location, higher wages, familiar lan-
guage and the fact that many friends and ac-
quaintances are already there.

Finland is followed by other Scandinavian 
countries: 11% of people intending to work 
abroad would go to Norway (the same per-
centage as in 2010) and 8% to Sweden (7% 
in 2010). Compare to 2010, the popularity of 
the UK and Ireland as potential destination 
countries has dropped the most. In 2010, 
12% of people wishing to work abroad pre-
ferred the UK and Ireland, but in 2013 this 
percentage was only 7%. 

Finland
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USA
5%

Russia
4%

Other
9%

Australia
2% Norway

11%

Sweden
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Germany
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Figure 5. Countries of destination preferred by people intending 
to work abroad, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Survey 2013, author’s calculations
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In 2013 those 
wishing to 

work abroad 
were looking 

to earn an 
average 

monthly net 
wage of EUR 

1900.

2.4 Expectations related  
to working abroad 
 
Although the migration potential of work-
ing-age population dropped in 2013, Esto-
nian residents did not become more selec-
tive as regards working abroad (compared to 
earlier surveys). During the economic crisis, 
the employment opportunities of Estonian 
population deteriorated and the expectations 
related to working abroad were lowered and 
in 2013 these expectations have remained 
on the same level as during the crisis. Thus, 
still about one third (30% in 2013 and 29% 
in 2010) of people wishing to work abroad 
are willing to accept a job requiring a level 
of qualification which is lower than at the 
current or previous job. Likewise, one in five 
people wishing to work abroad is willing to 
accept any kind of work (21% in 2010 and 
22% in 2013) whereas in 2006 this figure was 
lower (16%).  Expectedly, among people with 
a lower educational level who wish to work 
abroad there are more of those willing to 
accept any kind of work there. Such people 
made up 32% of those having the first level 
of education who intended to go abroad, and 
13% of those having the third level of educa-
tion. 

However, the preferred areas of activity are 
not as specifically targeted as before. In 2010, 
39% of people wishing to work abroad be-
lieved that they would find work in the con-
struction sector, but in 2013 the number of 
such peopled had dropped to 23%. Likewise, 
there has been a cutback in the number of 
people believing they could find work in the 
accommodation and catering sector (28% 
in 2010 and 17% in 2013), the agriculture 
and forestry sector (21% in 2010 and 12% in 
2013), and the transport and storage sector 
(15% in 2010 and 9% in 2013). Hence, con-
struction and other popular sectors are not 
as dominant in the people’s preferences as 
they used to be. 

During the period of economic crisis, the Es-
tonian population had a higher acceptance 
rate for lower wages whilst working abroad 
than the local labour, but Figure 6 indicates 
that along with the recovery from crisis the 
Estonian population’s expectations to wages 
have increased. In 2010, 54% of people in-
tending to work abroad maintained that for 
working abroad they would like to get at least 
equal pay compared to local labour, but by 
2013 the share of such people had risen to 
64%.
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Figure 6. How high should be your wage whilst working abroad as 
compared to the wage earned by local labour? 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

Higher expectations to the  wage for work-
ing abroad are reflected in the specific  wage 
figures requested. In 2010, the Estonian resi-
dents who had a firm intent to work abroad 

or who had considered working abroad stat-
ed that they would be willing to work abroad 
if their average monthly net wage would be 
EUR 1400 (median EUR 1300), but in 2013 
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Source: Migration Potential Survey 2013, author’s calculations

those wishing to work abroad were looking 
to earn an average monthly net wage of EUR 
1900 (median EUR 1500). This means that in 
2013 the wage expectations have increased 
by 36% compared to 2010. The growth of net  
wage in Estonia during the period 2010-2013 
can be characterised by the data from Statis-
tics Estonia: in 2010, the average net wage 
was EUR 637 and by the 2nd quarter of 2013 
it had grown by 22% amounting to EUR 778. 
The results of the Migration Potential Survey 
indicate, however, that the Estonian popula-
tion’s wage expectations have grown faster 
than the real net wage in Estonia. Hence, it 
is understandable that the main reason why 
the Estonian population would like to work 
abroad is higher wage (the factors fostering 
emigration are detailed in Chapter 5).  

Men are much more demanding than women 
when it comes to the expectations to the wage 
for working abroad, and the wage expecta-
tions of men have grown faster than those 
of women - compared to 2010. In 2010, men 
were looking to earn a net  wage of EUR 1600 
(median EUR 1600) for working abroad and 
women EUR 1100 (median EUR 1000), but 
in 2013 men were looking to earn 44% more 
or EUR 2300 (median EUR 2000) and women 
27% more or EUR 1400 (median EUR 1500). 
In this context, it should be pointed out that 
in 2013 women’s wage expectations related to 
working abroad are lower than those of men 

in 2010. Furthermore, it is evident that wom-
en’s wage expectations are more aligned with 
the growth of the real net  wage in Estonia in 
2010-2013 whereas men’s wage expectations 
are about 2 times higher than the growth of 
the real net wage.

Expectations to the wage for working abroad 
do not vary by educational level or nation-
ality, but the wage expectations of the youth 
are lower than in other age groups. In 2013, 
the 15-24-year-olds were looking to earn 
a net monthly wage of EUR 1600 (median 
EUR 1200) for working abroad whereas the 
age group 25-44 were looking to earn EUR 
2000 per month (median EUR 1800) and the 
age group 45-64 expected to make EUR 1800 
per month (median EUR 2000). Likewise, 
the people intending to work abroad differ 
by wage expectations based on their current 
or past occupation in Estonia - the higher the 
occupation group, the greater their  wage ex-
pectations related to working abroad. Figure 
7 shows that people intending to go abroad 
who work as legislators or senior managers 
would like to earn an average monthly net 
wage of EUR 3400 whereas the service or 
sales workers are looking to earn a monthly 
net wage of EUR 1600. Among other occu-
pations, people working as plant or machine 
operators or motor vehicle drivers stand out 
a bit as their wage expectations are higher 
than those of professionals.
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3. The socio-demographic profile of people 
wishing to work abroad

The intent to work abroad may vary across 
population groups. To get a better idea of the 
profile of people intending to work abroad it 
is important to determine their gender and 
age related characteristics, their nationality 
and household type, and provide an over-
view of their educational and skill level. The 
following chapter provides a detailed insight. 

3.1 Gender
 
The registered migration statistics reveals 
that the slight majority of people emigrating 
from Estonia are women whereas accord-
ing to the ELFS most of the people work-
ing abroad but residing in Estonia are men. 
Hence, it leads to the conclusion that men’s 
employment abroad is more of a temporary 
nature whereas women are more prone to 
live abroad permanently than men.  

Figure 8 shows that in 2006, before the eco-
nomic crisis, the migration potential of 
women and men did not differ much, but by 
2010 it increased considerably more among 
men than among women. Because the eco-
nomic crisis led to the contraction of in-
dustries where male labour was dominant 
(construction, manufacturing), men started 
to look for work abroad as suitable jobs were 
not available in Estonia.  On the other hand, 
the economic crisis did not notably affect the 
women’s intentions to work abroad. There-
fore, the migration potential of women has 
fluctuated less than that of men in 2006-2013. 
The migration potential of men or the num-
ber of men who had a firm intent to work 
abroad and had made the relevant prepara-
tions dropped from 12,7% in 2010 to 8,3% in 
2013, but the migration potential of women 
decreased much less – from 4,5% to 3,7%.
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Figure 8. People looking to work abroad and migration potential 
by gender, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

In 2013, the share of women and men looking 
to work abroad who intend to work abroad for 
a longer period, i.e. over a year, has increased. 
Among all men looking to work abroad the 
share of men looking to work abroad long-
term has grown from 48% in 2010 to 62% in 
2013, and for women the growth has been 
from 43% to 58%. Among men looking to 

work abroad, the most popular target sector - 
as expected - is construction (42%), followed 
by manufacturing (18%), and transport and 
storage (16%). Women, on the other hand, 
would prefer to work abroad in the accom-
modation and catering sectors (29%), other 
service sectors (20%), and the sectors of 
healthcare and social welfare (15%). Thereat, 
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Figure 9. People looking to work abroad and migration potential 
by age, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

* In 2006, the survey sample in these target groups was not large enough to represent migration potential. 

men’s expectations to employment abroad 
are higher than those of women, i.e. men 
as compared to women would much more 
like to have a job requiring at least equiva-
lent qualification and skill level as in Estonia. 
This was stated by 52% of men and 37% of 
women who wish to work abroad. Although, 
in absolute numbers, women’s expectations 
to the salary earned abroad are smaller than 
for men, somewhat more women (69%) 
than men (62%) believe that whilst working 
abroad their salary should be at leas equal to 
that earned by the local population. 

In 2010, somewhat more men (44%) than 
women (35%) who were looking to work 
abroad preferred to work in Finland, but in 
2013 Finland was equally the most popu-
lar destination country among men (44%) 
and women (44%) followed – regardless of 
gender – by other Scandinavian countries. 
However, the UK as a destination country 
of labour migration was much more popu-
lar among women (8%) than among men 
(3%) - being ranked second among women. 
The higher wage level as the main reason be-
hind the selection of destination countries 
is somewhat more important among men 
(57%) than among women (46%). 

3.2 Age
 
Younger people have always been more mo-
bile on the labour market than other age 
groups. Hence, it is no surprise that more 
and more often the youth prefer to work 
abroad. According to the ELFS, in 2012 an 
average of 3400 young people (aged 15-24) 
work abroad, which is even a bit more than 
during the economic crisis (in 2010, there 
were 3100 young people working abroad). 
Thus, living and working abroad has gained 
popularity among Estonian youth making it 
no surprise that the age group 15-24 features 
the highest rate of those looking to work 
abroad. Compared to 2010, the migration 
potential or the number of people who have 
a firm intent to work abroad and have made 
preparations to this end has dropped among 
people in their prime working age and in the 
eldest age group, but among 15-24-year-olds 
the migration potential has remained the 
same or even grown a bit. Notably, the share 
of youth who have made specific prepara-
tions for working abroad, e.g. applied for a 
job, studied a language, etc has increased. 
In 2010, 19% of 15-24-year-olds wishing to 
work abroad had made specific preparations, 
but in 2013 the figure was 24%. 
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In 2013, the plans of people looking to work 
abroad are much more long-term in all age 
groups compared to 2010. It is somewhat sur-
prising that people aged 45-64 are planning 
to work abroad long-term. Specifically, 70% 
(47% in 2010) of people aged 45-64 looking 
to work abroad think that they would like to 
stay abroad for more than a year whereas the 
same indicator in the 25-44 age group is 60% 
(49% in 2010) and 55% among 15-24-year-
olds (42% in 2010).

The youth would prefer to work abroad in sec-
tors which provide seasonal jobs. So, one in 
four young people intending to work abroad 
prefers to work in the accommodation or ca-
tering sector. Likewise, construction (17%), 
other service sectors (15%) and agriculture 
(13%) are popular sectors among the youth. 
25-44-year-olds would prefer to work in the 
sectors of construction (27%) and manufac-
turing (19%), and 45-64-year-olds would like 
to work in the sectors of construction (20%) 
and healthcare and social welfare (13%). 
More than half (52%) of 45-64-year-olds 
looking to work abroad would prefer work-
ing in Finland whereas nearly one in three 
(33%) young people looking to work abroad 
would like to work in Finland. The USA is 
a popular destination country of labour mi-
gration among the youth as opposed to other 
age groups – 11% of all young people looking 
to work abroad would like to go to there.

3.3 Nationality
 
The situation of non-Estonians on the Esto-
nian labour market is more complicated than 
for Estonians, which one the one hand could 
contribute to their employment abroad, but 
on the other hand the labour market, which 
opened following the EU accession, might 
not be such a facilitating migration factor for 
non-Estonians as it is for Estonians. The rea-
son is that non-Estonians feature the highest 
share of people without Estonian citizenship 

which limits their freedom of movement 
within the EU as compared to Estonians. 
According to the ELFS, in 2010-2012, non-
Estonians made up approximately 20-25% of 
all people working abroad and about 30% of 
all people employed in Estonia. Further, the 
share of Estonians working abroad among  
Estonian workforce is greater than the share 
of non-Estonians working abroad among 
non-Estonian workforce. In 2012, Estonians 
working abroad made up 3,9% of all Esto-
nian workforce and non-Estonians working 
abroad made up 2,8% of all non-Estonian 
workforce.

Figure 10 shows that the migration potential 
of non-Estonians exceed the migration po-
tential of Estonians immediately following 
the EU accession and prior to the economic 
crisis, i.e. in 2006. During the economic cri-
sis - in 2010 - the migration potential or the 
number of people who had a firm intent to 
work abroad and had made preparations to 
that end increased considerably among Esto-
nians whilst the increase was smaller among 
non-Estonians. The results of the ELFS allow 
stating that during the economic crisis work-
ing abroad increased among Estonians, but 
the crisis did not affect the number of non-
Estonians working broad to the same extent. 
In 2008 - according to the ELFS – 11 200 
Estonians and 4500 non-Estonians worked 
abroad, whereas by 2010 the number of Esto-
nians working abroad rose to 16 900 and the 
number of non-Estonians dropped to 4200. 

As for the results of the Migration Poten-
tial Survey, Figure 10 indicates that in 2013 
Estonians and non-Estonians featured an 
equivalent number of people looking to 
work abroad (34% and 33%, respectively), 
but the migration potential of Estonians 
(6,4%) somewhat exceed that of non-Estoni-
ans (4,8%) due to the fact that Estonians had 
made more preparations for working abroad 
than non-Estonians.
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Figure 10. People looking to work abroad and migration 
potential by nationality, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration Potential Surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

Both in 2010 and 2013, willingness to work 
abroad was higher among non-Estonian 
youth than Estonian youth, but in other age 
groups the Estonians’ and non-Estonians’ 
intentions of working abroad are not differ-
entiated. In 2010, 60% and in 2013 64% of 
non-Estonian youth had considered work-
ing abroad or had a firm intent, but among 
Estonian youth these indicators amounted 
to 55% in 2010 and 54% in 2013.  The con-
clusion that non-Estonian youth are more 
interested in emigrating has been drawn in 
an earlier survey „Graduates and their ca-
reer choices“ (Mägi & Nestor 2012) which 
revealed that one third of youth graduating 
from a Russian-speaking upper secondary 
school intend to continue their studies out-
side Estonia. Although in that case studies 
are the driver motivating the youth to go 
abroad instead of work, the survey implied 
that young non-Estonians might be looking 
to go abroad due to a certain degree of dis-
appointment with the life in Estonia and the 
lack of career prospects in Estonia. 

In 2010, Estonians and non-Estonians fea-
tured an equivalent share of persons looking 
to work abroad for more than a year when 
taking up employment there (48% among Es-
tonians and 46% among non-Estonians), but 
in 2013 Estonians planned to work abroad 
longer than non-Estonians. 63% of Estonians 
looking to work abroad - compared to 54% of 
non-Estonians – maintained that they would 
like to stay abroad for more than a year when 

taking up employment there. 

Estonians - as opposed compared to non-
Estonians - prefer more to work abroad in 
the sectors of accommodation and catering 
(19% vs. 12%), agriculture (14% vs. 5%), 
other service sectors (14% vs. 9%), and art 
and entertainment (8% vs. 1%), whereas 
non-Estonians prefer more to work in the 
sectors of construction (27% vs. 21%) and 
finance and insurance (6% vs.1%). There are 
no substantial differences between Estonians 
and non-Estonians as regards the preferred 
destination countries for working abroad. 
Although for Estonians as well as non-Esto-
nians the primary reason for working abroad 
is the higher salary level, for non-Estonians - 
as compared to Estonians -  more important 
factor in choosing the destination country 
is the ease of finding suitable work (17% vs. 
6%), whereas for Estonians the more impor-
tant factor is proficiency in the language of 
the destination country (22% vs. 14%). 

3.4  Household type 
 
The existence of children might considerably 
influence the willingness to work abroad. On 
the one hand, children could be an obstacle 
to working abroad because parents need to 
solve the issue of caring for their child/chil-
dren whilst working abroad. On the other 
hand, the existence of children could foster 
working abroad because maintenance of chil-
dren is expensive and the chances of earning 
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more are higher abroad than in Estonia. As 
the main reason for Estonia’s working-age 
population taking up employment abroad is 
the need to earn more, it might be related to 
having a larger family. 

In 2013, compared to 2010, the number of 
Estonian residents who would  take along 
their spouse/cohabitee and/or children when 
going to work abroad has considerably in-
creased. Since the Estonian residents’ plans 
of working abroad have become more long-
term, it is evident that they want to take their 
families with them when taking up long-
term employment abroad. In 2010, 20% of 
all people looking to work abroad would take 
along their spouse/cohabitee and 11% their 
child/children, but in 2013 the respective fig-
ures are 31% and 28%. In this context, 63% 
of all Estonian residents having a firm intent 
to work abroad or having considered work-
ing abroad have at least one child. 44% of 
the said persons would take up employment 
abroad accompanied by their child/children 
and 56% would leave their child/children in 
Estonia. Of all children to be left in Estonia, 
63% would be entrusted to the spouse/co-
habitee of the person going abroad and 28% 
to the parents or grandparents of the person 
going abroad.  As for 9% of the children, they 
would be entrusted to relatives or friends/
acquaintances, or the parents have not yet 
thought about this issue.

However, with regard to the issue of caring 
for children whilst working abroad, the sur-
vey revealed that in reality 94% of working-
age population who have worked abroad left 
their child/children in Estonia whilst work-
ing abroad. 70% of all children left in Esto-
nia were cared for by the spouse/cohabitee 
of the person working abroad and 30% were 
cared for by the parents/grandparents, rela-
tives, friends/acquaintances of the person 
working abroad, or by someone else, or the 
parents thought that the child can manage 

on his own. This allows concluding that peo-
ple’s willingness to take their child/children 
along when taking up employment abroad 
is actually greater than the current practice 
indicates, i.e. parents are often unable to take 
their children along and so they are entrusted 
to a spouse or cohabitee. On the other hand, 
in 2013 17% of parents who had worked 
abroad stated that they visited Estonia at least 
once a week whilst working abroad whereas 
in 2010 the figure was only 7%.  Hence, it can 
be concluded that although parents don’t of-
ten manage to take their minor child abroad 
with them, they visit their child in Estonia 
more frequently than before. Furthermore, 
it is notable that in 2013 almost half of the 
parents maintained that they communicated 
with their children almost every day whilst 
working abroad.

As regards the existence of children affect-
ing the willingness to work abroad Figure 
11 shows that in 2010 and 2013 the number 
of Estonian residents who have considered 
working abroad or have a firm intent to do 
so has remained relatively consistent regard-
less of whether or not the household of the 
person looking to go abroad includes chil-
dren. However, it can be distinguished that 
the migration potential or the number of 
people who have a firm intent to go abroad 
and have made relevant preparations peaked 
in 2010 among people whose household in-
cluded at least one minor child. This means 
that among people with children  were more 
of those who had a firm intent to go abroad 
and had made relevant preparations. Thus, 
it can be concluded that the economic crisis 
and the resulting difficulties on the labour 
market contributed to taking up employment 
abroad among Estonian residents who had to 
ensure their subsistence as well as the welfare 
of their children, but by 2013 the migration 
potential in households with or without chil-
dren has evened out.
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Figure 11. People looking to work abroad and migration 
potential by household type, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

3.5 Educational level
 
In the context of emigration and working 
abroad, specific attention has been paid to 
the educational and skill level of emigrants 
as it is closely linked to the so-called brain 
drain issue. In sending countries, the major 
emigration-related concern is that persons 
with a higher qualification level are those 
who take up employment abroad which re-
sults in a deficit of highly qualified workforce 
in the sending country. In this connection, 
however, it has been pointed out (Wickra-
masekara 2008) that the rules obstructing 
migration above all affect the mobility of 
people with a low qualification and educa-
tional level which allows believing that prior 
to EU accession the said population groups 
had more difficulties in finding work abroad. 
Thus, joining the single European labour 
market should foster employment abroad 
among people with a lower educational level 
and have a lesser effect on the mobility of 
highly qualified and educated labour.  An-
niste et al (2012) used regression analysis to 
determine that after EU accession the likeli-
hood of emigration of Estonian working-age 
population with a lower education level is 
higher than that of people with a higher edu-
cational level. This means that people with a 
lower educational level are more likely to em-
igrate than people who are highly educated. 
This is supported by the migration statistics 
according to which the number of emigrants 

without higher education increased after Es-
tonia acceded to the EU. To find out whether 
the majority of Estonian residents looking to 
work abroad have a lower educational level it 
is essential to examine the results of the Mi-
gration Potential Survey.  

Figure 12 shows the people looking to work 
abroad and the migration potential by educa-
tional level indicating that on all educational 
levels the number of people who have con-
sidered working abroad or have a firm intent 
to do so has dropped by a few percentage 
points. It should be noted that the decrease 
has been greater in migration potential or 
among people who have a firm intent and 
have made preparations for working abroad. 
The drawing demonstrates that the migra-
tion potential has dropped most among peo-
ple having the second level of education (3,1 
percentage points) and the third level of edu-
cation (2,3 percentage points). Therefore, the 
share of residents intending to work abroad 
and residents with migration potential in 
2013 is still the highest among persons with a 
lower educational level and the lowest among 
those with higher education - this is in line 
with the conclusion drawn by Anniste et al 
that people with a lower educational level are 
more likely to emigrate from Estonia. With 
reference to the said data it cannot be argued 
that in the next few years Estonia is facing a 
disproportionately high rate of brain drain.
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Figure 12. People looking to work abroad and migration 
potential by educational level, 2006, 2010, 2013

Figure 13. People looking to work abroad long-term or short-term 
by educational level, 2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

* In 2006, the survey sample in this target group was not large enough to represent migration potential.  

However, putting the intent to work abroad 
on a time-scale reveals a concerning ten-
dency. In 2010, people with long-terms plans 
of working abroad were distributed quite 
evenly between educational levels, but Fig-
ure 13 indicates that in 2013 the share of 
people who plan to work abroad long-term 
or for more than a year has considerably 
increased among residents looking to work 
abroad who have second or third level educa-
tion. Likewise, the number of people looking 
to work abroad and stay there permanently 
has increased among persons with second or 
third level education. 24% of people with sec-

ond level education and 30% of people with 
third level education who intend to work 
abroad believe that they would stay abroad 
permanently. On the other hand, the inten-
tions of working abroad long-term have not 
considerably increased among people with 
first level education as compared to 2010. 
Hence, it can be concluded that although the 
migration potential among people with sec-
ond and third level education has somewhat 
decreased, the persons intending to take up 
employment abroad would stay there longer 
than in the previous years.
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A more detailed analysis reveals that among 
people with first level education the most 
popular sectors for taking up employment 
abroad are construction (33% think they 
could find work in that sector), followed 
by accommodation and catering (23%) and 
agriculture (18%). Similarly, among people 
with second level education the most popu-
lar sector is construction (22%), followed 
by accommodation and catering (18%), and 
manufacturing (16%). Construction (16%) is 
the most popular sector even among people 
having the third level of education who pre-
sume that they would find a job in that sector 
abroad. As a distinction, the second and third 
most popular sectors among people with 
third level education are education (15%) 
and healthcare and social welfare (12%). A 
comparison between the preferred sectors 
of employment of people looking to work 
abroad in 2013 and the preferences recorded 
in 2010 reveals that the preferences of peo-
ple with third level education are now much 
more evenly distributed between sectors - no 
longer focusing specifically on seasonally 
active sectors (construction, agriculture, ac-
commodation and catering). This means that 
Estonian residents with higher education 
looking to work abroad are not so willing 
any more to work in sectors offering random 
employment which might be more lucrative 
than in their homeland but do not meet their 
qualifications. In 2010, 19% of people with 
third level education looking to work abroad 
claimed that they would be willing to accept 
any work abroad, but by 2013 their share had 
dropped to 13%.  

As expected, regardless of the level of educa-
tion, the most popular destination country 
for working abroad is Finland. However, the 
number of people with a low level of educa-
tion looking to work in Finland has substan-
tially grown compared to 2010. In 2010, 43% 
of people with first level education looking to 
work abroad stated that they would prefer to 
work in Finland, but by 2013 their share had 
risen to 59%. As the popularity of Finland 

has grown among people with a low level of 
education, their willingness to work in Rus-
sia and the UK has lessened. 

3.6   Occupational 
groups
 
According to the labour market index of the 
Lausanne International Institute for Manage-
ment Development (IMD), Estonia is placed 
among the last countries in the ranking for 
the availability of workforce as estimated by 
corporate executives. The problems high-
lighted include the low availability of skilled 
labour, the lack of employees with financial 
knowledge, the lack of competent executives, 
the risk of brain drain, and low attractiveness 
for foreign skilled labour. Therefore, the Mi-
gration Potential Survey should examine the 
skill level of people looking to work abroad 
as the greater willingness of skilled labour to 
work abroad directly affects the availability 
of qualified labour in Estonia. 

Figure 14 shows the people looking to work 
abroad who are currently or have been em-
ployed in the last 12 months7 by occupa-
tional groups revealing that in 2013 the share 
of people with a firm intent to work abroad 
or who have considered doing so is the 
highest among skilled labour. On the other 
hand, skilled labour is the only occupational 
group where the willingness to work abroad 
has dropped compared to 2010. This allows 
concluding that albeit skilled labour has the 
highest willingness to work abroad among 
occupational groups the overall cutback in 
taking up employment abroad is attribut-
able to skilled labour. In contrast, in 2013 the 
share of people looking to work abroad has 
increased by a few percentage points among 
office staff/officers and people doing elemen-
tary occupations (from 25% to 29% and from 
27% to 31%, respectively). Among special-
ists and managers the share of working-age 
population intending to work abroad has re-
mained on the same level (28%) compared to 
2010. Although the number of skilled labour 

7 The analysis provided in this Chapter excludes people looking to work abroad who have not been employed in the last 12 months but are 
planning to take up employment in the future.
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Skilled labour 
is still the 

group with the 
highest share 

of persons 
intending to 

work abroad.

looking to work abroad has dropped in 2013 
compared to 2010, skilled labour is still the 
group with the highest share of persons in-
tending to work abroad which allows con-

cluding that the problem of finding skilled 
labour could become more and more aggra-
vated in Estonia due to their high migration 
potential.

specialists/managers office staff/officers skilled  labour people on elementary 
occupations

firm inten/has considered working abroad (2006)*

firm inten/has considered working abroad (2013) firm inten/has considered working abroad (2010)

20%

28% 28%

22%
25%

29%

23%

45%

39%

27%
31%

Figure 14. People looking to work abroad by occupational groups8, 
2006, 2010 and 2013 

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

* In 2006, the survey sample among people working on positions requiring a low level of qualification was not large 
enough to allow compiling results.  

8 The occupational group “specialists/managers” includes: managers, senior officials, middle managers, professionals and technicians; and 
associate professionals. The occupational group „office staff/officers“ includes: office staff and service or sales staff. The occupational group 
„skilled labour“ includes craft and related trades workers, plant and machine operators and assemblers; drivers and mobile plant opera-
tors. The function group “people on elementary occupations” includes only people working on elementary occupations. 
9 Blue-collars are people in the occupational groups “skilled labour” and “people doing elementary occupations”.
10 White-collars are people in the occupational groups “specialists/managers” and “office staff/officers”.

As to the preferred sectors for taking up em-
ployment abroad, the 2013 survey results in-
dicate that the sectors where blue-collars9 are 
typically active (construction, wholesale and 
retail, manufacturing, accommodation and 
catering) have become less popular among 
white-collars10.  When the economic cri-
sis peaked in 2010, white-collars were more 
willing than now to work in sectors normally 
employing blue-collars. For example, in 2010 
28% of specialists and managers were hop-
ing to get a job in the construction sector, but 
in 2013 this number was 15%. On the other 
hand, in 2013 the education sector (15%) has 
become equally popular among specialists/
managers – this leads to the conclusion that 
as regards working abroad the white-collars 
have become more selective than during the 
economic crisis. 

In 2013, the blue-collars feature a much 
lower share of people looking to work in 
the sectors of agriculture, forestry and fish-
ing. In 2010, the said sectors were attractive 
for 23% of skilled labour and 28% of people 
doing elementary occupations, but in 2013 
these numbers were only 11% and 20%, re-
spectively. Along with agriculture, the sec-
tors of construction, transport/storage, and 
accommodation and catering have become 
less popular among blue-collars. An interest-
ing observation can be made about skilled 
labour: manufacturing has caught up with 
the popular construction sector (construc-
tion was preferred by 38% and manufactur-
ing by 27% of skilled labour). Nevertheless, it 
should be underlined that both in 2010 and 
2013 the skilled labour occupational group 
features the highest share of people looking 
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In 2010, 
one in four 
Estonian 
residents 
looking 
to work 
abroad was 
unemployed, 
but in 2013 
unemployed 
people made 
up 10% of 
all people 
intending to 
emigrate.
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Figure 15. People looking to work abroad by labour market status, 
2006, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations

to work abroad who would accept a job re-
quiring at least equivalent qualification and 
skill level. To be specific, in 2013 55% of 
skilled labour looking to work abroad argued 
that they would accept only a job requiring 
at least equivalent qualification, whereas this 
number was 44% among specialists/manag-

ers. Hence, it can be concluded that albeit 
specialists/managers have become more se-
lective towards employment abroad, skilled 
labour and people doing elementary occu-
pations are more prone than white-collars to 
accept employment abroad only if it meets 
their qualifications. 

Besides the fact that the intent to work 
abroad might vary across population groups, 
the decision to take up employment abroad is 
certainly affected by the persons’ profession-
al background. In this connection, the deci-
sive factors could include: (a) whether or not 
the working-age resident is employed; (b) if 
yes, the level of satisfaction with the current 
job; and (c) the economic sector the resident 
is employed in. The following Chapter aims 
to provide an overview of the professional 
background of Estonian residents seeking 
employment abroad.    

4.1 People looking to 
work abroad by labour 
market status
 
In 2010, people who had lost their jobs dur-
ing the economic crisis were more willing to 
work abroad than in 2013 when the labour 
market was recovering. In 2010, one in four 
Estonian residents looking to work abroad 
was unemployed, but in 2013 unemployed 
people made up 10% of all people intending 
to emigrate, which – based on this survey – is 
proportionate to their share in total popula-
tion. This has contributed to the increase in 
the number of employed people among the 
working-age population as well as among 
people looking to work abroad – as a result, 
in 2013 64% of all people looking to work 
abroad were employed.

4. Professional background of people 
looking to work abroad
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Just like in 2010, among students is the high-
est share of those with a firm intent to work 
abroad or who have considered doing so 
(58% in 2010 and 56% in 2013). However, the 
migration intentions have lessened among 
the unemployed in 2013. In 2010, 51% of 
the unemployed said that they have a firm 
intent or have considered working abroad, 
but in 2013 this variable amounted to 42%. 
The cutback in the migration intentions of 
the unemployed is supported by the fact that 
compared to 2010 the number of Estonian 
residents who had made preparations for 
working abroad dropped from 33% to 22% 
among the unemployed. Estonia’s results are 
in line with the trends in other EU Member 
States. According to the recent Eurobarom-
eter Survey (European Commission 2013), 
39% of the unemployed in Europe had con-
sidered working abroad in 2013.

Compared to 2010, the amount of working-
age residents looking to work abroad has re-
mained the same among the employed (30% 
in 2010 and 31% in 2013), whereas people en-
gaged in temporary employment had devel-
oped a somewhat higher willingness to work 
abroad. In 2010, 40% of people temporarily 
employed had a firm intent to work abroad 
or had considered doing so, but in 2013 the 
share of people intending to emigrate was 
47% among the temporarily employed.

Likewise, the willingness to work abroad has 
increased among Estonian residents who are 
not working or looking for a job (excl. pen-
sioners and students). In 2013, 32% of peo-
ple, who were not working or looking for 
a job stated that they have a firm intent to 
work abroad or have considered it. On the 
other hand, only 7% of all people, who were 
not working or looking for a job have made 
preparations for working abroad which al-
lows concluding that people, who are not 
working or looking for a job actually feature 
a considerably lower share of those effectively 
taking up employment abroad. Nevertheless, 
more attention should be paid to employing 
inactive people on the Estonian labour mar-
ket as their willingness to work abroad has 
increased. 

4.2 Satisfaction  
with current work 
 
Satisfaction with their current work might 
notably affect the willingness of Estonian 
working-age population to work abroad. Peo-
ple who are currently employed or were em-
ployed in the last 12 months were asked how 
satisfied they are or were with the various as-
pects of their job. Figure 17 shows that peo-
ple intending to migrate are somewhat less 
satisfied with their job as compared to people 
not intending to work abroad. Although the 
situation on the labour market has improved 
since 2010, people looking to work abroad 
have not become considerably more satisfied 
with their current work. Nonetheless, peo-
ple intending to work abroad have become 
somewhat more satisfied with employment 
security, albeit this is understandable given 
the complicated labour market situation in 
2010. In other work-related aspects the sat-
isfaction of people intending to emigrate has 
even dropped somewhat or remained the 
same in 2013. As a result, the satisfaction gap 
between people looking to work abroad and 
people not intending to do so has increased, 
because in 2013 those who wish to stay in Es-
tonia are overall more satisfied with the vari-
ous aspects of their job than in 2010. 

The satisfaction with their current job among 
people looking to work abroad and those 
looking to work in Estonia might be influ-
enced by the feeling of security that they can 
keep their job over the following 12 months. 
In 2013, compared to 2010, the fear of losing 
their current job had lessened among labour 
wishing to stay in Estonia, whereas people 
looking to work abroad are still as convinced 
as in 2010 that they could lose their job in 
the near future. In 2010, 30% of people look-
ing to work abroad and in 2013 29% find it 
very or quite likely that they will lose their 
job over the next 12 months, whereas 25% 
of people wishing to stay in Estonia were of 
the same opinion in 2010 and by 2013 their 
number had dropped to 13%. Therefore, the 
fear of losing the job could trigger the idea of 
working abroad. 
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The major 
cutback in 
satisfaction 
is related 
to working 
environment.

In 2013, people looking to work abroad were 
less satisfied than in 2010 with their wage, 
working environment, and working time and 
organisation of work. The major cutback in 
satisfaction is related to working environ-
ment – in 2010, 84% of people looking to 
work abroad claimed that they are very sat-
isfied with their working environment, but 
by 2013 this figure had dropped to 77%. 
Although one might be led to believe that 
people looking to work abroad are more dis-
satisfied with their wage than those willing 

to work in Estonia, Figure 17 demonstrates 
that the major difference is in the content 
of work, working time and organisation of 
work. 90% of people intending to work in Es-
tonia claimed that they are very or quite sat-
isfied with the content of their work and 90% 
of them were very or quite satisfied with their 
working time and organisation of work, but 
people looking to work abroad were very or 
quite satisfied in 78% and 77% of the cases, 
respectively.

4.3 People looking 
to work abroad by 
economic sectors
 
To determine the sectors which might be at 
risk of labour deficit due to Estonian resi-
dents working abroad it is essential to ex-
amine the breakdown of people looking to 
work abroad by economic sectors. During 
the economic crisis, i.e. in 2010, the Estonian 
residents working in the construction sec-
tor who had a firm intent or had considered 
working abroad made up 29% of all people 
planning to work abroad, but by 2013 the 
dominance of construction sector employees 
among people looking to work abroad had 

relented and their share amounted to 18%. 
On the other hand, the number of people 
employed in manufacturing has increased 
among all residents looking to work abroad. 
In 2010, people employed in the manufac-
turing industry made up 10% of all potential 
emigrants, but in 2013 their share amounted 
to 17% which almost equals the share of con-
struction sector employees looking to work 
abroad. Figure 17 indicates that among peo-
ple looking to work abroad the share of those 
who are employed in accommodation and 
catering, and healthcare and social welfare 
is somewhat higher than the actual share of 
people employed in these sectors in Estonia, 
according to this survey.
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Figure 16. Share of people looking to work abroad and people 
who intend to stay in Estonia who are satisfied or quite satisfied 
with the various aspects of their job, 2010, 2013

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations
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In 2010, 27% 
of people 

employed in 
the healthcare 

and social 
welfare sector 

intended to 
work abroad, 

but by 2013 
their share 

had increased 
to 37%.
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Figure 17. People looking to work abroad and population 
employed on the labour market by economic sectors, 2013

Source: Migration potential survey 2013, author’s calculations

A better overview is provided by Figure 18 
which indicates the share of people looking 
to work abroad in the total number of peo-
ple employed on the labour market, by sec-
tors.  The people employed in the construc-
tion sector still feature the highest share of 
those looking to work abroad, but compared 
to 2010 their share has notably dropped. In 
2010, 66% of people employed in construc-
tion said that they have a firm intent or have 
considered working abroad, but in 2013 this 
variable amounted to 47%. On the other 
hand, the intent to work abroad has increased 
among people working in the sectors of edu-
cation, accommodation and catering, whole-
sale and retail, and healthcare and social wel-
fare. In 2010, 27% of people employed in the 
healthcare and social welfare sector intended 
to work abroad, but by 2013 their share had 
increased to 37%. Furthermore, the intent to 
work abroad has considerably grown among 
Estonian residents employed in the educa-
tion sector. In 2013, almost one in three 
people employed in the education sector has 
considered working abroad or has a firm in-
tent to take up employment abroad. 

Although Figure 18 shows that the share of 
people looking to work abroad has increased 
in several sectors, the Estonian population’s 
intentions of working abroad are not so 
firm as during the crisis in 2010. This means 
that number of people who have consid-
ered working abroad or have a firm intent is 
greater than in 2010 in several sectors, but on 
the other hand, the number of people who 
have made preparations for working abroad 
has dropped. The 2013 survey results allow 
determining the share of people who have 
made preparations for working abroad for 
the construction and manufacturing sectors 
only, because in other sectors there are so few 
Estonian residents who have made prepara-
tions that extrapolation based on the sam-
ple is not possible. In 2010, 43% of people 
employed in construction and 17% of peo-
ple employed in manufacturing had made 
preparations for working abroad, but by 2013 
the share of such persons dropped to 27% in 
construction and remained the same in the 
manufacturing sector.
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Figure 18. Share of people looking to work abroad in total 
employed population by economic sectors, 2006, 2010, 2013

* The 2006 survey sample of people employed in accommodation and catering and the 2006/2010 survey sample of people employed 
in education were not large enough to present results.  

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculationsin education were not large enough to present 
results.  

Why are Estonian residents interested in 
working abroad and which limitations might 
restrict their emigration? According to the 
neoclassical macroeconomic theory cited 
above, the factors behind migration include 
economic welfare, unemployment and sala-
ries. However, academic literature on  mi-
gration commonly recognises push and pull 
factors which means that, on the one hand, 
the people’s willingness to work abroad are 
affected by push factors attributable to the 
sending country (like unemployment and 
economic downturn), and on the other hand, 
pull factors attributable to the destination 
country (like higher salaries, better working 
conditions, professional development oppor-
tunities, etc). In 2013, as compared to 2010 
when the last Migration Potential Survey was 
conducted, the labour market is recovering 
from the effects of the economic crisis which 
could lead to the presumption that the im-
pact of push factors prevailing in Estonia has 
weakened as regards the migration potential 
of Estonian residents. On the other hand, it 
is questionable whether or not the pull fac-
tors of destination countries affect Estoni-

ans’ intentions to work abroad in the same 
way as during the period of economic crisis. 
The purpose of the following Chapter is to 
determine the degree to which the reasons 
behind Estonian residents working abroad 
have changed compared to 2010 when the 
economic crisis prevailed. 

5.1 Factors facilitating 
employment abroad
 
Table 1 provides the responses given by Esto-
nian residents when asked to name the most 
important reason for taking up employment 
abroad or working there. The opinion that the 
wages in Estonia are low is still predominant 
among people intending to work abroad as 
well as those who have worked abroad. 45% 
of people intending to work abroad claim 
that the main reason for going abroad are the 
lower wages in Estonia. The second reason is 
the higher living standard and social guar-
antees in the destination country - indicated 
somewhat more by people who have worked 
abroad (25%) than by those looking to work 
abroad (18%). Table 1 shows clearly that peo-

5. Factors facilitating or impeding 
employment abroad
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ple looking to work abroad have mentioned 
as main reasons the push factors in the origi-
nating country like low wages (45%), un-
employment (7%) and disappointment in 
Estonia (2%) as well as pull factors in the des-
tination country like better social guarantees 
(18%), discovering the world (9%) and better 

development opportunities (8%). However, it 
cannot be argued that pull factors influence 
the Estonian residents’ willingness to work 
abroad more than push factors because the 
originating country’s push factor like lower 
wages in Estonia could be the destination 
country’s pull factor, i.e. high wages abroad. 

Figure 19 complements the above table and 
allows conducting a comparative analysis – 
across years – of the reasons for taking up 
employment abroad among people who have 
a firm intent to work abroad or have consid-
ered working abroad. The Figure depicts the 
statement in the preceding paragraph that 
over the years – among people intending to 
work abroad – the main reason for doing so 
has always been the wish to earn a higher 
wage. In this regard, Estonian residents who 
are looking to work abroad do not differ 
from the residents of other East European 
countries. Specifically, the 2013 Eurobarom-
eter Survey (European Commission, 2013) 
has highlighted that higher wage is the main 
reason for working abroad among people 

looking to work abroad who originate from 
Eastern Europe. According to the 2010 mi-
gration potential survey, the second ranked 
reason was the willingness to find a job (49% 
considered it very important), but by 2013 
unemployment as the reason for working 
abroad had considerably dropped among 
people looking to work abroad (26% con-
sider it very important). Then again, unem-
ployment as the reason for working abroad 
is more important among women looking 
to work abroad than men. In 2013, 31% of 
women claimed that the wish to find a job is 
a very important reason for working abroad, 
whereas only 20% of men looking to work 
abroad shared this opinion.

Low salaries in Estonia

Higher living standard, 
better social guarantee

Discovering the world, 
self-development

Better development opportunities

Unemployment

Close ones/family/
relatives are abroad

Disapppointment in Estonia

Change of living environment

Language practice, studies

Other

people who 
have worked 
abroad before

people with firm 
intent and who 

have considered 
working abroad

46% 45%

25% 18%

6% 9%

8% 8%

1% 7%

1% 3%

0%

0%

0%

13%

2%

1%

1%

5%

Table 1. The most important reason for working abroad mentioned by 
respondents and the share of respondents mentioning the reason, 2013

Source: Migration potential survey 2013, author’s calculations
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For youth 
intending to 
work abroad, 
the reason 
for leaving 
Estonia is the 
willingness 
to discover 
the world 
and develop 
professionally 
rather 
than being 
disappointed 
in the life 
in Estonia 
or lacking 
professional 
prospects.

As for the list of all reasons for working 
abroad, only finding a job corresponding 
to qualifications as a very important reason 
has become less relevant in 2013 (decreased 
from 29% to 22%), in addition to unemploy-
ment as the reason for working abroad. As 
to other reasons for working abroad, the 
number of people considering the given rea-
son very important has increased in 2013. In 
2013, the potential migrants find that other 
very important reasons for working abroad 
include the better social insurance system of 
the destination country (55%) and the desire 
to broaden their mind and gain new experi-
ences (54%). Compared to 2010, the „greater 
appreciation of employees” has increased 
most among the reasons for working abroad. 
In 2010, this reason was considered very im-
portant by 38% of people looking to work 
abroad, and by 2013 their share has risen to 
50%.

An age-based analysis of the reason for tak-
ing up employment abroad reveals that un-

like other age groups, the youth (15-24-year-
olds) consider broadening their mind as the 
paramount reason (66% deem it very impor-
tant) instead of the higher salary in the des-
tination country.  Likewise, the youth don’t 
complain so much about unemployment as 
other age groups. 31% of 25-44-year-old and 
26% of 45-64-year-old potential migrants 
think that finding a job is a very important 
reason for taking up employment abroad 
whereas only 18% of the youth looking to 
work abroad concur. 

Although the migration potential and in-
tentions are higher among youth, the rea-
sons why they take up employment abroad 
are somewhat different than those of older 
people. For youth intending to work abroad, 
the reason for leaving Estonia is the willing-
ness to discover the world and develop pro-
fessionally rather than being disappointed 
in the life in Estonia or lacking professional 
prospects. Specifically, 42% of the repre-
sentatives of the eldest age group and 30% 
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Figure 19. Importance of the reasons for working abroad 
among people intending to work abroad, 2006, 2010, 2013

* The 2006 and 2010 survey questionnaire did not include the option “better social insurance system”. 

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations
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People 
looking to 

work abroad 
no longer find 
the obstacles 

to working 
abroad as 

restrictive as 
in the earlier 

years. 

of people in their prime working age looking 
to work abroad argued that a very important 
reason for working abroad is the lack of em-
ployment prospects in Estonia whereas only 
11% of youth looking to work abroad shared 
this opinion. Therefore, the youth’s higher 
willingness to work abroad should not be 
considered catastrophic – instead, we should 
agree with those who believe that we have 
reached a new migration era (Castles, Miller 
2008) where working and studying abroad is 
more and more common. Evidently, youth 
are the group with the highest propensity to 
test and discover the possibilities offered by 
Europe without frontiers. 

Differences based on nationality emerge 
clearly when analysing the reasons why peo-
ple look to work abroad.  It is a known fact 
that the unemployment rate has always been 
higher among non-Estonians than Estoni-
ans and these complicated circumstances on 
the Estonian labour market faced by non-
Estonians translate into reasons for taking 
up employment abroad. 20% of Estonians 
and as much as 39% of non-Estonians look-
ing to work abroad consider unemployment 
as a very important reason. Likewise, 36% of 
non-Estonians looking to work abroad as op-
posed to 21% of Estonians claim that a very 
important reason for working abroad is the 
lack of employment prospects in Estonia.

Furthermore, the reasons for working abroad 
vary across the occupational groups of peo-
ple intending to take up employment abroad. 
Specifically, blue-collars find the higher sal-
ary offered abroad more important than 
white-collars do. This is a very important 
reason for working abroad for 96% of people 
in elementary occupations and 80% of skilled 
labour looking to work abroad, but among 
office staff/officers and specialists/manag-
ers these rates amount to 67% and 49%, re-
spectively. Further, more blue-collars (52% of 
people in elementary occupations and 32% of 
skilled labour) than white-collars (13% of of-
fice staff/officers and 14% of specialists/man-
agers) consider unemployment in Estonia a 
very important reason for working abroad. 

In addition, one in three skilled workers and 
people in elementary occupations finds that 
a very important reason for working abroad 
is the lack of employment prospects in Es-
tonia whereas 7% of office staff/officers and 
23% of specialists/managers concur.  

5.2 Factors impeding 
employment abroad
 
The plans of working abroad might not al-
ways become a reality. Therefore, it is es-
sential to analyse the main barriers faced by 
Estonian residents in taking up employment 
abroad. For the EU citizens, the main obsta-
cle to working abroad is family and personal 
reasons (European Commission 2013). Fig-
ure 20 shows that Estonian residents do not 
differ from the rest of Europe in this regard. 
Hence, over the years, the main obstacle for 
people looking to work abroad has been fam-
ily and friends. Similarly to 2006 and 2010, in 
2013 59% of people looking to work abroad 
argue that family and friends are a very im-
portant obstacle to working abroad. In all 
other aspects, however, the people looking to 
work abroad find that the barriers to labour 
migration have diminished. This means that 
people looking to work abroad no longer find 
the obstacles to working abroad as restrictive 
as in the earlier years.  

Nevertheless, the main obstacles to working 
abroad relate to the originating country, i.e. 
in addition to family and friends, obstacles 
to working abroad include „Estonia is my 
home” (45% of people looking to go abroad 
consider this a very important obstacle) and 
the need to take care of minor children or 
family members/close ones in Estonia (38%). 
As to reasons relating to the destination 
country, it is evident that for people looking 
to work abroad the foreign obstacles have di-
minished even more than domestic obstacles 
as compared to 2010. During the economic 
crisis in 2010, the main barriers relating to 
the destination country included substan-
tial costs related to working abroad (33% of 
people looking to work abroad considered 
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this a very important obstacle) and the lack 
of foreign language skills (43%), but by 2013 
the financial obstacles have considerably di-

minished (18%) and people also feel more 
confident about foreign language proficiency 
(30%).

The comparison between men and wom-
en looking to work abroad reveals that for 
women the lack of foreign language skills is 
a more important obstacle (37% consider it 
a very important obstacle) whereas men are 
more confident about foreign language pro-
ficiency (23%). Although for women their 
family and friends living in Estonia are a 
somewhat more important obstacle (63% 
and 58% of men consider this a very impor-
tant obstacle), it is a pleasure to see that the 
need to take care of children is equally im-
portant for women (39%) and men (38%). 
The need to take care of children is evidently 
a very important barrier to working abroad 
for people in their prime working age (25-44 
years) (61%) whereas young people and the 
eldest age group share this opinion to a much 
lesser extent (10% and 23%, respectively). 

Therefore, in view of the factors impeding 
employment abroad, it could be concluded 
that by providing an agreeable environment 
for raising children in Estonia for people in 
prime working age it is less likely that they 
would like to work abroad because children 
and family are the factors restricting employ-
ment abroad.

Analysing the barriers to working abroad by 
nationality reveals that for non-Estonians the 
foreign language skills prove a more impor-
tant obstacle (40% of people looking to work 
abroad find it very important) than for Es-
tonians (26%). On the other hand, 48% of 
Estonians as opposed to 39% of non-Estoni-
ans feel that Estonia is their home and this 
obstructs their employment abroad. Hence, 
non-Estonians do not have such close ties 
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Figure 20. Importance of the barriers to working abroad 
among people intending to work abroad, 2006, 2010, 2013

* The 2006 and 2010 survey questionnaire did not include the options „need to take care of minor children in Estonia“ and „need to 
take care of family members or close ones in Estonia“.

Source: Migration potential surveys in 2006, 2010 and 2013, and author’s calculations
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with Estonia as their home which restricts 
them less in taking up employment abroad. 
Regardless of nationality, for people looking 
to work abroad who have a higher education-
al level “Estonia is my home” poses a more 
important obstacle to working abroad than 
for people with a lower educational level. 
Specifically, 51% of people looking to work 
abroad who have third level education claim 
that having their home in Estonia is a very 

important obstacle whereas such persons 
make up 44% of people with second level 
education and 37% of those with first level 
education. Hence, a conclusion can be drawn 
that the working-age population with a high-
er educational level values Estonia as a liv-
ing environment more highly and considers 
leaving Estonia as their home place a more 
important barrier to employment abroad.

The economic crisis which began at the end 
of 2008 affected the emigration and em-
ployment abroad of Estonia’s working-age 
population and in line with the actual cir-
cumstances their willingness to work abroad 
grew. The previous migration potential sur-
vey commissioned by the Ministry of Social 
Affairs in 2010, i.e. during the crisis, revealed 
that 8,5% of Estonia’s working age-population 
or 76 400 persons had a firm intent to work 
abroad and that they had made preparations 
to this end. By 2013, the labour market situa-
tion has improved and the working-age pop-
ulation’s chances of finding work in Estonia 
have considerably improved as compared to 
2010 amidst the economic crisis. The results 
of this survey indicate that in 2013 the mi-
gration potential had dropped compared to 
2010 - to a level of 5.9% - meaning that 51 600 
working-age persons in Estonia firmly intend 
to work abroad and have made preparations 
to this end. 

During the economic crisis, employment 
abroad was the only chance of working for 
many Estonian residents. In 2010 amidst 
the economic crisis, one in four Estonian 
residents looking to work abroad was unem-
ployed, whereas by 2013 the share of the un-
employed among people intending to work 
abroad has dropped – as a result, the profile 
of Estonian residents looking to work abroad 
now resembles the rest of Estonia’s popula-
tion. However, the fear of losing their job 
has not vanished among people looking to 
work abroad. In 2013, compared to 2010, the 

fear of losing their current job had lessened 
among labour wishing to stay in Estonia, 
whereas people looking to work abroad are 
still as convinced as in 2010 that they could 
lose their job in the near future. Thus, it can 
be concluded that employment insecurity is 
one of the reasons motivating people to con-
sider employment abroad.

However, analysing the people looking to 
work abroad on the basis of socio-demo-
graphic characteristics reveals that among 
women the economic crisis had a lesser ef-
fect on the willingness to work abroad than 
among men. Among women the migration 
potential remained pretty much the same in 
2006-2013, whereas the intentions of men to 
work abroad increased during the economic 
crisis and then dropped as the crisis boiled 
down. Therefore, the migration potential was 
reduced a lot more among men than women 
in 2013. Likewise, the migration potential 
dropped most among people in the prime 
working age (25-44) and the eldest age group 
(45-64), but among youth it remained on the 
same level as in 2010. Hence, it can be pre-
sumed that the rate of taking up employment 
abroad is unlikely to drop among youth in the 
next few years. Analysing the migration in-
tentions of the youth by nationality indicates 
that the willingness of young non-Estonians 
to take up employment abroad is somewhat 
higher than among young Estonians which 
would be due to the fact that for non-Estoni-
ans finding work in Estonia is more compli-
cated than for Estonians.  

Summary
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In 2013, similarly to 2010, Estonian residents 
with the lowest educational level still feature 
the highest rate of people looking to work 
abroad whereas the rate is the lowest among 
highly educated people. Therefore, the results 
of this survey do not confirm the statement 
that in the next few years Estonia is facing a 
disproportionately high brain drain. How-
ever, in the forthcoming years, the deficit of 
skilled labour could be aggravated as their 
migration intentions continue to remain on 
a high level. In 2013 the number of skilled 
workers looking to work abroad has dropped 
compared to 2010, but when it comes to oc-
cupational groups skilled workers still fea-
ture the highest rate of those intending to 
work abroad. However, the professional 
background of Estonian residents looking to 
work abroad has become more diverse. As a 
result, the construction sector employees no 
longer predominate among all potential mi-
grants despite the fact that people employed 
in the construction sector still feature the 
highest rate of those looking to work abroad. 
On the other hand, the intent to work abroad 
has increased among people working in the 
sectors of education, accommodation and 
catering, wholesale and retail, and healthcare 
and social welfare.

The survey revealed a somewhat concern-
ing fact that the Estonian residents’ plans for 
working abroad have become more long-term 
as compared to 2010 (the crisis period), i.e. 
there are much more of those looking to stay 
abroad for more than a year or permanently 
after taking up employment. Therefore, peo-
ple wish to emigrate from Estonia together 
with their families when taking up long-term 
employment abroad. Consequently, this sur-
vey indicated that in 2013 as compared to 
2010 the number of Estonian residents who 
would take along their spouse/cohabitee and/
or children when going to work abroad has 
considerably increased.

Just like among people working abroad, in 
2013, Finland is still the most popular desti-
nation country among people looking to work 
abroad. Finland as a potential destination 
country is preferred especially among people 
with a lower educational level. However, the 

Estonian residents’ expectations related to 
wages have grown compared to the period of 
economic crisis. During the economic crisis, 
the Estonian residents were more willing to 
accept a lower wage whilst work abroad than 
the local labour, but along with the recovery 
from the crisis the number of Estonian resi-
dents who believe that whilst working abroad 
they should earn a pay equal to that of local 
labour has increased. Higher expectations to 
the wage for working abroad are reflected in 
the specific wage figures requested. In 2010, 
the people looking to work abroad stated 
that they would be willing to work abroad 
if their average monthly net wage would be 
EUR 1400 (median EUR 1300), but in 2013 
those wishing to work abroad were looking 
to earn an average monthly net wage of EUR 
1900 (median EUR 1500). As the Estonian 
population’s wage expectations have grown 
faster than the real net wage in Estonia, it is 
evident that higher wage is the main reason 
behind the Estonian residents’ intentions to 
work abroad. Further, it should be pointed 
out that compared to 2010 the biggest in-
crease has been in the number of people 
looking to work abroad who find that a very 
important reason for working abroad is the 
fact that abroad the workers are valued more 
than in Estonia. In 2013, the main obstacle 
preventing the Estonian residents from tak-
ing up employment abroad is still family and 
friends living in Estonia. 

It can be presumed that as long as the wages 
in Estonia continue to remain lower than in 
other EU Member States and especially our 
close neighbour Finland, the Estonian popu-
lation will continue to be highly motivated to 
work abroad. Because the migration policy of 
developed countries regulates immigration, 
not emigration, the Estonian government 
lacks effective political measures to restrict 
emigration. Furthermore, such measures 
would not in any way be compatible with the 
EU’s concepts related to the single economic 
area. Nonetheless, certain policy recommen-
dations can be given based on the results 
of this survey to help design the migration 
policy.
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•	 Overall,	the	non-Estonians’	intentions	to	
work abroad do not differ from the Esto-
nians’ intentions to work abroad, but the 
survey revealed that young non-Estoni-
ans (15-24-year-olds) are more willing to 
work abroad than young Estonians. The 
situation of non-Estonians, including 
non-Estonian youth, on the Estonian la-
bour market has always been somewhat 
more complicated than the situation of 
Estonians, but due to the economic cri-
sis unemployment increased much more 
among non-Estonian youth than Esto-
nian youth. Therefore, more attention 
should be paid to improving the labour 
market opportunities for non-Estonian 
youth because according to this survey 
they are more willing to take up employ-
ment abroad. 

•	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 youth’s	 higher	
willingness to work abroad should not 
be considered catastrophic – instead, 
we should agree with those who believe 
that we have reached a new migration 
era (Castles, Miller 2008) where work-
ing and studying abroad is more and 
more common. Evidently, youth are the 
group with the highest propensity to test 
and discover the possibilities offered by 
Europe without frontiers. The survey in-
dicated that for youth intending to work 
abroad, the reason for leaving Estonia 
is the willingness to discover the world 
and develop professionally rather than 
being disappointed in the life in Estonia 
or lacking professional prospects. There-
fore, the youth’s desire to develop them-
selves abroad should not be seen from 
the government’s view as the loss of hu-
man resources; instead, focus should be 
on finding ways of supporting the return 
of youth to their homeland.  

•	 The	 survey	 showed	 that	 family	 and	
friends living in Estonia still constitute 
the main barrier to working abroad for 
Estonian residents. Another impor-
tant obstacle is the need to take care of 
children and close ones. Therefore, in 
view of the factors impeding employ-
ment abroad, it could be concluded that 
by providing an agreeable environment 
for raising children in Estonia for peo-
ple in prime working age it is less likely 
that they would like to work abroad be-
cause children and family are the factors 
restricting employment abroad. Hence, 
the family policy measures are essential 
to mitigate the intentions of Estonian 
residents to work abroad and attract the 
emigrants to return. 

•	 Although	according	to	this	survey,	Esto-
nia should not be facing increased brain 
drain in the next few years as the willing-
ness to work abroad is higher among Es-
tonian residents with a lower education-
al level, the willingness to work abroad 
remained high among skilled labour 
despite having dropped a little. There-
fore, the deficit of skilled labour might 
be aggravated in Estonia due to their 
high migration potential. For skilled la-
bour as opposed to white-collars, the un-
employment in Estonia and the lack of 
employment prospects constitute more 
important drivers behind the intentions 
to work abroad. Hence, skilled workers 
looking to work abroad feature a high-
er share of those who cannot find a job 
meeting their qualifications – therefore, 
in view of future developments, it is es-
sential to better align the education sys-
tem with the skills required on the labour 
market.

Policy recommendations



33

Anniste, K., Tammaru, T., Pungas, E., Paas, T. (2012). Dynamics of educational differences 
in emigration from Estonia to the old EU member states. Trames: Journal of the Humanities 
and Social Sciences, 16(1), 219 - 235. 

Castles, S., Miller, M. (2008). The Age of Migration, 4th Edition. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

European Commission 2013. Internal Market. Special Eurobarometer 398.

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_398_en.pdf (7.01.2014).

Eurostat. Population projections.

Järv, K. (2007). Migration intentions of working-age population in Estonia. Policy analysis. 
Series of the Ministry of Social Affairs, No. 8. Tallinn. Ministry of Social Affairs.

Krusell, S. (2013). Eesti elanike töötamine välismaal. [Estonian citizens working abroad.] 
Published in Census Snapshots. Tallinn: Statistics Estonia

Leetma, R., & Võrk, A. (2013). Labour Market. Published in Estonian Human Development 
Report 2012/2013.Tallinn: Estonian Cooperation Assembly, 152-158.

Mägi, E. & Nestor. M. (2012). Koolilõpetajad ja nende karjäärivalikud. [Graduates and their 
career choices.] Keskharidusastme lõpetajate valikute uuringu lõpparuanne. [Final report of 
the survey of the choices of graduates on secondary education level.] SA Archimedes: Tartu.

Puur, A., Sakkeus, L. & T. Tammaru. (2013).  Population. Published in Estonian Human 
Development Report 2012/2013. Estonian Cooperation Assembly, 13-26.

Russell, S. (1995). International Migration: Implications for the World Bank. – The World 
Bank. Human Resources Development and Operations Policy Working Papers, No. 54.

Sheller, M., Urry, J. (2006). The new mobilities paradigm. Environment and Planning, 38(2), 
207–26.

Statistics Estonia. (2013). Enamik Eestist väljarändajaid läheb endiselt Soome. [Most Estonian 
emigrants still go to Finland.] Press release:  https://www.stat.ee/65185 (7.01.2014). 

Statistics Estonia. (2014). Statistikaamet korrigeeris aastate 2000-2013 rahvaarvu. [Statistics 
Estonia adjusted the population number for 2000-2013.] Press release: http://www.stat.
ee/72428 (17.01.2014).

Statistics Estonia. Estonian Labour Force Surveys.

Viira, A. (2010). Kui mehed on kaugel tööl ehk piiriüleste pendeltöötajate pered Eestis. 
[When men work far away – the families of cross-border commuters in Estonia.] Bachelor’s 
thesis. Supervisor: PhD Leeni Hansson, Institute of International and Social Studies of Tallinn 
University.

References



34

Veidemann, B. (2010). Migration potential of working-age population in Estonia in 2010. 
Policy analysis. Series of the Ministry of Social Affairs, No. 8. Tallinn: Ministry of Social 
Affairs.

Wickramasekara, P. (2008). Globalisation, international labour migration and the rights of 
migrant workers. Third World Quarterly 29, 7, 1247–1264.



1/2014 The development opportunities of Estonian parental leave system - Policy analysis

3/2013 Expenditure related to occupational accidents – Policy brief

2/2013 Employment and working life in Estonia 2012 – Trends

1/2013 Collective agreements in Estonia – Policy brief 

2/2012 Employment and working life in Estonia 2010-2011 – Trends

1/2012 Role of collective agreements in employment relationships in Estonia – Policy analysis

4/2011 Older persons on Estonian labour market – Policy brief 

3/2011 Estonian Working Life Survey 2009 – Articles

2/2011 Gender pay gap in Estonia – Articles

1/2011 Alcohol consumption as related to childhood home and socio-economic factors – 
Policy brief 

9/2010 Employment and working life in Estonia 2009-2010 – Trends

8/2010 Migration potential of working-age population in Estonia in 2010 – Policy analysis

7/2010 Coping of disabled adults and care load arising from disability – Policy analysis

6/2010 Unemployed non-Estonians on Estonian labour market – Policy brief

5/2010 Long-term unemployed on Estonian labour market – Policy brief

4/2010 Unemployed youth on Estonian labour market – Policy brief

3/2010 Gender equality and inequality: attitudes and situation in Estonia in 2009 – Policy 
analysis

2/2010 Issues arising from Occupational Health and Safety Act to employers – Policy analysis

1/2010 Gender equality monitoring 2009 – Research report

All publications are available on the website of the Ministry of Social Affairs  
www.sm.ee > Väljaanded > Toimetised

Series published earlier 



•	 In	2013,	the	migration	potential	dropped	to	5,9%	from	the	8,5%	in	2010	which	

means	that		51	600	Estonian	residents	are	likely	take	up	employment	abroad	in	

the	next	few	years.

•	Compared	to	2010,	people	looking	to	work	abroad	have	become	more	aware	of	

the	possibilities	of	working	abroad.	

•	Estonian	residents	have	not	become	more	selective	as	regards	employment	

abroad	–	still,	about	one	third	of	people	looking	to	work	abroad	would	accept	a	

job	requiring	a	level	of	qualification	which	is	lower	than	at	the	current	or	last	job.

•	Finland	is	still	the	most	popular	destination	country	among	people	looking	to	

work	abroad,	especially	among	persons	with	a	lower	educational	level.	

•	 In	2013,	the	people	looking	to	work	abroad	would	like	to	earn	abroad	an	aver-

age	net	wage	of	EUR	1900	(median	EUR	1500).

•	The	migration	potential	is	higher	among	men	and	youth	(15-24)	in	Estonia.

•	Young	non-Estonians	are	more	prone	to	work	abroad	than	young	Estonians.

•	The	migration	potential	of	Estonian	residents	with	a	low	educational	level	is	still	

the	highest.

•	The	migration	potential	of	skilled	labour	has	decreased	compared	to	2010,	but	

skilled	labour	still	features	the	highest	rate	of	those	intending	to	take	up	employ-

ment	abroad.	

•	The	professional	background	of	Estonian	residents	looking	to	work	abroad	has	

become	more	diverse	-	nevertheless,	people	employed	in	the	construction	sec-

tor	still	have	the	highest	potential	for	labour	migration.

•	 In	2013,	the	number	of	people	intending	to	work	abroad	for	more	than	a	year	or	

remain	abroad	permanently	after	finding	work	there	has	notably	increased.

•	 In	2013,	compared	to	2010,	the	number	of	Estonian	residents	who	would	take	

along		their	spouse/cohabitee	and/or	children	when	taking	up	employment	

abroad	has	considerably	increased.

•	The	main	reason	motivating	Estonian	residents	to	work	abroad	is	still	the	higher	

wage	offered	abroad	and	the	main	barrier	to	employment	abroad	is	the	fact	that	

their	family	and	friends	live	in	Estonia.	
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