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INTRODUCTION

Objective of the Strategy
The Strategy of Children and Families 2012-2020 was prepared for the purpose of 
guaranteeing clear development trends in the state for supporting the well-being 
and coping of children and families. The Strategy is aimed at all children and families 
living in the territory of Estonia in order to ensure that they can all grow and live in 
a safe and human-friendly environment.

Estonia will have to meet challenges in many different areas in the coming years, 
all of which are associated with people – their health, coping, education, ability to 
work and well-being. The children who are born now are the human assets of the 
future Estonia: they are the ones that shape the future of our country. Today, how-
ever, these children depend on the decisions and development opportunities we of-
fer them now. Both child and family policy are discussed in the Strategy, as a child’s 
family is an important factor that influences the life and well-being of the child.

The state must have a broad and forward-looking goal if it wants to achieve sig-
nificant developments in the area of children and families. A common vision and a 
long-term and consistent policy are the only tools that help guarantee a quality child-
hood and good development opportunities for every child, break the vicious circle of 
poverty, inequality, lack of education and skills, and ensure that future generations 
will also cope successfully. As a small country with limited financial and human re-
sources, we have to be smart and open when planning our activities, learn from the 
mistakes and good practices of other countries, implement the interventions that 
have been deemed effective, increase our focus on prevention and make our systems 
in guaranteeing the well-being of children and families even more efficient.

Necessity of the Strategy
All European countries, including Estonia, are facing a number of demographic chal-
lenges – the population is aging, the number of working-age population is decreasing 
and the number of new births is small. One of the ways to cope with these challenges 
is to make Estonia a family-friendly country, where people want to have and raise chil-
dren, thereby ensuring that the population of Estonia becomes a growing population.

In addition to the children who have not been born yet it is equally important to 
appreciate and look after the children and families who already exist, because every 
person and their potential contribution to society are extremely important in a small 
country. The activities in the Strategy have therefore been planned in consideration 
of their impact on the existing children and families whilst highlighting the connec-
tion with the fertility rate.

The preparation of a national child and family policy strategy is necessary not 
only for the performance of goals in the area, but for the development of the entire 
country. The adequacy of the contribution made into the welfare of children and 
families is sooner or later reflected in people’s health and education, crime, employ-
ment and economy.
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Process of preparation
The preparation of the Strategy of Children and Families started at the time when 
the Strategy for Guarantee of the Rights of Children 2004-2008 expired. The un-
derstanding reached in the strategy execution report was that children should be 
valued consistently, across all policies, and it must be supported by the work done 
in order to improve the quality of living of families. The preparation of a national 
development document, which touches on child and family policy issues, was also 
recommended.

The preparation of the Strategy of Children and Families 2012-2020 started with 
a big opening event in September 2010. The activities of four workgroups (parent-
ing support, rights of the child and child protection, child day care, ability of families 
to cope economically and reconciliation of work, family and private life), which last 
until February, were launched at the same time. More than one hundred experts in 
the area of children and families as well as decision-makers of different levels took 
part in the workgroups and additional interviews with experts were carried out in 
order to resolve specific issues. A nationwide youth discussion circle was called in 
cooperation with the Estonian Union for Child Welfare to obtain an overview of the 
requests and problems of young persons. A steering group consisting of decision-
makers was involved after the completion of the first version of the Strategy, which 
was then sent to a larger group of stakeholders for their comments, and people were 
also asked to give their opinions via the participation web.

Research institutions, representatives of the third sector, the Ministry of Justice, 
the Ministry of Education and Research, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Com-
munications, the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Finance participated in car-
rying out the activities of the first operational programme of the Strategy.

The inclusion of the Strategy of Children and Families was recognised as the 
best inclusion practice of 2010 by the State Chancellery, the Network of Estonian 
Non-profit Organisations NENO and the Praxis Centre for Political Studies. The ex-
tensive inclusion process made it possible to consider many different stakeholders 
in the preparation of the Strategy, to obtain information from specialists who work 
with children and families every day and to include the representations of the state, 
local authorities and the third sector in the preparation of the strategy as early as 
possible.

Important principles observed  
in the preparation of the Strategy
Every child matters

This Strategy is based on the principle that every child matters. This means that in 
all decisions and undertakings that concern children and families, the state puts the 
interests, needs and well-being of the child and their family first and guarantees 
equal rights and opportunities to all children living in Estonia. The goal is to create 
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conditions where people feel, and children and families are, valued.
The question of the obligations of the child is often raised when the rights 

of the child are mentioned. It has to be emphasised here that similarly to human 
rights, the rights of the child mean the rights that arise from sources of interna-
tional law and are recognised in the entire world. The fundamental rights of peo-
ple and the associated obligations are described in the Constitution of the Republic 
of Estonia. One of the main obligations is to avoid infringement of the fundamental 
rights and freedoms of other persons. According to the above, a right automati-
cally entails the obligation to consider the rights of other persons and this is why 
the obligations of the child have not been separately emphasised in the Strategy of 
Children and Families.

Prevention of problems is more effective 
than dealing with the consequences

The last 20 years have shown that placing the focus on dealing with the conse-
quences is not a sustainable solution, as it tends to lead to an increase in prob-
lems and thereby demands increasingly more money. The current child and fam-
ily policy focuses primarily on alleviating the symptoms of various problems 
whilst not much attention is paid to dealing with the causes of these problems. 
Child protection in Estonia also tends to focus on sanctions (e.g. separating the 
child from the family) and child welfare is aimed at children who have been left 
without parental care. The lack of early noticing and timely intervention means 
that more children are separated from their families and placed in substitute 
care than should be done in a modern society that supports families with chil-
dren. At the same time, the costs of substitute care are high whilst the resources 
required for prevention and supporting services are rather marginal.

This is why the Strategy of Children and Families focuses on prevention and 
early intervention on every level. On one hand, it is practical from the viewpoint of 
the well-being of individuals, as it helps to prevent further, more serious problems. 
On the other hand, primary prevention usually requires fewer resources and is 
easier to perform, and the cash flow required for this is usually smaller than what 
is required on the secondary or, moreover, the tertiary level of prevention, i.e. in 
the situation where problems have already appeared.

A knowledge-based approach and consistency 
help develop the best child and family policy

The services that are aimed at children and families must be based on the best avail-
able evidence. Since the middle of the 1990s, a lot of work has been done with evi-
dence-based interventions and services in the area of social affairs, i.e. the interven-
tions and services proven to be effective. However, the reality shows that even on 
the scale of the entire world, only 2-5% of the programmes carried out are evidence-
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based. This means that we have no information about the impact of 97% of services 
and programmes. This means that we are somewhat behind the developments in 
other areas (e.g. medicine) when it comes to improving the well-being of children 
and families. This means that we don’t often have any information about whether 
the programmes and services we implement could help resolve problems or could 
they be unsuitable and thereby cause irreversible damage to the health and well-
being of people.

Investing in activities that are the most efficient for the achievement of goals is 
even more important in a situation where resources are limited. This is why cost-
efficiency is one of the key words of the strategic implementation of interventions. 
Cost-efficiency is the need to understand that every intervention should also be fi-
nancially justified in addition to its positive impact. In other words, the implementa-
tion of interventions must also produce a positive return on investments. It may be 
possible to save money on account of the investments made in the child and family 
policy also in many other sectors, both by reducing future investments (e.g. build-
ing prisons) and reducing costs (e.g. subsistence benefit, rehabilitation, therapeutic 
interventions), as the work done under the child and family policy has an impact on 
many different problems, incl. those that reach into the areas of administration of 
other ministries.

The state and local authorities must therefore make wise decisions in the devel-
opment and implementation of services, which are based on analysing the various 
effects of interventions.

ObjECTIvES SET 
IN THE STRATEGY

The main objective of the Strategy is to improve the well-being and quality of 
living of children and families, thereby promoting the birth of children.

Five strategic objectives (SO) have been set for the achievement of the main 
objective:

1. the Estonian child and family policy is knowledge-based and uniform in 
order to support the sustainability of society;

2. Estonia is a country that supports positive parenting and offers the nec-
essary support to raising children and being a parent in order to improve the 
quality of living and future of children;

3. the rights of children are guaranteed and a functional child protection 
system is created in order to value each child and the kind of safe environ-
ment that supports the development and well-being of children;
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4.	 Estonia	has	an	combined	system	of	benefits	and	services	that	support	
the adequate economic coping of families in order to offer constant secu-
rity to families; and

5. men and women have equal opportunities for reconciliation of work, 
family and private life in order to promote a quality everyday life that meets 
the needs of each family member.

 The Estonian child and family policy is  
 knowledge-based and uniform

Current situation

Family life in Estonia has been changing constantly in the last twenty-odd years. 
The fertility rate has decreased considerably in comparison to the time right after 
Estonia regained its independence (the 2.05 fertility rate of 1990 had dropped 
to 1.64 by 2010) and people postpone having children for longer. The number of 
marriages has also decreased as more couples prefer cohabitation. Partnership re-
lations are also characterised by a high divorce rate, which means that an increas-
ing number of children live in so-called recreated families. 

Population growth and positive natural increase are one of the priorities of Esto-
nia. The role of family policy in increasing the birth rate is an important one, as it has 
to create a suitable environment or an environment that supports raising children, 
and by doing this helps achieve the desired increase in the number of births. Several 
surveys confirm that the indicators that motivate people to have children are mainly 
subjective: age, the number of children they already have and previous experience in 
raising children, the quality of their partnership relations, etc., and also their overall 
security and the norms and attitudes prevailing in society. However, people still ex-
pect the state to help and support them in raising children.

On the international level, the family policy of Estonia has been described as 
birth-oriented. This means that family policy measures are primarily aimed at the 
moment of birth and the first years in a child’s life. The other most significant 
characteristics are the domination of monetary benefits and the firm focus on the 
mother and the child. In Estonia, fathers have equal rights with mothers in respect 
of most family policy measures. However, established attitudes and stereotypes, 
especially regarding the use of family allowances and benefits, act as a barrier to 
the active participation of both parents in raising children.

Strategic Objective 1

1.
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Additional surveys are necessary to consider the changed needs and different 
interests in the area of children and families. The current child and family support 
system also has to be analysed to develop and systematic and cross-area approach 
and to create a uniform basis in the state for supporting families and children. 
Extra attention is paid to the development of measures and assessment practices 
that have been proven to be effective.

Main lines of action

• Development of a knowledge-based child and family policy, incl. an analy-
sis of the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the measures and expansion of 
evidence-based interventions.

• Promotion of coordinated research and development activities in the social 
sphere and the area of child protection.

• Harmonisation of cooperation and development trends in areas of direct im-
pact on children and families.

• Considering the perspective of children, both boys and girls, and families 
with children in legislative drafting.

• Supporting the civil initiative that promotes the well-being of children and 
families by financing the project applications that are submitted to the Gam-
bling Tax Council and comply with the objectives of the Strategy of Children 
and Families 2012–2020.

 Estonia is a state that supports positive parenting

Current situation

Supporting parents and a positive parenting is one of the best ways of preventing 
children’s problems and thereby influencing their future prospects. It has been 
found that the quality of parenting is connected to the child’s risk behaviour, mental 
and physical health, educational abilities and social skills. Children who grow up 
in dysfunctional families are more likely to form similar families themselves, which 
means that child-raising practice has a very important role in determining the pat-
terns carried from one generation to the next.

Strategic Objective 2

2.
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Supporting positive parenting, i.e. a child raising practice that proceeds from 
the child’s well-being and needs, on the state level is a relatively new area in Es-
tonia. However, the need for developing parenting skills is considerable, which is 
also demonstrated by the statistics of the risk behaviour and health indicators of 
children as well as the requests, skills and attitudes of parents themselves. Although 
the attitudes of people in Estonia support coping with any parenting problems and 
concerns oneself, almost one-half of parents in Estonia admit that they would need 
advice and help as parents. However, they do not know where they could ask for 
help, or they lack the courage to ask for it.

The weakest link in parenting education is management of the tensions and emo-
tions associated with parenting. The fact that 40% of parents agree that corporal 
punishment of children is a necessary and justified educational measure in certain 
situations can also be associated with stress and insufficient parenting skills. How-
ever, maltreating a child for any reason whatsoever, even as an educational measure, 
is classified as a crime according to the Penal Code of Estonia.

The problems relating to child maintenance or the payment of child support, the 
disputes between parents about the procedure of communicating with the child and 
deciding where the child will live, and supervision of children (e.g. accidents with 
small children and parents moving abroad for a long time) also need to be solved.

Several NPOs offer parenting education in Estonia, but there are no evidence-
based or systematic parenting programmes. Several existing counselling services 
aimed at parents also need to be developed and made more accessible.

Main lines of action

• Improving the knowledge of children and young persons of gender equality, 
responsible sexual behaviour and sexual health, skills in equal partnership 
relations and positive parenting practice.

• Promotion of attitudes that value parents and parental education, and im-
provement of the relevant knowledge among the general public, specialists 
and decision-makers.

• Supporting positive relationships between adults and parental responsi-
bility.

• Development of services that support parenting and guaranteeing their 
accessibility.

• Development and regulation of the diagnostics used to evaluate parenting 
skills, training specialists.

• Implementation of the efficient and population-based parenting program in 
Estonia.
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Strategic Objective 3

3.
 
 The rights of the child are guaranteed  
 and a functional child protection system is created

Current situation

Estonia joined the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991 and thereby 
assumed the obligation to guarantee the rights of the child and to implement the 
measures required for this purpose. An important right of the child is to participate 
in social life and have a say in issues that concern his or her life. Whilst the partici-
pation opportunities of children are guaranteed on the level of schools and society 
with various youth work methods, the situation in the inclusion of children in the 
daily lives of families is more complicated. Surveys indicate that only seven out of 
ten parents in Estonia have enough time to talk and listen to the child whilst approxi-
mately one-fourth do it rarely or not at all.

One of the opportunities for children to participate in social life and have a say is 
to do it in the media. However, there are several hidden damaging influences in the 
media that children need to be protected from. Estonian children are among the top 
countries in Europe in terms of their internet use, but they are also among the top 
countries in terms of experiencing the risks associated with the internet. This means 
that the media awareness of children and parents has to be raised and the legislation 
regulating the relationships between children and the media must be evaluated and 
streamlined.

Guaranteeing the rights of the child requires ensuring extensive prevention on 
all levels, thereby improving the opportunities of children to live at home and get the 
fastest and most efficient help whenever necessary.

According to the effective Child Protection Act, child protection is provided 
through state and local government bodies and non-governmental organisations. 
The duty of the state is to guarantee legislative, investment and supervision activ-
ities financed from the state budget. Local authorities are mainly responsible for 
protecting and helping children. Local authorities, especially those with a small rev-
enue base, do not have enough resources for the development and implementation 
of child protection services at present. Many local authorities have no professional 
child protection workers. A situation like this means that the implementation of ef-
fective help measures and timely intervention in order to guarantee the well-being 
of children is impossible.

Practical child protection work also needs support in addition to the updating of 
the child protection system and the legislation, as it lacks a uniform evaluation basis 
and various user-friendly instruction materials. The qualifications of child protec-
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tion workers are also an important issue in addition to their number.
The surveys carried out in Estonia indicate that a number of children have expe-

rienced physical, sexual and mental maltreatment. Although § 59 of the Child Pro-
tection Act stipulates that every citizen must inform about a child in need, even spe-
cialists do not always notify about a maltreated child. Obtaining information about 
maltreated children from medical professionals is seen as particularly problematic.

The representatives of many other targets groups, such as children with mental 
disorders and disabilities and their families, children in substitute care and unac-
companied and trafficked children also need special attention and additional quality 
services in addition to maltreated children.

Specialists believe that there is an additional need for psychiatric help and reha-
bilitation for children with mental disorders in Estonia. The most common practice 
at present is to send children with mental disorders who have committed offences 
and truancy to specialised schools. In most cases, however, this does not create any 
opportunities for improving the situation of the child, which is why children with 
multiple disorders need additional rehabilitation services that meet their needs.

There are approximately 6,800 families in Estonia that are raising at least one 
disabled child aged 0 to 17. The needs of these children and their families are vastly 
different both in terms of the type of assistance they need from the state as well as 
the volume of such help. The majority of disabled children attend either a nursery 
school or a school, but they need constant personal assistance when learning. This 
is why the parents of disabled children have voiced their concern about the ability 
of the area of education to support disabled children, incl. the existence of assistant 
teachers. The opportunities of disabled children to receive hobby education and the 
development of the support services required for using these opportunities also 
need special attention.

In 2010, the number of children in replacement homes was 1,215 whilst 337 
children were in foster care. A system of family houses that considers the well-being 
of children has been created in recent years to replace the large institutions used in 
the Soviet times. However, it is still better for children to live in a safe family environ-
ment, which is why the implementation of family-based substitute care (fostering 
and guardianship) must be developed.

Main lines of action

• Raising people’s awareness of the rights of the child, incl. the preparation and 
organisation of a relevant training programme for specialists.

• Increasing the participation of children on the level of individuals and soci-
ety.

• Raising the media awareness of children and development of a safer media 
environment, incl. the internet.

• Increasing the efficiency of supervision, incl. cooperation with the Office of 
the Chancellor of Justice, to guarantee the rights of the child.
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• Development of a system for evaluation of the developmental needs of a child 
and early intervention.

• Analysis and development of a system of home visits by family nurses.

• Reduction and prevention of violence against children and helping victims.

• Development of a system for diagnosing maltreatment of children and react-
ing to such cases.

• Increasing the competency of specialists who work with children and families, 
incl. the development of child protection instruction materials and children’s 
case studies, and the creation of an opportunity for regular supervision.

• Organisation of child protection work and improving supervision, incl. the 
updating and implementation of the Child Protection Act.

• Development of the bases for regional counselling centres and launch of the 
centres in order to increase the accessibility and quality of services.

• Improving the quality and accessibility of counselling and therapy services.

• Development of the services needed by children with mental disorders, incl. 
the establishment of mental health centres of children.

• Development of the interventions needed by disabled children, incl. health 
and support services, in the education system.

• Providing children without parental care with a family-like living environ-
ment that promotes their development, incl. the development of a support 
system for families that foster or adopt children or act as their guardians, 
which covers preliminary and follow-up services for such families.

• Identifying and helping unaccompanied and trafficked children.

	 Estonia	has	a	combined	system	of	benefits	and	 
 services that support the adequate economic coping  
 of families
Current situation

Supporting the ability of families to cope economically is a significant opportunity 
for the state to show that children and families are valued, to promote the birth of 
children and to reduce the problems caused by poverty. Poverty limits equal partici-

Strategic Objective 4

4.
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pation in society and has an impact on human dignity. In the case of children poverty 
is associated with several risks at once – health problems, limited opportunities for 
learning and development, behavioural problems, limited social contacts, lower self-
esteem. Unfortunately, data show that having children is the factor that increases 
the poverty risk of households. The data for 2010 indicate that 18.6% of children 
aged 0-17 in Estonia lived below the minimum means of subsistence. The absolute 
poverty rate of all households at the same time was 9.5% and covered more than 
57,000 families.

Estonia uses a universal system of family allowances, where every child has the 
right to a child allowance. A certain part of the costs of raising a child is divided 
solidarity between the whole of society with such a universal system. According to 
the surveys carried out by the European Commission, a universal system is efficient 
in preventing and mitigating child poverty, especially considering the level of social 
protection expenditure in Estonia is lower than in other European countries. The 
survey conducted by Praxis also in Estonia shows that the benefits aimed at large 
families are the most cost-effective in reducing child poverty, followed by the child-
care allowance and the child allowance.

The universal family allowance system of Estonia is also a targeted system, i.e. 
families at the risk of poverty are also offered additional support on top of universal 
allowances. In Estonia, the households that are more likely to struggle with coping 
are those with a single parent, three or more children, or an unemployed parent.

The primary objective of the parental benefit established in 2007 is to support 
the reconciliation of work and family life. Although changes in the structure of wom-
en giving birth started taking place before the implementation of the parental ben-
efit, the survey carried out by Praxis shows that the probability that women who are 
highly educated and earn a higher income decide to give birth increased after the 
implementation of the parental benefit, which gives reason to believe that the pa-
rental benefit could have given more momentum to a trend that had already started.

However, in comparison with other countries Estonia stands out with its large 
number of family allowances, which means that the system is relatively fragmented. 
Also, families need more support in the stages of a child’s life that follow his or her 
birth and early years, which is why it is necessary to develop a policy for supporting 
the parents of small children after the payment of the parental benefit ends. Many 
surveys indicate that families that officially do not live in poverty may be unable to 
meet the needs of their child and guarantee them future prospects that meet their 
development potential. We therefore have to analyse the benefits of monetary sup-
port and services, and consider increasing the share of the latter, as the share of ser-
vices in social protection expenses is currently very low in Estonia. The best way of 
preventing a family ending up in poverty is to give parents the chance to participate 
in the labour market, which is why services that support participation in the labour 
market must also be offered in addition to narrow family policy measures.

The different living conditions of households are also connected to their ability 
to cope economically. Although there is no shortage of housing this day and age, not 
every family has access to a quality home that meets their needs. Surveys carried out 
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in Europe also confirm that the absence of a home and the high expense of buying 
one is a significant reason why families postpone having children, especially in the 
case of more than one child.

Main lines of action

• Analysis of the system of family allowances, development of potential new 
measures and increasing the cost-effectiveness of the system.

• Analysis and development of policies aimed at single parent families and 
families with many children.

• Resuming the payment of paternal leave benefit.

• Development of the system for payment of child support and maintenance 
allowance.

• Improving the housing conditions of families with children, incl. the imple-
mentation of a home support system for families with many children.

• Provision and development of social services that improve economic coping.

• Development and provision of welfare services that support the employment 
of people with special needs and their family members.

• Increasing the efficiency of employment services and the relevant awareness 
of people.

 Men and women have equal opportunities for   
 reconciliation of work, family and private life

Current situation

The reconciliation of work, family and private life is one of the main principles of 
EU strategies. The creation of more equal opportunities for men and women for the 
reconciliation of work, family and private life is closely connected with the rights of 
both women and men, which is why it is important that the representatives of both 
genders can fulfil themselves in all three areas of life. International surveys indicate 
that fertility is higher in the countries that take measures to reduce the care burden 
of women and increase the participation of fathers in family life. The father’s posi-
tive participation in raising the child has a good impact on the health of the father as 
well as the development of the child.

People in Estonia agree that raising children is an obligation of both mothers and 

Strategic Objective 5

5.
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fathers in equal measures. Many rights and benefits aimed at families and parents 
are meant equally for mothers and fathers. However, various data indicate that in 
behavioural terms, the participation of fathers in raising children is not particularly 
widespread. The RISC Value Orientations Survey also shows that more than a half 
of people in Estonia believe that a father’s main responsibility is to offer financial 
security to his family and children.

As the above shows that raising children and looking after them (especially in 
the early stages of their lives) is generally the mother’s responsibility, it means that 
the participation of women in employment is restricted. The gap in the employment 
rate, which characterises the employment of women with children of up to six years 
of age and women who do not have children up to six years of age is considerably 
bigger in Estonia (25.7% in 2010) than the European average (17.3% in 2009). The 
birth of children does generally not restrict the participation of men in employment 
– it usually increases it. Statistics show that fathers of children up to six years of age 
are the group in Estonia that participates the most in employment.

In general, there are two options for reducing the conflict between work, family 
and private life: to reduce the family obligations of people or their work-related ob-
ligations. The childcare services provided by the state or local authorities can offer 
support in family obligations, especially raising children. However, approximately 
39% of local authorities are unable to perform the obligation to guarantee all chil-
dren with a place in day care, which means that Estonia needs approximately 4,000 
additional childcare places. Childcare for children up to 3 years of age is the most 
problematic. The quality, accessibility and flexibility of child day care also need at-
tention in addition to the creation of childcare places.

The family-friendly attitudes of employers, laws that support parents and flexible 
forms of work also have an important role in the reconciliation of work and family life.

Main lines of action
• Promotion of the participation of fathers in family life and mothers in work-

ing life both by changing people’s attitudes and updating the relevant policy 
measures.

• Development of an employee and family-friendly working environment, incl. 
the organisation of a contest to find the most employee and family-friendly 
employer and the development of a relevant certificate.

• Supporting all child day care providers (incl. providers of day care for chil-
dren with special needs and disabilities) in order to improve the accessibility 
and sustainability of the service.

• Improvement of the quality of child day care, incl. reviewing the quality indi-
cators of the service and updating their evaluation, inspection and procedure 
if necessary.

• Collection and systematisation of information to obtain an overview of child 
day care requirements and needs.

• Increasing the efficiency of local authorities to improve child day care.
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