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 1. INTRODUCTION 

Polish sociologist Piotr Sztompka (2004) has characterised the collapse of 
communism as a traumatogenic change. This change was sudden, rapid and 
multidimensional, embracing politics, economics, culture and everyday life. This 
very unexpected sudden and radical system change hit the foundations of the earlier 
system and was to have a significant impact on life trajectories. The collapse and 
transformation of the former socialist societies of the Soviet Union illustrates in an 
exemplary manner the major questions which sociological life course research at-
tempts to answer. One aim is to understand how structures, institutions and policies 
on the macro and meso-levels influence individual life courses (see Gershuny 1998; 
Mayer 2006).  

The aim of this dissertation is to analyse the interrelationship between the structural 
changes in Estonian society and personal life courses of people on a micro-level as 
well as the role of social network and education in the changes of the life courses. 
There is a question of how previous life events and trajectories constrain or foster 
transitions and outcomes in later life on the micro level. Some authors have under-
lined that sometimes the unexpected consequences of old choices might be even 
more important than new choices. Diewald et al. (2006) discovered that the duration 
of exposure to risk or opportunities lead to the accumulation of advantages and 
disadvantages. 

Transformation in Estonia affected all spheres of economic, social and institutional 
life with the economic reforms being among the most radical of the post-socialist 
countries. A rigidly regulated labour market with high levels of employment and 
employment stability was transformed into a labour market with a much lower level 
of protection. New political and economic institutions offered new opportunities 
(private enterprise and self-employment) but also engendered new risks (unem-
ployment, decline of social status, and pauperization). Such risks and opportunities 
were unevenly distributed among different groups in the general population. Indi-
viduals had to match the past with the present by employing capital developed un-
der one set of institutional rules, in processes and acts governed by a different set of 
rules.  

The present thesis searches for the answer to the following basic questions: 1. How 
structural and institutional changes have influenced personal life courses and the 
formation of agency? 2. How the individuals conceptualize social changes in Esto-
nian transformation society? 3. How useful were the education and informal ties for 
success within the Estonian labour market during the transformation of society? 

This research is based on different studies. The qualitative research is based on the 
thirty-two in-depth interviews collected in the period June 2003 to January 2004 for 
the project “Life Plans and Life Paths in the Post-Socialist Estonia”. The interview-
ees are representatives of the people aged 20 or 30 years at the beginning of the 
period of post-socialist reforms. These people grew up within the socialist system, 



10 

graduated from secondary educational institutions before the beginning of the re-
forms in 1983 and first entered the labour market at the start of the major social and 
economic changes in Estonian society. The quantitative research is based on the 
Estonian Labour Force Surveys, 1995, 1997, 2000 and 2007. The surveys inter-
viewed people aged 15–74 years. Among all the respondents the sample chose those 
individuals who had either got their first job or had changed their occupational posi-
tion during the years of researche. 

The dissertation represents the analytical summary based on four articles, three in 
peer-reviewed journals (Studies I, II and III) and one in a peer-reviewed book edit-
ed by Ellu Saar (Study IV). Each article is a separate study. Study I examines rep-
resentations of social risks and challenges of the transformation of Estonian society 
in the biographical interviews as well as discursive patterns and strategies that in-
terviewees use to produce relatively coherent biographical narratives. Study II 
analyses the interrelationship between structural changes and personal life courses 
of people who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of the transfor-
mation of Estonian society. Study III analyses the interrelationship between struc-
tural changes and personal life courses of non-Estonians. Study IV examines 
whether structural changes in society affect the role that individual level network 
capital has in obtaining high occupational position in the Estonian labour market 
during the social-economic transformation. The presented studies in this thesis can 
be read as single contributions to a specific issue. On the other hand, all the studies 
approach the topic of transformation in Estonian society and the value of various 
factors influencing success of people within the labour market during this process. 
This provides a special opportunity for the researcher to draw general conclusions. 
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2. MAIN QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY 

1. How structural and institutional changes have influenced personal life 
courses and the formation of agency?  

The question is connected to the role of institutions and agency in the life course.  

How were people reallocated in the process of intensive structural and institutional 
changes? Are people subject to forces outside their influence and control, or do 
their motives and mentalities significantly contribute to their life course after major 
societal changes? Were their life courses disrupted and reoriented or did they show 
a high degree of stability and continuity?  

 (Studies I, II and III) 

 

2. How do individuals conceptualize social changes in the transformation of 
Estonian society?  

The question is connected to the representations of societal changes.  

What influences their representation of societal change? How do they react to social 
challenges (threat of social failure and pauperization) and manage their social 
identities?  

 (Studies I, II and III) 

 

3. How useful were education and social networking for achieving success in 
the Estonian labour market during the transformation of society? 

The question is connected to the role of personal resources in the life course.  

How useful were education and informal ties before the transformation? How often 
were social networks used to find jobs during the different economic phases? Did 
social networks help in obtaining higher occupational positions? What was the role 
of education in obtaining higher occupational positions? How do people interpret 
the roles of education and social networking? 

 (Studies II, III and IV) 
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1. SOCIETAL CHANGES AND THE ROLE OF AGENCY  

The issue of the interrelationships between the structural changes and personal life 
courses of people relies on the analysis of the relationship between social structure 
and agency. In this instance, agency is understood as the capacity of individuals to 
act independently and to make their own free choice and structure as arrangements, 
which influence or limit the choices and opportunities that individuals possess 
(Barker 2005: 448). Douglass North defines institutions as components of social 
structure as “the rules of the game in a society” (North 1990: 3), which include 
formal rules and informal constraints. Institutions “reduce uncertainty by providing 
a structure to everyday life” (North 1990: 3). 

3.1.1. Societal changes and planning of life  

In the international sociological literature, Peter Berger pioneered theoretical 
interest in personal biographies (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Institutions do not 
stand above living individuals; individuals become part of the very institutions with 
which they identify. In modern societies, individuals are left to choose from a 
plurality of lifestyles. Access to these lifestyles most often comes through the 
choice of work and occupation. This is where life planning as a central activity of 
modern individuals comes into play.  

Anthony Giddens (1991) and Ulrich Beck (1992) have further developed the idea of 
life planning as central for the constitution of self-identity in modernity. According 
to Giddens, individuals not only have expectations of what they would like to be, 
they also plan ahead in order to realise their future conceptions of themselves. 
However, the life projects might be abandoned or reformulated if reality turns out to 
be different from the individual’s expectations. From the individual’s viewpoint, it 
is important to find new projects worthy of biographical investment. 

Beck (1992) discusses at the macro-level the concept of a ‘risk society’, which 
relates to individuals and the risks involved in their choices. In societies where 
access to work and occupations follow substantial personal investment, personal life 
courses become factors beyond the individual’s control making personal choices 
risky. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) describe modern society as a global risk 
society, “there is a return of uncertainty, which did not just shake public trust in the 
ability of key institutions of the industrial world, of business, law and politics, to 
tame and control the threatening effects they produce; there is also a sense that, 
across all income groups, prosperity biographies become risk biographies, losing 
their social identity and material faith in future security” (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim 2002: 164). 

The socialist period could be characterised by an extreme institutionalisation of 
one’s life path – it meant less risk for the individual, but also fewer possibilities to 
choose. The paternal state intervened much more with the choices made by 
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individuals than in western type societies (Kupferberg 1998). The socialist society 
stabilised life planning and minimised the personal risks involved. The result for 
individuals was a clear reduction of occupational risk and autonomy of choice. The 
burden of risk was taken from the individual and placed in the hands of the state. 
The constitutional right to work, as well as the principle of full employment, shaped 
both occupational and employment opportunities available to employees and 
workers (Mach et al.1994). 

Modern choice models assume in particular that typical actors try to act rationally. 
Basic assumptions of rational choice theory become less and less tenable the more 
the institutions are taken into account in causal models. As North mentioned in his 
Nobel Prize acceptance speech: “The rational choice framework assumes that 
individuals know what is in their self-interest and act accordingly. That may be 
correct for individuals making choices in the highly developed markets of modern 
economies, but it is patently false in making choices under conditions of uncertainty 
– the conditions that have characterised the political and economic choices that 
shaped (and continue to shape) historical change” (North 1998: 250).  

The increasing temporal uncertainties should manifest themselves in the following 
three decision problems: (1) rising uncertainty about the behavioural alternatives 
themselves. The problem here is not only which alternative to choose but 
increasingly also when to implement it in the life course; (2) growing uncertainty 
about the probability of behavioural outcomes; (3) increasing uncertainty about the 
amount of information to be collected for a particular decision. Hence growing 
uncertainties prevent individuals from maximizing expected utilities.  

Blossfeld and Prein (1998) hypothesise that growing uncertainties require actions to 
be governed by cultural traditions, social institutions or norms that restrict the 
flexibility to choose potential courses of actions. As the complexity of a decision-
making situation increases, so does the predictability of what people will actually 
do. Esser (1993) has called such mechanisms “habits” and “frames”, which he 
understands as nation or class-specific ways to interpret decision situations. 

Individuals have to make long-term binding commitments at various phases of their 
life course. They have to opt for an educational track, a specific job, a career path, a 
particular partner, having a child or not – decisions which once taken are normally 
hard to revise. In order to reduce choice complexity of long-term courses of action 
under uncertainty, individuals tend to constrain or bind their own future actions, i.e. 
they commit themselves to behave in a specific way in the future. Rising 
uncertainties not only make it harder for individuals to plan their life, but also 
reduce the appeal of long term, self-binding decisions in general. 

Institutions comprise the formal and informal social constraints that shape the 
choice-set of the actors. At the theoretical centre of the new institutionalist 
paradigm is the concept of choice within constraints (Brinton and Nee 1998). In 
addition, there are macro changes at the level of the institutions. In spite of the 
institutional guidelines and growing insecurity, the life courses are condemned to 
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activity. The obligation to be active means that failure becomes a personal failure, 
subject to individual blame and responsibility (Beck and Beck-Gernheim 2002). 

The transformation of socialist societies can be seen as a turning point in the life 
planning of individuals, which destabilised life paths and forced individuals to 
make unexpected choices under conditions of great uncertainty and risk, for which 
their experiences had not prepared them. The sudden changes not only led to 
unexpected job shifts and employment trajectories, but they may have had an 
impact on adaptation processes as well. In response to social changes and 
uncertainties, individuals tend to develop discursive and behavioral patterns to ma-
nage risks and challenges, to cope with the new socio-economic situation, and to 
overcome the constraints the situation imposes on them (see, e.g., Zinn 2005). 

Caspi and Moffit (1993) have assumed that in the condition of a system change, 
when standardised ways of channelling life courses by institutions vanish, 
differences in personality characteristics become more important for the direction of 
life course trajectories than under stable institutions. This also means that the role of 
agency may become more important for success and failure in life. The shift from a 
centrally planned economy to a market economy is, in theory, itself linked with an 
increasing importance of self-initiative and self-responsibility (Diewald 2006). 

Sztompka (2004) presents three adaptation strategies to cope with sudden changes 
based on a typology of adaptive reactions to the anomie developed by Merton 
(1996). First, there are innovative strategies. People take the systematic change as a 
given and make attempts to creatively reshape their personal situation within the 
system. They try to strengthen their position by raising or mobilizing resources 
(economic, social and human capital). The second type is retreatist adaptations, an 
escape towards passivism, resignation and marginalisation. Faced with sudden 
changes and uncertainty, many people turn to the discourse of fate, adopting a 
“wait-and-see” orientation. Other people turn their hopes towards help from the 
state. The third type of adaptation is ritualism. In this case, people find some 
measure of security in following the traditional, accustomed patterns of action, even 
if under the changed circumstances they lead nowhere. 

3.1.2. Representations of societal changes  

The French psychologist Moscovici defined social representations as a form of 
everyday cognition and a result of the active socio-psychological reconstruction of 
reality (Moscovici 1984). Social representations simultaneously mold people’s 
perceptions and thinking, and reproduce and regulate social relations (Corsaro 1985).  

Studying social representations takes on special significance during periods of 
social changes in a society. The content of social representations allows sociologists 
to understand how knowledge of the world corresponds with changes in it.  

One of the instruments for an analysis of social perception is Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theory of habitus and field and his concept of symbolic power. (see Bourdieu 1984, 
2003; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1990). The theory of habitus and field is one of ma-
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jor approaches to the agency-structure linkage. Bourdieu replaces the concept of 
structure with the concept of field. According to Bourdieu, field is a structured 
social world with its own rules, schemes of domination, legitimate opinions. In 
Bourdieu’s sociology, representations are related to the agents’ positions in the 
structured social world whose specific characteristics affect the representations. 
Individual agents enter the social world with their habituses (systems of 
dispositions - lasting, acquired schemes of perception, thought and action). The 
influence of fields and habitus, according to Bourdieu, is mutual. The agents 
develop their dispositions in response to the objective conditions they encounter. In 
other words, habitus is a result of individual history and social practice of the 
individual agent.  
According to the concept of symbolic power agents rely, in their representations of 
the social world, on the system of interpretations and definitions formed by power 
relations and adopted by default as self-evident (Bourdieu uses the term doxa). 
Doxa as a system of self-evident meanings adopted during the process of 
socialization becomes part of the human system of behavioral dispositions or 
habitus. The dominant ideology also acts and ensures the loyalty of the state 
subjects through doxa (Bourdieu 2003: 144).  

On the basis of Pierre Bourdieu’s theories, one can assume that transformation of 
the Estonian society changes rules and relations of forces in the fields. 
Transformation of society changes the system of interpretation and definition 
formed by new power relations. The interdependence of fields and the habituses 
meant that the habituses of individuals were affected by this change. The liberal 
ideology of society, dominant during the transformation in Estonia, builds up a new 
system of self-evident eanings on which society members rely in their 
representations of the social world.  

 

3.2. SOCIETAL CHANGES AND PERSONAL RESOURCES  

For individuals, there are different sorts of potential benefits (“positional 
advantages”) that may derive from personal resources. The positional advantage, 
however, does not emerge from those accumulated skilful characteristics 
themselves, but stems from their interaction with the rules of social institutions. 
Those skills only provide an advantage, provided they stand out conspicuously and 
meet the requirements of the institutions. The utility of capital is determined by 
institutions, which set the rules of its application and, thus, determine its value. In 
times of social change, capital accumulated under different institutional conditions 
is deployed to fit new institutions. Individuals have to match the past with the pre-
sent, employing capital developed under one set of institutional rules, in processes 
and acts governed by a different set of rules. The life course theory suggests that the 
initial endowment with resources may be especially sequential in times of major 
and sudden disruptions (Elder 1974; Caspi and Moffitt 1993). New political and 
economic institutions presented new opportunities and constraints for people, 
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however, they responded to those opportunities and constraints on the basis of their 
existing resources. Róna-Tas (1998) argues that during the rapid economic, social 
and institutional changes in post-socialist societies, the meaning of previously 
gained resources changed as well. Path dependence theory admits the importance of 
old resources under the new institutional order and suggests the possibility of status 
continuity. People having administrative expertise acquired under state socialism 
might be able to maintain high socio-economic status in the post-socialist era 
(Róna-Tas 1994). 

The present thesis considers education and social networks as resources for success 
in the Estonian labour market during the process of transformation of society. 

3.2.1. Social networks  

3.2.1.1. Social networks as a form of capital 

A fundamental claim of network-based theory of social capital is that life chances 
depend not only on individual resources but also on network characteristics 
reflecting the resources of network members (Flap 1999; Lin 1999). Sociologists 
have conducted more detailed studies of the role of networks on the labour market. 
While Barbieri, Paugam and Russell (2000) conclude social networks in the EU 
may even be the crucial factor in gaining work, Korpi (2001) and Lin, Cook and 
Burt (2001) in the USA concur that social capital is one of the significant aspects in 
achieving desirable status in the labour market. Several studies suggest that social 
networks may be, as important or even, more important than human capital 
(education and work experience) in status attainment (e.g. Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 
1981; Marsden and Hurlbert 1988; Flap and Boxman 2001). The concept that social 
networks might contribute to status attainment emerged in a study conducted in the 
USA by M. Granovetter (1974).  

According to Granovetter’s (1973) weak tie theory, ties among members of a social 
clique are likely to be strong (that is, frequent, and involving multiple types of 
relationships, such as those with friends and co-workers). However, ties that reach 
outside of the social clique tend to be weak (infrequent and restricted to a narrow 
type of relationship). Granovetter (1973) argues weak ties are often a bridge 
between densely interconnected social cliques and actually are sources of more 
information than strong ties. Employing the weak tie theory to analyse the strength 
of social ties used by an individual in the process of finding and getting a job, 
Granovetter (1974) suggested that weak ties were more likely than strong ties to 
have been the source of information about job openings.  

Social resource theorists (e.g. Lin et al. 1981; Marsden and Hurlbert 1988) also note 
that weak ties are important because they connect people from the different cliques. 
However, they argue that it is not the weaknesses of ties per se that are 
advantageous. The benefit lies in the fact that such ties are more to reach someone 
with needed resources. The basic thesis of the social resources theory - that people 
with access to better social resources will obtain better outcomes in instrumental 
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action (Lin 1982). Larger networks afford better opportunities for individuals to 
locate the resources useful for instrumental actions (Lin 1999). 

These two theories (weak tie theory and social resource theory) can function 
together because they offer different looks at social networks (e.g. Seibert, Kraimer 
and Liden 2001; Chen, Lee and Ko 2007). The weak tie theory focuses on the 
structure of a network, seeing a social network as a map of all of the relevant 
connections between all the members of the network and studying, for example, the 
regularity of the connections as well as interconnectedness between the members. 
Social resource theory, on the other hand, focuses on the content of a network 
(Scott 2000), building on the assumption that social resources, both material and 
symbolic, can be accessed and used to attain instrumental goals. For example, 
analysing social resources of a network, Lin’s research showed that tie strength was 
negatively related to the occupational prestige of the contacted alter (that is, weak 
ties reach higher-status alters) and that the alters occupational prestige was in turn 
positively related to the prestige of the job secured by ego (Lin et al. 1981). 
Research has provided consistent support to the proposition that social capital, in 
the form of social resources, makes a significant contribution to status attainment 
beyond personal resources (Lin 1999). 

There are also a number of studies conducted in Estonia on the impact of social 
networks. Research confirms that informal networks played an important role in 
getting a job in Estonia in the 1990s (Hansson 2001; Kazjulja 2002). Before the 
restructuring of the economy, personal networks helped to acquire a good job, but 
in ensuing years their roles in obtaining any job became crucial (Kazjulja 2002). 
Studies on the effect of informal social networks have revealed that the resources 
accessed through the network ties can also be used for different instrumental 
purposes. Networks provide not only support or new opportunities but they also 
create the feeling of security among the network members. The availability of 
resources embedded in informal social networks depends primarily on the 
characteristics of network ties, but also on the position of an individual in the 
network structure (Hansson 2001). Consequently, network positions and the 
character of network relations can be viewed as a special form of social capital that 
makes resources available. While dealing with this form of social capital, some 
researchers have used the specific term of network capital (see, for example, Wong 
and Salaff 1998; Wellman and Frank 2001), which this study, in due course, uses. 

3.2.1.2. Inequality of network capital 

Inequalities in network capital may be as an explanatory framework for inequality 
in social stratification and behaviour choices to overcome such inequalities. Perso-
nal networks as sources of network capital differ greatly from one person to 
another. Differences are caused both by family origin and structural opportunities to 
establish contacts (job-related factors, participation in voluntary organisations, etc.) 
as well as by structural constraints (lack of time, isolated work place, geographic 
mobility) that affect the establishment of network ties (Moore 1990). Similarly 
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social networks differences on the size (number of ties a focal person has in their 
network). The size of network is usually changing constantly as new ties are 
established and some of the old are disconnected. Other than size, personal 
networks differ from social networks by composition of members and 
charactersitics of the alters, the structural characteristics of interconnections among 
members and on the supportiveness of the members. Network analysts are 
interested not only in network ties and relationships, but also in the personal 
characteristics (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity and educational level) of the members of 
networks (Hansson 2001). 

Social groups have different degrees of access to network capital because of their 
advantaged or disadvantaged structural positions and social networks (Lin 1999). 
Thus inequality of network capital, for example, offers fewer opportunities to 
members of some social groups to mobilize better social resources to attain and 
promote their careers. While confirming that contact status significantly affected 
attained status, Ensel (1979) found that male job seekers were much more likely 
than female job seekers to reach higher status contacts. Women were more likely to 
use female contacts in a job search whereas men overwhelmingly used male 
contacts. Sprengers, Tazelaar and Flap (1988) also find that those individuals with 
better education, former occupations and higher incomes tended to have network 
capital with better resources.  

3.2.1.3. Societal changes and social network capital 

The cases of Russia and Estonia confirmed that, during the societal transformation, 
individuals had to rely on their own social networks in order to substitute the 
malfunctioning state (Rose 1998; Clarke 2000; Kazjulja 2002). Informal social ties 
in these situations may become of critical importance. Social networks in a 
dysfunctional state must take over the functions the state should supposedly have 
and thus substitute the state. 

There are studies, which claim that societal changes in post-socialist countries 
considerably affected personal networks (see Hansson 1999; Diewald and Lüdicke 
2006). Social networks in socialist societies were less “individualized” than in 
western free-market societies, structured less by choice but more by constraints 
(Diewald and Lüdicke 2006). One characteristic of personal networks in socialist 
societies that differed from western networks was the relevance of workplace 
relationships with colleagues and even supervisors. A business was a place where 
the political system successfully tried to control people and the business was also 
the place where people tried obstinately and successfully to create a kind of 
comradeship and collectivity of their own (Voskamp and Wittke 1990). These 
relationships were more vulnerable in the face of social structural and systemic 
changes. As Diewald and Lüdicke (2006) explain the social basis of old 
relationships vanished due to these structural changes in society as a whole, but also 
due to individuals’ upward and downward mobility. Diewald and Lüdicke (2006) 
also claim that the growing inequality in society might have also changed the costs 
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and benefits of maintaining previous relationships. Possibly, however, the 
usefulness of network capital in acquiring higher occupational positions in the 
labour market does not change throughout the transformation but the networks that 
specific individuals possess become narrower or lose the resources they used to 
have available for job searches. Although social capital is still valued those societal 
groups gaining most with the help of their social contacts change. With the major 
changes, old networks may be lost for some groups while new networks may be 
created for the others. 

Granovetter (1974) supposes that weak ties are less important during economic 
recessions than strong ties, which feel more obliged to help their friends or relatives 
in difficult times. Another possibility Granovetter (1974) mentions is that 
employers have more bargaining power than workers during economic recessions 
and may determine the job match, weakening the influence of networks. Theories of 
labour market segmentation suggest that “social closure” is stronger during 
recessive cycles, which would increase the importance of personal contacts 
(Preisendörfer and Voss 1988). Osberg (1993) finds that more unemployed people 
used social networks during times of higher unemployment. However, at the same 
time, the proportion who found a job through the network decreased, possibly 
because a larger proportion of the network members were also unemployed. 

3.2.2. Education 

Education is a crucial determinant of individual life chances and the main predictor 
of people's labour market outcomes. Various theoretical conceptions reflect on the 
multifacted impact of education on the individual’s position at the labout market. 
Theory of human capital is one of the most popular among them. According to the 
theory of human capital, investments into education raise the productivity of a 
worker and thus result in a rise in wages (Becker 1962). At the same time these 
investments are useful for the society as a whole because they enhance the 
development of the economy. Theory of human capital presupposes a perfectly 
competitive labour market with “open” employment relationships, where job 
incumbents can be fired without restriction and “more productive” (more educated) 
persons hired in their place (Rosenbaum and Binder 1997)1.  

However, sociological studies suggest that human capital operates differently in 
respect of different groups (Rubinson and Browne 1993). At the same time value of 
the human capital depends and from a situation on a labour market, for example, to 

                                                 
1 By contrast, the theory of educational credentials (Collins 1979) presupposes “closed” employ-
ment relationships. “Closed” relationships mean that employers cannot easily vacate a job posi-
tion when a more productive person becomes available. Thus, an employer's hiring decisions are 
driven not by observation of the actual productivity of individuals as assumed by human capital 
theory. An education certificate is mostly used as a proxy for unobserved productive capacity and 
trainability (Thurow 1975). The theory of credentialism goes beyond the pure ranking function of 
educational credentials and introduces the idea, why they are used and how they are constructed 
in meritocratic societies (Solga and Diewald 2001). 
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what extent the labour market is segmented and whether gender related or ethnic 
segregation or discrimination exists in the labour market, etc. (Saar 2000). 

From the early 1990s, a number of studies of the impact of educational resources on 
the career during the transition from socialism to the market economy have 
emerged (see, for example Solga and Konietzka 1999; Solga and Diewald 2001; 
Ivančič 2000; Helemäe et al. 2000; Saar et al. 1999; Kogan and Unt 2005; Orazem 
and Vodopivec 1995; Gerber 2003). 

In socialist countries the state had control over transition from the educational 
system to employment, as well as over further social mobility, by means of 
administrative methods (including state assignment of employment), and it also 
ensured correspondence between educational level and social position. Studies have 
shown that in general the link in former socialist countries between the educational 
level and belonging to a particular professional group is stronger than in market 
economy societies (Solga and Konietzka 1999). During the Soviet era, the income 
differences between people with a different educational level were not so obvious 
as in market economies (Eyal, Szelenyi and Townley 1998). Attaining higher 
education in former socialist countries offered the possibility to hold a high 
position, thus becoming a member of the elite, but not to earn more money than 
people without higher education (Helemäe et al. 2000). 

During the economic restructuring in 1990 in Estonian society, the previous 
mandatory work assignment system ceased to exist. Relationships between 
employers and employees changed, employers had the freedom of choice to hire 
their employees according to their own criteria (Unt 2011). In order to survive in 
ever more competitive markets, entrepreneurs used increasingly more rational 
criteria in hiring workers. According to market transition theory, the causal 
processes associated with market-based power, incentives, and opportunities, lead 
to higher returns on human capital than under a centrally planned economy (Nee 
1989). Therefore, education becomes extremely important for an individual since it 
makes getting a better job more possible. Research has found that in transitional 
countries, qualificational resources have proved to be a forceful discriminator in all 
dimensions of labour market transition processes (see, for example, Orazem and 
Vodopivec 1995; Mayer, Diewald and Solga 1999; Narusk and Hansson 1999). 
Contemporary society no longer views education as the aim but rather as a tool for 
getting a desired job or higher position (Helemäe et al. 2000). Saar and Kazjulja 
(2001) found the changes that occurred in the 1990s Estonian society did not result 
in a weakening of the connection between education and social status; however, in 
the context of higher education expansion, labour market opportunities for workers 
with a lower education level are continually decreasing. Research has found that 
dependence on educational level in order to obtain a higher wage was greater during 
the transition to market economy compared to the Soviet era (Helemäe et al. 2000). 
At the same time it was shown that the wage level depended on the different level 
of education at the so-called primary labour market of Estonia, whereas only the 
higher education provided wage benefits at the secondary market (Luke 2005). 
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4. STUCTURAL CHANGES IN ESTONIAN’s SOCIETY  

This section of the dissertation offers an overview of the period of social changes in 
Estonia, as well as the potential risks and challenges the respondents may have 
encountered. The overview does not aim to describe all the aspects of changes in 
Estonian society, concentrating only on those, which are essential in order to 
understand the research topics. 

 

4.1. ESTONIAN LABOUR MARKET IN THE SOVIET PERIOD 

During the Soviet period, Estonia was in many respects “over-industrialised”, as a 
result of Moscow’s geopolitical interests. The development of defence-related 
enterprises offered a path for resettling a large number of people in Estonia from 
other parts of the Soviet Union, mainly from Russia. Under the centrally planned 
economy, the basic factors bringing about labour market segmentation (economic 
power, management strategies, and employees’ responses) were all a direct function 
of bureaucratically mediated non-competitive relations between economic 
organisations and central planning agencies (Mach et al. 1994). The main mediating 
structures between the level of central economic administration and enterprises 
were “branch” ministries for industrial sectors. However, since Estonia was a part 
of the former Soviet Union, the mediating structure was more complex compared to 
Central European countries. The Soviet Union had three types of state enterprises: 
all union, mixed, and republic enterprises. The first two types of enterprises were 
actually under the control of the ministries in Moscow, the last under the control of 
the individual Soviet republics. Estonia also had ministries to execute political 
power over the segment of the economy that was not subordinated to all-union 
ministries. All-union ministries controlled the most privileged industries, e.g. those 
closely connected to the military. This meant that the Estonian labour market was 
structured along the line of an internal (by Estonian authorities) versus external (by 
the central Soviet authorities) locus of control (Vöörmann and Helemäe 2003). 

Most of All-union enterprises operated on the basis of raw materials imported from 
other parts of the Soviet Union, while labour was also recruited from outside of 
Estonia (Hallik 1998). In the Soviet period, Estonia already had an ethnically 
divided labour market (see, for example, Saar, Lindemann and Helemäe 2009; 
Vetik and Helemäe 2011). Non-Estonians were concentrated in basic industrial 
branches closely connected to the military complex. By the end of the Soviet 
period, the Estonian’s share of industrial workers was less than 40 per cent, and the 
majority of them were employed in local light industry. A number of industrial 
fields were generally closed for Estonians, primarily the defence industry due to 
fears about disloyalty among the local population (Pettai and Hallik 2002). 
Estonians were not only concentrated in agriculture, but also in the social service 
(Kala 1992). The ethnic segmentation of the economy was a by-product of its 
bureaucratic organization. There were clear relationships between industrialization 
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and the redistribution of ethnic groups in Estonia. For example, in 1989 over 90 per 
cent of the non-Estonian population lived in urban areas: over 50 per cent in Tallinn 
and the area immediately surrounding the capital, and another 30 per cent in the 
North-East industrial region, bordering the Russian Federation (Hallik and Kirch 
1992). This means that separate Russian-speaking enclaves formed in the north-east 
of Estonia. The language-based separation of enterprises (Estonian and Russian 
based) resulted in separate communities of non-Estonians and Estonians. There was 
also a parallel set of institutions (schools, kindergartens, clubs, newspapers etc) for 
Estonians and newcomers with little communication across the language divide 
(Zaslavsky 1992: 73). Status differentials as well as the allocation of many social 
benefits were driven more by ideological choices of the command economy than by 
any societal and market demands. The priority was given to the industrial sector.  

 

4.2. CHANGES IN POST-SOCIALIST ESTONIA 

The years since 1989 have been of decisive importance for the Estonian economy 
and labour force. At the beginning of the 1990s, the immediate reaction to 
economic uncertainty was a sharp decline in demand for labour. There was a certain 
delay, until the employment effects of the transition crisis were felt, as enterprises 
were at first reluctant to dismiss redundant workers. In June 1992, Estonia 
introduced its own currency. This is considered to be the start of serious economic 
reforms (Arro et al. 2001). Estonia took a very liberal approach in embracing a 
more free market oriented strategy. The economic reforms in Estonia have been the 
most radical amongst the post-socialist CEE countries, particularly with regard to 
highly liberal economic principles and the modest role of the state (de Melo, 
Denizer and Gelb 1996). The state did not create a priority mode for one branch of 
economy and set all enterprises in essentially equal conditions. The basic criteria of 
assessment of their capacity became the adaptation to requirements of a domestic 
market and penetration to the western market. Such politics amounted to drastic 
severing of connections with the destabilised economies of the former union 
republics. By allowing enterprises to dismiss redundant labour without unduly 
penalising them, the state ended the period of job security. There was significant 
liberalisation of wages. Dismissal costs, the taxation rate of wages, and minimum 
wages were set low as the government attempted to stimulate employers to create 
jobs. The unemployment benefit was also established at a very low level, to 
stimulate peoples’ interest in searching for a workplace or in self-employment.  

In Estonia, the disruption of trade with the former Soviet Union created large shifts 
in the composition of final demand for sector outputs. The collapse of the 
institutional and technological links of the Soviet centrally planned system 
disrupted the supply of inputs for production and the delivery of outputs. The share 
of the service sector increased, whereas the decline in the industrial and agricultural 
sectors accelerated (see also Table 1 in Study II). Estonia (as well as some other 
post-socialist countries) experienced a “passive” structural change towards a service 
economy that was less sustained by a real growth of service industries, than by an 
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enormous shrinking of the primary and secondary sectors. Overall, while the most 
severe loss of jobs appeared in the primary sector, the number of those employed in 
the tertiary sector remained quite stable, enjoying only quite modest growth, to be 
attributable to the global tendencies. This rapid sector shift has been termed as 
passive tertiarisation (Goedicke 2006). 

The transformation in Estonia led to a massive increase in worker flows driven 
especially by an increase in job flows. In 1989, job reallocation accounted for only 
a very small fraction of overall worker reallocation. Worker reallocation itself was 
low at roughly 15 per cent (Haltiwanger and Vodopivec 2002: 627). By 1993, the 
worker reallocation rate exceeded 35 per cent and more than two-thirds of this was 
accounted for by job reallocation. Dramatic increases in worker flows followed a 
very large increase in dismissals mainly due to increased job destruction. Following 
the bold reforms in the early 1990s, job destruction rose more rapidly than job 
creation. From 1992 to 1993, the rate of job destruction was about 15 per cent, 
while the rate of job creation was only about 6 per cent (Haltiwanger and 
Vodopivec 2002: 604). The transition involved a significant period, during which 
destruction rose rapidly, while creation experienced a time lag. The incidence of 
displacement in Estonia during the early 1990s was excessive by Western 
standards. 

Virtually every sector experienced a burst of dismissals, driven primarily by job 
destruction between 1992 and 1993 (see also Table 2 in Study II). However, the 
dramatic increases in job and worker reallocation did not impact all sectors or all 
types of employers in the same manner. Large state manufacturing companies bore 
the brunt of destruction-led dismissals. Smaller, private, service and trade-oriented 
employers led the surge in hiring and job creation. In some sectors, for example, in 
primarily trade and services, hiring and job creation rates jumped dramatically at 
the same time. However, for many other sectors, hiring and creation rates only 
increased with a substantial lag (e.g. manufacturing). The picture that emerges is 
that an enormous number of workers experienced dismissals driven by job 
destruction during the period of 1992–1993. Earlier, only a few sectors absorbed 
these workers, but in 1994–1995, many other sectors witnessed substantial hiring 
and job creation. Smaller employers (1–19 employees and 20–99 employees) 
disproportionately created more jobs and contributed to hiring. The largest (more 
than 500 employees) and medium size businesses (100–499 employees) accounted 
for the rapid rise in dismissal and job destruction rates in 1993 and 1994. The vast 
majority of job reallocation occurred within each broad industrial sector. When 
displacement rates were the highest, industry affiliation, ownership type of a 
worker’s firm, and company size were the main determinants of winding down 
companies and permanent layoffs (Lehmann et al. 2005). 

Unemployment became a reality from the beginning of 1990. The fall in GDP did 
not lead to high unemployment in the first half of the 1990s. Unemployment in 
Estonia increased gradually. Some reasons for moderate unemployment growth 
have been put forth: a sharp drop in labour force participation, relatively flexible 
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labour markets, low employment benefits, and net migration to the former Soviet 
Union (Eamets 2001). The developments in the Estonian labour market and trends 
in inequality are characterized through the following periods (see Study IV):  

1. 1989–1994 (Early transition-related economic recession). In this period un-
employment grew from a moderated rate of less than 1 per cent in 1990 to 
almost 8 per cent in 1994. 

2. 1995–1997 (Recovery, sudden unstable economic growth and relative sta-
bilisation interms of flexibility of labour market). Unemployment grew to 
10 per cent. Fluctuations in the levels of employment and unemployment 
did not occur as the restructuring had driven many people into inactivity ra-
ther than into unemployment. With the modest growth, these groups were 
slow to become active and, with this, the basic proportions of the labour 
market had been generated. 

3. 1998–2000 (Recession due to Russian financial crisis). Unemployment in-
creased sharply, peaking at almost 14 per cent in 2000. 

4. 2001–2007 (Recovery, economic growth and stabilization). Since 2001 
smooth reduction in unemployment can be observed and in 2007 the rate of 
unemployment was below 5 per cent.  

The process of the transformation of Estonian society had modified the means for 
seeking employment: the rate of jobs found via official channels was steadily 
decreasing, whereas the role of informal connections in securing employment 
became increasingly important. Increased difficulty in finding a job without 
informal mediation is a symptom of the impending closure of labour market, a 
situation typical of other post-socialist countries as well (Clarke 2000; Kazjulja 
2002). Taking into account the changes in the sphere of employment, the state 
obviously prioritized economic growth over development of social support systems, 
which led to heightened social insecurity and susceptibility of the population to 
social risks like unemployment and pauperization. 

Estonia ranks among those countries, in which strategies facilitating the rise of the 
economy did not lead to a decline in poverty (Heinrich 2003). Along with 
traditionally vulnerable groups (single mothers, families with a large number of 
children, non-working pensioners etc.), the radical reforms conducted in Estonia 
from the beginning of state independence affected social groups that found 
themselves immediately living under the poverty line in the new economic system 
— the unemployed and underpaid, for instance. The so-called “new poor” are able-
bodied people often at the peak of their abilities, not necessarily unemployed, yet 
not earning enough to maintain a decent standard of living. As a result of growing 
differentiation of incomes, increase in relative poverty occurs: a number of people 
grow poorer while relatively prosperous groups and new opportunities emerge. 

The economic treforms in Estonia engendered opportunities as well as risks, though 
both were distributed rather unevenly across different groups of the population. 
Being in the “right place” at the beginning of the reforms was an important factor of 
success. Since the labour market was strongly segmented in the Soviet period, 
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structural capital — the individual’s place in the structure of economy — 
determined an individual’s prospects in the labour market. Those who worked in 
large state manufacturing companies were the first to be affected by either or both 
unemployment or decline in social status as the economic structure changed. These 
were mainly the Russian-speaking ethnic minority of Estonia. The shrinkage of 
labour market opportunities for non-Estonians is usually explained by Soviet 
legacies including the concentration of non-Estonians in particular branches of 
economy, such as All-Union enterprises, and the lack of appropriate cultural, 
human or social, capital (see for example Puur 2000; Hansson 2001; Kaplan 2001; 
Pavelson and Luuk 2002). However, analysis has shown that ethnicity has a 
significant direct impact on labour market opportunities as well (Helemäe, Saar and 
Vöörmann 1999; Lindemann 2011). The labour market problems of non-Estonians 
could be associated with the two main ethno-political changes in Estonian society in 
the 1990s – citizenship and increasing demands for Estonian language proficiency. 
As assessed by Laitin (Laitin 1998: 88), the language law of Estonia was the 
strongest nationalising and exclusionary pressure. The language law, enacted in 
1995, was meant to reflect the restitutional state development and an exclusionary 
minority policy (Pettai 1996: 22). Both the legacies of the Soviet period as well as 
the ethno-political changes contributed to the restrictions of labour market 
opportunities of non-Estonians. 

Today Estonia is a country with a developed market economy. However, external 
institutions have evaluated Estonia’s transformation according to various agendas. 
As Kennedy (2002) contends, the United Nation Organizations pay attention to the 
social problems of transformation, while the World Bank views Estonia as a 
success. One discourse of transition society in Estonia was the optimistic version of 
transformation. The optimistic version of social consensus regarding the period of 
economic reforms in Estonia, propagated and supported by mass media, represents 
it as a time of rapid and successful changes. However, the optimistic version of 
transformation has a side effect of stimulating negative stereotyping of social failure 
and poverty. These phenomena are viewed as temporary that result partially from 
shortcomings in social policy and partially from people’s unwillingness or inability 
to adapt their lives to new social and economic conditions (Helemäe and Saar 
2011). The dominance of liberal right-wing parties in most Estonian governments 
brought about the hegemony of a liberal optimistic version of transformation and 
the situation, in which rapidly growing economic differentiation was not balanced 
by any form of adequate redistribution or social protection measures (Lauristin 
2003).  
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5. DATA, METHODS AND RESEARCH DESIGN  

The analytical summary consists of four studies (articles), which approach the topic 
from different perspectives. The three first studies (I, II, III) focus on the 
interrelationship between the structural changes and personal life courses of people 
who graduated from secondary educational institutions in 1983 and belong to the 
so-called cohort of “winners”. The fourth study (Study IV) explores the role of 
social network capital and individual characteristics in post-socialist economies and 
labour markets. Table 1 gives a summary of the data and methods used in Studies I-
IV. 

The three first studies are based on the data from a project carried out in Estonia 
near the turn of the twenty-first century – “Life Plans and Life Paths in the Post-
socialist Estonia: Life Stories of the Generation of Winners”, which was supported 
by the Estonian Science Foundation. The thirty-two in-depth biographical 
interviews were conducted in the period from June 2003 to January 2004 with 
members of the cohort born in 1964-1966. The members of this cohort grew up 
within the socialist system were educated before the beginning of the reforms and 
first entered the labour market at the start of the major social and economic changes 
in Estonian society. The author of this dissertation collected nine interviews 
conducting the work with respondents in the form of a semi-structured biographical 
interview. The interviewees were asked to narrate their life stories, starting from 
birth, with minimal intervention on the interviewer’s part. The latter’s role was to 
coordinate by drawing the respondents’ attention to the most significant 
biographical events, particularly the details of their education and career.  

The sample of respondents was drawn from a longitudinal study “Life Paths of a 
Generation” (PG), launched in 1983. A research group from the University of Tartu 
and the Institute of History of Estonian Academy of Sciences, under the leadership 
of Professor Mikk Titma, interviewed graduates from secondary educational 
institutions (see for example Titma, Tuma and Silver 1998, Helemäe et al. 2000). 
The initial panel of respondents in PG was selected to represent the population of 
1983 secondary-school graduates. Three types of institutions of secondary 
education were distinguished: vocational schools, specialised secondary schools and 
general (comprehensive) secondary schools. The linkage between each level of 
education and the future job was clearly defined (Helemäe et al. 2000). Vocational 
schools trained skilled workers, while specialised secondary schools trained semi-
professionals. General secondary school was a part of the traditional academic 
track. Although the principle of compulsory secondary education was implemented 
in the 1980s estimates based on census data suggest only 75-85 per cent of the 
corresponding birth cohort graduated from institutions of secondary education as 
full-time students in the mid-1980s (Saar 1997). Thus, selected on an educational 
basis, the PG cohort is an advanced part of the corresponding birth cohort.  

The analysis of the longitudinal data has shown that the type of secondary education 
has a strong impact on a successful career among the youth. In 2003-2004, 3-4 
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interviews with graduates of each type of secondary education were conducted. In 
the appendix it is possible to see the short characteristic of all respondents, which 
have taken part in research. 

Young age became a particularly important factor of social success in the early 
1990s. People aged 20-30 years at the beginning of the period of reforms have been 
called the cohort of “winners” because of their successful careers and the society’s 
propensity to see youth as an advantage (Titma et al. 1998). The members of the PG 
cohort were all approximately 24-26 years old by the beginning of 1990s and were 
the most advanced of the cohort in terms of education. As a result, longitudinal data 
was considered to provide time-dependent information on the inner differentiation 
of the “winners” of transition and the factors that led to failure or success within the 
Estonian labour market. 

Study I analyses how all 32 interviewees conceptualize the social changes of the 
1990s (events, processes and actors), how they react to social challenges (threat of 
social failure and pauperization) and manage their social identities, as well what 
factors influence their reactions. The method of discourse analysis was used to 
examine the social and biographical data.  

The main premise of critical discourse studies is that discourse forms a mobile 
interface between language and society. Social representations become fixed in 
discourse in the course of social interaction. Social representations simultaneously 
mold people’s perceptions and thinking, and reproduce and regulate social relations. 
Thus, discourse is important in both the production and the maintenance of social 
order (Corsaro 1985). The interviewees rarely describe social risks, failure or 
opportunities directly. The latter are most often conceptualized implicitly, via 
representation of social processes and the impact they have on people’s lives and 
society. Interviewees foreground the factors that influence their own or other 
people’s lives and lead to social success or failure. The need to describe and analyse 
these implicit representations helped to develop the parametersof the framework of 
critical discourse analysis (Antaki 1984; van Dijk 1985, 1998, 2001, 2005; 
Fairclough 1995, 2001, 2003). These parameters are: representation of social 
processes and events in discourse; representation of agency and causality (whether 
the proccesses are represented as functions of definite agents or as anonymous; the 
nature of agency and participation); temporal organization of the narrative and 
dependence of the temporal scheme on the interviewee’s present situation (social 
success or failure); discourse modality and evaluation of events; discursive 
positioning; and construction of narrative identity. 

The next two studies (II and III) analyse the biographies of part of the “winners” 
age cohort. Hoerning (2000) suggests that the biographical research approach is 
particularly effective in capturing the experience of a changing social system 
because it focuses on personal life courses and is able to demonstrate how these are 
linked to societal transformations. Hoerning (2000) also argues the main strength of 
the biographical approach is that it is able to explore subjectively experienced 
reality and conceptually reconstruct a changing world as interpreted by the social 
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agents themselves. Study II analyses the interrelationship between the structural 
changes and personal life courses of people who worked in the secondary sector at 
the beginning of the transformation. Study III analyses the interrelationship between 
the structural changes and personal life courses of non-Estonians. In both cases, 
eight interviews in the form of biographical profiles were chosen as examples of the 
wider trend2. One task for the analyses was to look for common elements, which 
occur across different interviews. The inductive approach was used, whereby 
generalisations are produced through analysing a series of biographical profiles. 
These case analyses are compared and contrasted with each other. The steps of 
analysis were: first, analysis of biographical data; second, reconstruction of life 
histories (life as lived); and third, development of types and contrastive comparison 
of several cases. Patterns of similarity or difference within life course patterns are 
both visible and identifiable. I was interested in the experience of societal change 
and considered the interviewee's statements on it, in the context of their whole life. 
On the basis of such reconstruction, I was in a position to construct a type of 
adaptation to societal changes, explaining the biographical course leading to it and 
discovering how useful were education and informal ties as well as other resources 
acquired before the transformation of Estonian society?  

The Study IV is based on quantitative data of four Estonian Labour Force Surveys 
(ELFS) in 1995 (covering 1989–94), 1997 (covering 1996–97), 2000 (covering 
2000) and 2007 (covering 2006–07). The surveys interviewed people aged 15–74 
years with sample populations of 9,608 (ELFS 1995); 5,051 (ELFS 1997); 15,234 
(ELFS 2000) and 19,409 (ELFS 2007). 

In this study a closer look at the ways of finding jobs in the labour market in Esto-
nia during the period of societal changes in 1989–2007 was taken. The social 
changes were viewed not only in a temporal sequence but also the economic phases 
in the context of the structural changes in Estonia were distinguished. The economic 
phases were useful for considering labour market behavioral patterns as long as the 
phases were treated as periods of economic recession and periods of stable 
economic growth. The study aimed at answering the question, how often are social 
networks used to find jobs in different economic phases. To examine how changes 
in society affected the importance of social networks as mediators of job searches, a 
comparison of the unemployment rates for each year and proportion of jobs, which 
were found by asking relatives and friends, among all the jobs that were acquired 
that year, was conducted To assess who was more likely to obtain work with the 
resources of their networks, binary logistic regression analysis was conducted. The 
informal channel to obtain work was chosen, such as finding a job by asking 
relatives or friends, as a dependent variable in order to examine who was more 
likely to obtain work with the resources of their networks. The independent 
variables in the regression analysis were socio-demographic characteristics serving 
as measures of cultural capital, and specifically: gender (men, women); ethnicity 
                                                 
2 The list of respondents in Appendix 1 presents summaries of the characteristics of respondents, 
whose biographic profiles were analysed in Studies I, II or III. 
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(Estonians, non-Estonians); age groups (15–24 years, 25–44 years, over 45 years); 
educational level (higher education, less than higher education). 

Study IV also compared the likelihood of an individual having obtained a higher 
occupational position by asking relatives or friends of the chances of getting the job 
using any other method. Study IV also checked, which other ways to find a job 
were more or less efficient in getting a higher occupational position, and then the 
same analysis with controls for individual characteristics was presented. The groups 
of higher position (managers and professionals) were defined according to the In-
ternational Standard Classification of Occupation (ISCO). 

 

Table 1. Data and Methods 

 Article Data Methods 
Study I Grishakova, M. and 

Kazjulja, M. (2008). 
Qualitative data:  
Project “Life Plans 
and Life Course in 
the Post-Socialist 
Estonia: Biographies 
of the Generation of 
Winners”, 2003-
2004 

Discourse analy-
sis 

Study II Kazjulja, M. and Saar, E. 
(2010). 

Biographical 
research  

Study 
III 

Saar, E. and Kazjulja, M. 
(2007). 

Study 
IV 

Kazjulja, M. and Roosalu, 
T. (2011 ). 

Quantitative data: 
Estonian Labour 
Force Surveys 
(ELFS) 1995, 1997, 
2000, 2007 

Descriptive 
statistics and 
binary logistic 
regression  
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6. RESULTS 

6.1. SOCIETAL CHANGES AND PLANNING OF LIFE  

The members of the studied PG cohort started to plan their life in the socialist 
society, of the Soviet period Estonia, which stabilized their initial life planning and 
minimized the personal risk involved. They received their education either 
immediately before the beginning of the changes in Estonian society or in the post-
socialist Republic of Estonia, which ensured there was minimal risk in their 
educational choices. The decision between work and education was governed less 
by financial considerations than by social ambitions. The transition period impacted 
on their subsequent career and occupational path. The members of the cohort had 
no time to improve on mistakes they had previously made in their educational 
choices because major institutional and structural changes in the 1990s made any 
improvement difficult.  

The analysis shows that the transformation in Estonian society disturbed the life 
planning of almost all the interviewees (Study I, II, III). The reforms took place not 
only in economy but also in political and social spheres, destabilizing people’s life 
paths and forcing people to make choices in a situation with increased risks and 
insecurity. New political and economic institutions presented people with new 
opportunities and constraints. However, opportunities, constraints and risks were 
unevenly distributed among different groups.  

In economic sectors, such as construction, transportation and most of all 
manufacturing restructuring was the most profound (Study II). People working in 
the secondary sector were much more directly affected by the turbulences of 
economic reforms. Firm closures and company reorganization triggered interfirm 
shifts and transitions to unemployment. People were forced to change their chosen 
life path because they had to adapt. In their cases at least in the beginning, societal 
changes led more to a collective fate than increased individualizing variety. The 
analysis indicated the stability of relative rankings in social hierarchy despite the 
huge amount of job moves. The transformation experiences were to a high extent of 
a collective nature, insofar as they resulted from national collective decisions and 
were mediated via sectoral changes and the reorganisation of firms. If a person 
worked in the shrinking secondary sector (in one of the big industrial enterprises, 
which either did not survive or disintegrated into different outfits), or if one lived in 
the wrong place where the single large employer had to close down, the 
transformation experience was a very important factor that determined the 
subsequent directions of working life. Collective risks of unemployment emerged, 
for which personal characteristics and former resources were of only minor 
importance rather than new opportunities. Only in the next stage of finding new 
employers under conditions of restructured and restricted opportunities did personal 
resources (skills, education) come into play again. 
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Increasing economic risks in the process of post-socialist transformation were 
shifted towards the more disadvantaged groups within the labour force. Those who 
benfited from the marketization were those who were already being better 
rewarded. Those who were already in middle and lower positions in the 1980s 
found themselves again in such positions. However changes in the 1990s affected 
two basic national communities in Estonia differently (Study III). Non-Estonians 
faced two downgrading risks. Firstly as an ethnic group they moved from a 
privileged position to becoming a minority within a nationalizing Estonia. Secondly 
most of them had been industrial workers, which had previously been a privileged 
social group. 

The transformation was also a time of searching for new opportunities. In the 
situation of great economic and social uncertainty, people took different paths into 
entrepreneurial activities. Studies II and III show that a significant part of the new 
self-employment consisted of marginal activities by people who wanted to avoid 
unemployment as in other post-socialist countries (see for example, Hanley 2000). 
Since there were few benefits to be gained from self-employment (e.g. long 
working hours, insecurity and semi-illegal financial relations with business partners 
or clients), this was not so much a “pull” as a “push” factor on mobility. Mobility 
was mostly forced, as old workplaces frequently disappeared with the collapse of 
the command economy, especially in the secondary sector. People opted for private 
entrepreneurship, because they simply did not have any other alternatives (Study II; 
see also Saar and Unt 2008). This kind of entrepreneurship could be characterised 
as ‘survival trading’, because self-employment held little promise of cumulative 
growth in the 1990s. 

 

6.2. REPRESENTATIONS OF SOCIETAL CHANGES IN ESTONIAN 
SOCIETY 

The question was how do people at a micro-level estimate structural and 
institutional changes in the Estonian society. Discourse analysis allows us to 
observe how people construct a coherent world view based on their understanding 
of events and phenomena and how they represent social risks and challenges of the 
transformation of Estonian society.  

Studies I, II and III show that people emphasized not only the crucial impact 
structural changes had on their lives, but also the radical character and wide scope 
of these changes that affected every strata of society.  

Social events enter the narratives of respondents primarily as elements of biography 
rather than as separate phenomena of the social world and consequently their 
meaning varies within the biographical frames. Though the period of changes has 
had a different impact on respondents’ destinies and has been perceived differently, 
the majority of the biographical narratives display common narrative regularities 
and recurrent topics. The topic of “destabilization” (leading either to further 
aggravation or relative stabilization and improvement of the situation) in the 
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narratives of respondents is invariable. People explicitly or implicitly emphasize 
social stress and difficulties in adaptation to social change and conceptualize the 
transformation process as potentially threatening their social stability. Social failure 
and pauperization are seen as plausible consequences of the process, which may 
affect everyone, rather than exclusive phenomena whose action applies only to the 
perceived “lazy” or “worthless” members of society, as in the case of negative 
stereotyping of social failure and poverty. 

Other important regularities are the representation of social processes as anonymous 
and a modest role ascribed to the individual in the period of transition and later 
(Study II). Causes and agents of social transformation are most often generalized 
(all, everybody, nobody, they, etc.). Representations of social change that provide 
anonymity to, and even suppress, the agents neuturalize the socio-economic 
processes and their negative effects and block any analysis of the social situation 
and awareness of one’s own position within it. The social actor’s role is often 
reduced to the ability to use, benefit or suffer from the situation. When positioning 
themselves with respect to social action, interviewees often assume the role of the 
patient (I was not paid, I was not sacked, etc.) or a beneficiary3 (I was given an 
opportunity, they offered me a job, etc.). On the other hand, interviewees often 
implicitly refer to their inability or the impossibility of them benefitting from the 
new social situation in such a way that they become active agents. The 
representation of social processes as anonymous and “agentless” propounds 
fatalistic explanations of events. Respondents often tend to represent structural and 
individual factors as either or both fated and endowed with a fatalistic meaning. In 
this case, agency is ascribed to supra personal powers.  

In summary, both relatively successful and relatively unsuccessful respondents (in 
terms of career and income) perceived the changes of the 1990s as a drastic change 
that enabled new choices. Nevertheless, the availability of new choices was 
accompanied by a feeling of social loss or shock (temporary or permanent) 
concerning security, property and income. However, the study has revealed some 
differences in the representation of social processes in Estonian society between 
relatively successful and relatively unsuccessful respondents. Differences have been 
revealed in the various constructions of temporal schemes (Studies I, II, III). 

The temporal scheme of a life-story is structured from the perspective of the pre-
sent. Representations of both relatively successful and relatively unsuccessful 
respondents are often situated on the spatiotemporal axis “now“versus “then,” 
where the two poles are in contrast with each other. Interviews with both groups 
(relatively successful and relatively unsuccessful respondents) comprise a 
considerable number of positive representations of the previous system of social 
support, which, despite its restrictions and rigidity, provided social guarantees, a 

                                                 
3 Beneficiaries may be activated as actor-participants, yet their secondary role in the process is 
always emphasized: they can benefit from the situation, but they neither initiate nor control it (see 
Leeuwen 2003). 
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sense of stability, and definite perspective on the future. These representations of 
the past are often half-veiled or introduced indirectly, by contrast. Yet, the 
interviews with unsuccessful respondents display a particularly sharp contrast 
between the two parts of the biographical narrative - as a rule, their stories are 
focused on the contrast between past and present and on those risks which are born 
by social and economic changes of Estonian society. Successful respondents tend to 
concentrate on the present and its advantages. At the same time, a certain mistrust 
for the future or propensity to limit the future is common for both successful and 
unsuccessful respondents. Respondents express concern about further changes that 
may threaten their relative stability. The desire to maintain stability prompts the 
interviewees to avoid definite prognoses for the future, or to limit the scope of 
prognostication. 

The analysis of the biographical narratives has also disclosed the strategies that 
respondents use to cope with social challenges as well as discontinuities and 
disruptions that serve as symptoms of difficulties respondents have experienced or 
continue to experience in their efforts to overcome their socio-economic situations.  
The strategies used are characteristic of the unlucky interviewees and involve three 
types of self-representation and “saving of face”. First, respondents may be 
dissatisfied with low income and limited opportunities for participation in social 
life, its traditions and customs, yet they may appreciate the relative stability of their 
condition and prefer it to any changes, for better or for worse. Second, the attitude 
of “voluntary poverty” may serve as a strategy of idealized self-representation. This 
representation embodies the accepted values of the society and presents a slightly 
idealized view of the self and the situation. From this point of view, the relatively 
poor respondents are forced to justify their situation and defend their self-dignity, 
referring to their situation as a result of free choice. Third, respondents who claim 
commitment to their profession and are inclined to see it as a mission (e.g. a 
teacher, a medical nurse) but are dissatisfied with an income level they perceive as 
close to poverty typically show certain ambivalence in their self-descriptions. They 
are inclined to justify their choices and life-paths as compared with counterfactual 
event-descriptions, yet are dissatisfied with their present conditions and view 
themselves as victims of social injustice. 

 

6.3. EDUCATION 

The Studies show that the radical system change from the socialist planned 
economy to the liberal market economy has not devalued prior personal resources. 
Education played a very important role among these resources. Though, in the 
beginning of transformation, gaining relevant education was not considered very 
important and successful careers were made even without proper education. 
Education has been connected with the rise in new possibilities of starting private 
enterprises, which was seen as a possibility for the mobility for anyone who was 
able to take the risk, regardless of their educational background. Devaluation of 
education, more often as a result of being unemployed, can be observed amongst 
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the PG cohort, which contrasts with the data from other post-socialist countries that 
shows downward mobility as the main factor.  

Education remains a tool for getting a desired job or higher position. Study IV 
shows that people with higher education have more chances of getting higher 
professional positions than people without it, throughout the whole period studied 
(1989-2007), regardless of economic cycles. However, it has been found that 
education has varied outcomes in respect of different groups. Study III shows that 
having only higher education did not guarantee stable positions in the labour market 
of all the groups – and particularly for non-Estonians, for whom the impact of 
higher education is both beneficial and detrimental. Amongst non-Estonians, there 
were two extremes with higher education: the most successful as well as the 
‘losers’. On average a non-Estonian needed to have a whole ‘package’ of different 
capitals (e.g. higher education, broad social network, good knowledge of Estonian, 
favourable structural position) to become successful.  

People who worked in the secondary sector made another group within which 
influence of education was not always obvious (Study II). They were much more 
directly affected by the turbulences of economic reforms. Most companies were 
restructured after privatisation, and massive layoffs were commonplace. People 
faced increasing insecurity at workplaces and experienced unemployment for the 
first time. Collective risks of unemployment emerged, for which personal 
characteristics and former resources were of only minor importance rather than new 
opportunities. Only in the next stage of finding new employers under conditions of 
restructured and restricted opportunities did personal resources (education, skills) 
come into play again. For those who happened to be in companies, which continued 
to function, their career has been considerably more stable. 

The study has shown that respondents’ representations of the role of education are 
often related to their own positions in the labour market. The more successful a 
respondent is in the labout market, the more satisfied they are with their education 
and training and the more important they consider education to be for their success. 
This is most true for those respondents who are not only relatively successful in the 
labout market but whose job corresponds with their professional training or is 
closely related to it. However, those who are relatively successful at the labour 
market but whose jobs are not related to their professional training, sometimes 
ignore the role of education for success altogether. Instead, they emphasize the new 
opportunities (mainly entreprise) that became available during the period of 
transition to the market economy. At the same time, respondents with higher 
education emphasize the role of education even if they themselves are either or both 
relatively unsuccessful and lack the opportunity to apply their knowledge received 
in an institution of higher education. The study has shown that the value of higher 
education cannot be reduced to the obtained knowledge: higher education prompts 
the formation of a system of social connections and of a certain culture of behavior.  

Study IV shows that individuals with higher education did not need to turn to their 
social networks as often as individuals without higher education in order to find 
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their job in the labour market. This result means that the labour market for 
individuals with higher education is more “open” than for individuals without 
higher education. However, at the beginning of the pre-transition related economic 
recession in 1989 and at the end of the period (1994) this trend was not as clear as 
in 2000 and in 2006-07. The years 1996 and 1997 were special, as the advantage of 
the higher educated group had disappeared during the period of growth. The 
likelihood of getting a job through relatives or friends had equalised because of the 
scarcity of labour rather than of jobs and the lack of competition on the basis of 
formal qualifications. A less significant difference occurs in the likelihood of 
finding a job through relatives or friends between individuals who had higher 
education and those who did not, at the beginning of 1990s as compared to 2000 
and 2006–07. The devaluation of education, as previous work experience and 
education did not always match the demands of a market economy, might explain 
this trend. In the 1990s, even individuals with higher education had to compensate 
for the “wrong” educational background with their social network capital in the job 
search process. However, in the 2000s, when formal requirements for job vacancies 
were made more specific, the likelihood rose, of higher education enabling an 
individual to obtain a job without help of relatives and friends. Although there was 
no difference in use of informal channels between individuals with higher education 
and those without it during the economic recessions of 1994 and 2000, those with 
higher education were less likely to find their job by asking their relatives or friends 
than other educational groups throughout the recessions. This trend suggests that 
individuals with higher education were more likely to find their job via other 
informal channels, such as contacting an employer directly or being offered the job, 
during economic recessions than those without higher education. A further finding 
is that people with higher education have higher competitiveness in formal job 
distribution processes in the periods when formal institutions were in place. This 
tendency was attributable to institutional crystallization. 

 

6.4. SOCIAL NETWORK 

Study IV investigated how often social networks are used to find jobs, and what the 
role of individual characteristics played in obtaining higher occupational positions. 
The Study found that the role of social networks in getting a job has remained high 
throughout the period 1989-2007. Nevertheless, the importance of social ties 
(relatives and friends) as mediators in finding a job was higher during the periods of 
economic growth and somewhat lower during economic recessions when 
competition in labour market was high. In the first period, 1989–99, with 
institutions still not in place, social networks proved to be a resource able to cope 
with the high level of competition in the labour market during periods of high 
unemployment. Later, from 2000–07, when the institutions had developed and were 
functioning, these formal institutions only served the interests of specific groups in 
the labour market and therefore, the importance of social network resources in 
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finding a job remained high and even increased. So we can see a variety of logics at 
work in different periods. 

Throughout the transition period, relatives and friends were not used as channels for 
higher occupational positions; instead, other kinds of capital, including cultural 
capital and network capital were necessary. Overall, groups who tend to gain most 
from their social networks are the least competitive groups that have to rely on their 
relatives and friends to find a job, which also means that these networks are 
available for them to compensate for the inefficiencies of the state or the market to 
find them jobs. 

Most interviewees have used their social contacts to find a job (see Study II, III), 
which suggests that the respondents’ belief that social networks will help them to 
find a suitable job was adopted by default, as a self-evident fact (doxa in Bourdeu 
terms). However, Studies II and III show that the possibilities for various networks 
to offer help are different. For example, one level is necessary to try to save 
unemployed member by finding them even a temporary job. Quite another level 
operates, when appointments to high positions are based on belonging to us, i.e. to 
the right network, and not skill competency (Study III, see also Hansson 2001). 
Studies II and III have indicated that the role of social networks consisting of 
relatives and acquaintances belonging frequently to the same social group with low 
social status as the respondents is limited (see also Kazjulja 2002). While, these 
networks have helped people to find a job but not to move up the hierarchical 
ladder, people with a lot of weak ties have been better off (see also Völker and Flap 
2001). However, in order to be able to view a network as social capital for the 
individual, the network must contain sufficient resources and influence.  

As illustrated above, higher education did not guarantee stable positions in the 
labour market for non-Estonians (Study III). They had to have a whole "package" of 
different capitals, among which the most important was having broad social 
network to become successful. The quantity of weak ties is highly important, as 
non-Estonians who have experienced a loss of colleague and fellow student 
networks were in a less favourable situation compared to those who managed to 
keep these networks. Family networks have operated as a buffer in an uncertain and 
difficult situation, but these networks were not able to compensate for losses of 
other relationships, especially for people belonging to lower social classes. There 
were (Study III) two extreme types among non-Estonians with higher education: the 
most successful as well as the ‘losers’. The important difference between these two 
types is the range of their social network. The more successful non-Estonians have 
broad social networks and a large “network reserve”. Ron Burt (1998) has 
emphasized that one of the most essential properties of social capital is that it helps 
to find the best use for an individual’s cultural capital, in other words, for their 
education. 

Figure 1 summarizes the result of the entire study. 
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Figure 1. Post-socialist factors influencing position of people in the labour market 
and their representations of societal changes in Estonia 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has been an attempt to deepen the understanding of the 
transformation experiences concentrating on life courses of individuals. The thesis 
has investigated the biographical transition of the “winners” cohort (people aged 
20-30 years at the beginning of the period of reforms) during the social 
transformations of the 1990s. The cohort’s success happened primarily because they 
managed better than other age cohorts to use the new opportunities provided by the 
economic and structural changes in Estonian society. However, a key result of the 
research is that movements in the work market to self-employment (own business) 
at the beginning of 1990s were largely (and temporarily) successful due to the 
absence of competition. By the time the interviews were conducted in 2004, many 
representatives of the cohort had not managed to survive the increasingly 
competitive markets. The study reveals that the success of the ‘winners’ cohort has, 
however, been relative: a number of them have experienced financial hardships, 
perceived their income as insufficient to satisfy their social and cultural needs, or 
refer to the decrease in control over their own lives. Clearly, the notions of 
‘winners’ and ‘losers’, concerning particular members of the PG cohort, are not 
constant over the course of time. Indeed, the time factor should also be taken into 
account. In this context, the investigated PG cohort would be more correctly 
referred to as ‘winners at the beginning of the transformation in the Estonian 
society’”.  

The dissertation focuses on the relationships between structure and agency. The 
primary research question was - how structural and institutional changes have 
influenced personal life courses and the formation of agency. The study shows that 
economic and social changes in Estonia destabilized life careers forcing individuals 
to make unexpected choices. Their behaviour could be characterized as an 
adaptation to the new circumstances (using Sztompka’s classification), but crucially 
was not made out of choice. Opportunities proved to be less a matter of individual 
control and planning than of unfavourable structural conditions. As in other post-
socialist countries dismissals were often collective experiences, which had nothing 
to do with individual qualifications and motivation (see for example in East 
Germany Goedicke 2006). The changes initiated far more “push” mobility than 
opportunities for “pull” moves. A structural position had a decisive role at the 
beginning of changes when working and living in the right place were very 
important factors. Success was less a matter of individual control than a matter of 
structural conditions. Self-initiative of people was not realized because institutional 
rules and structural conditions entailed passive coping strategies. Competencies and 
self-initiative were important for the decision to start a business, as well as for 
direct company shifts. But in aggregate, they had only a limited impact on the 
chance of upward mobility and on the risk of unemployment because ongoing 
structural constraints severely limited the unfolding of individual agency. 
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These circumstances influenced how individuals themselves conceptualized social 
changes in Estonian society. Analysis of biographical narratives has demonstrated 
that people have highlighted the crucial impact structural changes had on their lives 
and a modest role ascribed to the individual in the period of transition and later. 
Many people felt excluded from the sphere of social decision-making. The study 
has revealed that representation of social processes in Estonian society depended on 
the position of individuals in the labour market. As a rule, unsuccessful (in terms of 
career and income) respondents focused on the contrasting relations between past 
and present and on those risks, which came about as a result of the social and 
economic changes in Estonian society. Successful respondents tended to 
concentrate on the present and their advantages. On the other hand the liberal 
ideology influenced the representation of transformations. This ideology, dominant 
in the transition period in Estonia, builds up a new system of self-evident meanings 
(doxa in Bourdieu terms) on which members of the society relied in their 
representations of the social world. As a result they perceived the transition period 
of the 1990s as a drastic change that enabled new opportunities for society than for 
themselves. At the same time recent sociological research has revealed that despite 
the radical neo-liberalism of the Estonian elite at the levels of both rhetoric and real 
policy, neo-liberal transition culture has not achieved prominence at the mass level 
(Plotnik 2008; Roosmaa and Plotnik 2011). Analysis of biographical narratives has 
demonstrated that social failure and pauperization were seen as plausible 
consequences of the process of transformation, which may affect everyone, rather 
than exclusive phenomena that result from people’s unwillingness or inability to 
adapt their lives to new social and economic conditions.  

Rapid and radical economic changes in post-socialist Estonia did not devalue prior 
personal resources such as education and social network. The study shows that 
social network and education were resources for agency formation in the transition 
period. Though devaluation of education was also observed, it was quite selective, 
occurring more often in unemployment than in downward mobility, especially at 
the beginning of transition period. Higher education had become a clear advantage 
in the Estonian labour market, as those individuals with higher education 
experienced a lower risk of unemployment and downward mobility compared with 
other educational groups. The labour market for individuals with higher education 
was more “open” as they did not need to turn to their social networks to find their 
job as often as individuals without higher education. However, for non-Estonians 
the impact of higher education was not so obvious, although having only higher 
education did not guarantee stable positions at the labour market for non-Estonians. 
They had to have a whole “package” of different capitals (higher education, broad 
social network, good knowledge of Estonian, favourable structural position) to 
become successful.  

The role of network capital in finding a job changed during the transformation of 
society. Before the restructuring of the economy, personal networks were helpful in 
acquiring a good job, but since the early 1990s they became crucial in obtaining any 
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job (see also Kazjulja 2002). During the transition period, individuals had to rely on 
their own social networks as a substitute for the malfunctioning state institutions. 
The extent to which social networks prove to be efficient was dependent on phases 
of the economic cycles. Although their role increased during 1989–2007 period, 
only during the economic recession in 2000 was their usefulness lower than in times 
of prosperity. The analysis showed that the informal channels, such as asking 
relatives and friends, were no longer the most important ways of being appointed to 
higher occupational positions in 1989-2007. Groups who tend to gain most from 
their social networks are otherwise the least competitive groups that have to rely on 
informal channels to find employment. It is obvious, that to be able to view a 
network as social capital for the individual, it must contain sufficient resources and 
influence. People with a lot of weak ties (in Granovetter’s terms) have been better 
off. 

Although this dissertation focussed on one particular generational cohort, the 
conclusions could equally apply to other cohorts and could form the basis of 
comparative research of transformation experiences in other former soviet socialist 
countries. 
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8. KOKKUVÕTE 

Doktoritöö keskne eesmärk on analüüsida mikrotasandil Eesti ühiskonnas toimunud 
struktuurimuutuste ja inimeste eluteede omavahelisi seoseid, keskendudes eriti 
sotsiaalsete võrgustike ja hariduse rollile eluteede muutumisel.  

Käesolev töö otsib vastused järgmistele peamistele uurimisküsimustele: 1. Kuidas 
struktuursed ja institutsioonilised muutused on mõjutanud inimeste eluteede ja 
agentsuse kujunemist? 2. Kuidas inimesed kontseptualiseerivad Eesti ühiskonnas 
toimunud sotsiaalseid muutusi? 3. Kuivõrd aitasid haridus ja mitteformaalsed sot-
siaalsed sidemed kaasa edu saavutamisele Eesti tööturul ühiskonna muutuste kon-
tekstis?  

Doktoritöö põhineb nii kvalitatiivsetel kui kvantitatiivsetel andmetel. Esiteks on 
analüüsis kasutatatud Eestis aastatel 2003–2004 projekti “Eluplaanid ja elutee kuju-
nemine post-sotsialistlikus Eestis: võitjate põlvkonna elulood” raames läbi viidud 
32 personaalset intervjuud nn. võitlate põlvkonna liikmetega. Lisaks on kasutatatud 
aastatel 1995, 1997, 2000, 2007 Eesti Statistika poolt läbiviidud Tööjõu-uuringute 
andmeid. Intervjuude analüüs põhineb diskursuse analüüsil, samuti on kasutatud 
biograafilise narratiivi analüüsi. Eesti Tööjõu-uuringute andmete analüüs põhineb 
kirjeldaval statistikal ja logistilisel regressioonanalüüsil. 

Doktoritöö peamised järeldused: 

1. Majanduslikud ja sotsiaalsed muutused Eestis destabiliseerisid inimeste 
eluteid ja sundisid neid tegema ootamatuid valikuid. Eluteede muutumisel 
mängisid olulisemat rolli pigem struktuursed tingimused kui inimeste endi 
plaanid ja nende individuaalne kontroll oma elutee üle.  

2. Diskursuse analüüs näitas, et inimesed kontseptualiseerisid toimunud muu-
tusi Eesti ühiskonnas üksikisikust sõltumatutena, umbiskulistena, rõhuta-
des, et nende roll nii muutustes kui ka oma elutee kujndamisel muutuste 
protsessis oli tagasihoidlik. Uuring näitas, et indiviidide ettekujutus Eesti 
ühiskonnas toimuvatest protsessidest sõltub inimese positsioonist tööturul. 
Teisalt inimeste ettekujutust mõjutas Eesti ühiskonnas domineerinud neoli-
beraalne ideoloogia. Selle tulemusena tajusid inimesed 1990ndate ülemi-
nekuperioodi kui drastilist muutust, mis tõi kaasa uued võimalused pigem 
ühiskonna kui terviku kui nende endi jaoks. 

3. Kiired ja radikaalsed majanduslikud muutused postsotsialistlikus Eestis ei 
devalveerinud varasemate isiklike ressursside nagu hariduse ja sotsiaalne 
võrgustiku väärtust. Uuring näitas, et üleminekuperioodil olid sotsiaalsed 
sidemed ja haridus ressursid, mis aitasid kaasa agentsuse kujunemisele.    
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Abstract 
In research on social risks and insecurity qualitative methods have 

obvious advantages and successfully complement statistical quantitative 
approaches, which have been practiced for decades. This study is based 
on the thirty-two in-depth interviews collected in the period June 2003 to 
January 2004 for the project “Life Plans and Life Paths in the Post-Socialist 
Estonia.” The interviewees are representatives of the so-called “generation 
of winners”, i.e. the people aged 20 or 30 years at the beginning of the 
period of post-socialist reforms. The paper examines representations of 
social risks and challenges of the transition period in the biographical 
interviews as well as discursive patterns and strategies that interviewees 
use to produce relatively coherent biographical narratives. 

Keywords 
Post-Socialist Transition; Generation of Winners; Social Risks; Biographical 

Narratives; Discourse Analysis 

In Estonia as in other post-Soviet countries, the transition to a market economy 
opened new opportunities—such as private enterprise and self-employment—yet it 
also engendered new risks, such as unemployment, decline of social status, and 
pauperization. Such risks and opportunities were unevenly distributed among 
different groups in the general population. As has been noted repeatedly, changes in 
the former socialist countries entailed a transition from the old-age-oriented society to 
a new, youth-oriented one. Young age became a particularly important factor of 
social success in the early 1990s. Presuming their success in the job market, people 
aged 20-30 years at the beginning of the period of post-socialist reforms have been 
called the cohort of “winners” (Titma, Tuma and Silver 1998). Further sociological 
analysis, however, has shown that not all of the “winners” have been successful, and 
that the cohort actually includes a considerable number of “losers” (Helemäe et al. 
2000).  

Our paper examines how this “generation of winners” represents social changes 
of the 1990s and their impact on people’s lives, as well as how “winners” cope with 
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social failure and manage their identity in disruptive circumstances of post-socialist 
reforms and transition to a market economy. The paper relies on data from the study 
“Life Plans and Life Paths in the Post-socialist Estonia: Life Stories of the Generation 
of Winners,” a collection of personal interviews from 2003–2004 that examines 
representations of what is perceived as social failure and insecurity in these 
biographical interviews. We proceed in our examination from the main premise of 
critical discourse studies: that discourse is a mode of social action and, as such, 
forms a mobile interface between language and society. In response to social 
changes and uncertainty, individuals tend to develop discursive and behavioral 
patterns to manage risks and challenges, to cope with the new socio-economic 
situation, and to overcome the constraints the situation imposes on them (see, e.g., 
Zinn 2005). In the first section of our paper we offer a survey of the period of social 
changes in Estonia as well as potential risks and challenges the respondents from 
the generation of “winners” may have encountered. From there we move to 
concentrate on the biographical interviews from “Life Plans,” analyzing discursive 
patterns and strategies formed in response to social challenges.   

Transition period in Estonia 
A high degree of liberalism and a modest role of state were characteristic of the 

economic reforms in the period of transition to a market economy. Estonia is often 
used as an example of successful development, especially compared to other post-
socialist countries (World Bank 1996). On the other hand, the Estonian “history of 
success“ is criticized because of increasing social inequality and deepening tensions 
between generations and economic sectors as time passes (Estonian Human 
Development Report 1997).  

In Estonia as in other countries of Central and Eastern Europe, transition to a 
market economy was accompanied by a considerable reduction of the labor market 
and changes in the distribution of income (World Bank 2002). The employment rate 
was steadily declining from 1989 and during the whole period of the 1990s. Work 
was neither compulsory nor guaranteed, as it was in the Soviet era, when finding a 
job was relatively easy and full employment was actually achieved. The state’s 
ultraliberal post-socialist economic policy provoked the growth of unemployment. In 
just a few years unemployment became the everyday reality rather than an abstract 
phenomenon for many people. According to data from the Estonian department of 
statistics, the unemployment rate among the able-bodied population was at its 
highest point (14%) in 2000 and 10% in 2004 (Labour Force 2005). The process of 
the transformation of Estonian society had modified the means for seeking 
employment: the rate of jobs found via official channels was steadily decreasing, 
whereas the role of informal connections in securing employment became 
increasingly important. Increased difficulty in finding a job without informal mediation 
is a symptom of the impending closure of labour market, a situation typical of other 
post-socialist countries as well (Kazjulja 2002; Clarke 2000). Taking into account the 
changes in the sphere of employment, the state obviously prioritized economic 
growth over development of social support systems, which led to heightened social 
insecurity and sucseptibility of the population to social risks like unemployment and 
pauperization.  

The economic transition in Estonia engendered opportunities as well as risks, 
though both were distributed rather unevenly across different groups of the 
population. The unequal distribution of risks and opportunities can be usefully 
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explained with the help of the path-dependency theory, which argues that different 
“capitals” and capacity to convert them according to new social and economic rules 
determine individuals’ and groups’ positions within the stratification system of 
transforming societies. In a changing economic situation, people use capital already 
accumulated in the previous political and economic systems in new ways, since 
accumulation of a new capital requires time, as one type of capital might have been 
converted into another. In post-Soviet Estonia, for example, the political elite of the 
Soviet era had an opportunity to convert their political power into economic capital 
(Rona-Tas 1998). Being in the “right place” at the beginning of reforms was an 
important factor of success. Since the labor market was strongly segmented in the 
Soviet time, the structural capital—the individual’s place in the structure of 
economy—determined an individual’s prospects in the labor market. Those who 
worked in large state companies like plants and factories were the first to be affected 
by unemployment and/ or decline in social status as the economic structure changed. 
These people, mainly Russian-speaking and thus the main ethnic minority of Estonia, 
did not have sufficient individual resources, such as citizenship or knowledge of the 
state language, to succeed in the new labor market. In their case, the risks of market 
economy prevailed over any new opportunities. Meanwhile, leaders and specialists, 
who had more opportunities to use and convert their social and cultural capital, were 
less susceptible to unemployment due to their former, Soviet-era professional status. 

Youth became a particularly valuable capital in the early 1990s, and the 
advantage of gradual accumulation of life experience was rather underestimated. 
Changes in generational influence occurred in both state structures and the 
economy. New enterprises were set up and directed chiefly by young people (Tallo & 
Terk 1998: 15). As we have already mentioned, people aged 20-30 years at the 
beginning of the period of reforms have been called the cohort of “winners” because 
of their successful careers and the society’s propensity to see youth as an advantage 
(Titma, Tuma and Silver 1998).  

“Winners’” success in the labor market has been often related to the timing of 
their entry into it (Helemäe et al 2000). At the beginning of the period of reform, 
representatives of the cohort were either close to high school graduation or at the 
very beginning of their careers. Their experience of work in the framework of the old 
Soviet system was minimal or non-existent and, consequently, they were more apt to 
take new business and entrepreneurial opportunities than older workers. Legal 
regulation of the business sphere was weak, and the market was not yet competitive 
in the beginning of the transition period. Thanks to these favorable conditions, 
representatives of the younger cohort were able to better orient themselves in the 
new market situation in comparison to older generations, who had a longer 
experience of working in the planned economy. Sociological research has shown that 
the victory of the generation of “winners” has been relative, however, and that the 
cohort of “winners” in fact includes a considerable number of “losers” (Helemäe et al. 
2000). These individuals have encountered significant financial hardships, and have 
experienced and continue to experience social insecurity, in some cases living at or 
near poverty level. 

Today Estonia is a country with a developed market economy. Though 
comparable to other countries with middle range income, it occupies a modest 
position among them. At least with respect to the level of incomes, Estonia is closer 
to the poorer countries than to the richer ones. Due to the recent positive changes in 
the Estonian economy, such as growth of employment, increase of wages, pensions, 
allowances and, what most important, the real incomes of the population, the rate of 
people living in and at risk of poverty has considerably diminished. Still, 2004 data 
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from the Estonian department of statistics shows that incomes of a large part of the 
population do not exceed the absolute poverty line (In 2004, a person on monthly 
income less than 106 euro was recognized as living under the poverty line). Thus, in 
2004, every sixth resident of the country, every seventh family and a quarter of all 
children lived under the officially recognized line of poverty (Household Living Niveau 
2004, 2005: 67). Non-working members of the family—the unemployed, children, 
those who have caring responsibilities for children or disabled people, pensioners 
whose pension is minimal—are more susceptible to poverty (Trumm 2005). Other 
risk factors such as a low level of education or disability resulting from illness further 
increase the general risk of family poverty. 

Estonia ranks among those countries in which strategies facilitating the rise of 
the economy did not lead to a decline in poverty (Heinrich, G 2003). Along with 
traditionally vulnerable groups (single mothers, families with a large number of 
children, non-working pensioners etc.), the radical reforms conducted in Estonia from 
the beginning of state independence affected social groups that found themselves 
immediately living under the poverty line in the new economic system—the 
unemployed and underpaid, for instance. The so-called “new poor” are able-bodied 
people often at the peak of their abilities, not necessarily unemployed, yet not 
earning enough to maintain a decent standard of living. As a result of growing 
differentiation of incomes, increase in relative poverty occurs: a number of people 
grow poorer in respect to relatively prosperous groups and new opportunities. 

Data and methods 
Our article is based on data from a project conducted in Estonia near the turn of 

the twenty-first century—“Life Plans and Life Paths in the Post-socialist Estonia: Life 
Stories of the Generation of Winners”—which was supported by the Estonian 
Science Foundation. Our analysis is based on the thirty-two in-depth interviews 
collected in the period June 2003 to January 2004 for “Life Plans.” The sample of 
respondents was drawn from a longitudinal study “Life Paths of a Generation” (PG), 
launched in 1983 when a research group from the University of Tartu and the 
Estonian Academy of Sciences, under the leadership of Professor Mikk Titma, 
interviewed graduates from secondary educational institutions (see for example 
Titma et al 1998). PG observed the life course of a specific cohort from secondary 
school graduation until the end of the 1990s.  

The PG cohort were educated in the Soviet system in the mid- and late 1980s, 
and entered labor market in the early 1990s, in the period of reforms accompanied by 
the growth of inequality, devaluation of choices made before the reforms, necessity 
of adaptation to the new system, and social stress (see e.g. Kutsar 1995). Because 
the PG cohort were approximately 24-26 years old by the beginning of 1990s and 
were the most advanced cohort in terms of education, we considered longitudinal 
data to provide time-dependent information on the inner differentiation of the ‘winners 
of transition’ and the factors that led them to failure or success. In this paper, we use 
the method of discourse analysis to examine processing of social and biographical 
data by the interviewees. 

We proceed from the main premise of critical discourse studies: that discourse 
forms a mobile interface between language and society. Social representations 
become fixed in discourse in the course of social interaction. The network of social 
representations—beliefs, attitudes and values—constitute the nodal points between 
language and other social practices (see e.g. van Dijk 2005: 301; van Dijk 1998: 4-
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14). Social representations simultaneously mold people’s perceptions and thinking, 
and reproduce and regulate social relations. Thus, discourse is important in both the 
production and the maintenance of social order (Corsaro 1985: 167). 

The interviewees from the generation of “winners” rarely describe social risks or 
social failure directly. The latter are most often conceptualized implicitly, via 
representation of social processes and the impact they have on people’s lives and 
society. Interviewees foreground the factors that influence their own or other people’s 
lives and lead to social success or failure. To describe and analyse these implicit 
representations we rely on the parameters developed in the framework of critical 
discourse analysis (e.g. van Dijk 1985, 1998, 2001, 2005; Fairclough 1995, 2001, 
2003; Antaki 1984). They are: representation of social processes and events in 
discourse; representation of agency and causality (whether the proccesses are 
represented as functions of definite agents or as anonymous; the nature of agency
and participation); temporal organization of the narrative and dependence of the 
temporal scheme on the interviewee’s present situation (social success or failure); 
discourse modality and evaluation of events; discursive positioning; and construction 
of narrative identity. Ultimately, our aim is to study how social changes of the 1990s 
and the necessity of their narrativization affect social construction of the world by the 
generation of “winners”—that is, how the interviewees conceptualize social changes 
of the 1990s (events, processes and actors) as well as how they react to social 
challenges (threat of social failure and pauperization) and manage their social 
identities in these autobiographical narratives.  

The work with respondents was conducted in the form of a semi-structured 
biographical interview. The interviewees were asked to narrate their life stories, 
starting from birth, with minimal intervention on interviewer’s part. The latter’s role 
was coordinating, drawing respondents’ attention to the most significant biographical 
events, particularly the details of education and career. Essentially, the interviewer’s 
task was to encourage respondents to talk and elaborate on what they had said.  

The semi-structured interview is a joint production by interviewer and 
interviewee (Wengraf 2002: 3). The interviewer provides the respondent with 
thematic foci, drawing his/her attention to certain biographical facts or social events. 
The interviewee is relatively free in his/her selection and presentation of the material 
to fill in the framework suggested by the interviewer (Rosenthal 1993: 65). C. K 
Riessman reveals that interviewees sometimes resist interviewers’ “efforts to 
fragment their lived experience into thematic (code-able) categories” and their 
“attempts to control meaning” (Riessman 2002: 695-696). However, the life-story 
originates in the social environment common for the interviewee and interviewer. An 
apparently spontaneous narrative obtained in the course of the interview is a result of 
implicit selection and interpretation of the events from the perspective of the present. 
Social constraints as well as collective representations accepted in the society 
influence respondents’ speech and behavior; social structure “is constantly being 
reaffirmed and transformed in the interaction between biographical experience and 
socially defined schemata” (Rosenthal 1993: 60). Thus, the biographical interview 
combines spontaneous narration with implicit selection and codification. The 
interview conveys “tacit and unconscious assumptions and norms of the individual or 
of a cultural group,” which “are less subject to the individual’s conscious control” than 
direct statements, at least in some respects (Wengraf 2002: 115).  



62

©©
 

111111

Analysis of biographical narratives 
The optimistic version of social consensus regarding the period of economic 

reforms in Estonia, propagated and supported by media, represents it as time of 
rapid and successful changes. It also stimulates negative stereotyping of social 
failure and poverty, which are seen as temporary phenomena that result partially 
from the shortcomings in social policy and partially from people’s unwillingness or 
inability to adapt their lives to new social and economic conditions. Our analysis of 
the interviews seeks to show whether and to what extent respondents naturalize or 
problematize the social consensus. In what follows we shall make some observations 
on how the social situation of the 1990s is constructed in respondents’ discourse with 
the emphasis on social risks and failure. Discourse analysis allows us to observe how 
people construct a coherent world view based on their understanding of events and 
phenomena. 

Representation of social agents and processes.  

The structural changes in society are foregrounded as kernel elements of the 
biographical narratives. Both relatively successful and relatively unsuccessful—in 
terms of career and income—respondents highlighted a crucial impact the structural 
changes had on their lives, as well as the radical character and wide scope of these 
changes, which affected nearly all strata of society.  

Social events enter the narratives primarily as elements of biography rather 
than as separate phenomena of social world; their meaning varies within various 
biographical frames. Thus it is particularly significant that, though the period of 
changes has had a different impact on respondents’ destinies and has been 
perceived differently, the majority of the biographical narratives display common 
narrative regularities and recurrent thematic patterns (topics and subtopics). 
According to van Dijk, “a concept or a conceptual structure (a proposition) may 
become a discourse topic if it hierarchically organizes the conceptual (propositional) 
structure of the sentence” (van Dijk 1977: 134). The topic of a discourse is a 
macroproposition that provides its local and global coherence (van Dijk 1985). We 
examine representations of the transition processes in terms of both thematic 
constituents (topics and subtopics) and agency. In narratology, subtopics (motifs) are 
defined as both elementary thematic constituents of discourse and minimal narrative 
units or statements: “the discourse can be said to state the story through a connected 
set of narrative statements” (Prince 2003: 55, 64). Thematization and representation 
of agency are the two basic factors of narrative dynamics.  

In the “winners’” biographical interviews, the transition period of the 1990s is 
generally thematized as a drastic change that enabled new choices, yet was 
accompanied by some kind of loss or social shock—whether temporary or 
continuing—such as loss of feeling of security, loss of property or reduction of 
income. The individual “emplotments” and subjective processing of information 
distinguish particular narratives even as they generally fall into this pattern (Gülich & 
Quasthoff 1985: 174), yet the topic of “destabilization” (destabilization leading either 
to further aggravation or relative stabilization and improvement of situation) is 
invariable. Insofar as interviewees conceptualize the transition process as potentially 
threatening their social stability and material prosperity, one may infer that social 
failure and pauperization are seen as plausible consequences of the process, which 
may affect everyone, rather than exclusive phenomena whose action applies only to 
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the perceived “lazy” or “worthless” members of society, as in the case of negative 
stereotyping of social failure and poverty.  

As a rule, the precise nature and character of social transformations are not 
specified in the interviews. The biographical narrative typically emphasizes the 
consequences of social processes and impact they have on the respondent’s life, his 
or her relatives’ and acquaintances’ lives or the situation in the region, where they 
live, rather than the processes themselves.  

The first example is taken from an interview with a relatively successful 
respondent who has graduated from the Tallinn Pedagogical Institute, holds the 
posts of director and supply manager in a village school, and finally becomes an 
owner of a small bus company. He is concerned about the privatization of land and 
property in the 1990s, which, when brought about without a clear plan or social 
protection measures, has turned to be damaging for the local life. The respondent 
avoids direct inferences, however, and makes instead a series of “remedial 
corrections” in his discourse to narrow down the scope of the process. Here we 
introduce the notion of “remedial correction” as a discursive component of the 
“remedial interchange,” which is aimed at impression management and transforming 
potentially offensive or consensus-breaking acts into socially acceptable ones to help 
the actor preserve his or her reputation (Goffman 1971: 109):  

Interviewer: Had the big changes of the ‘90s changed your life as well?  

Interviewee: Sure they did. I moved to this place in ‘89. Though I didn’t 
happen to see any political life here. Only on TV. Neither struggle for 
independence nor... even hadn’t a chance to go to the night song festivals. 
Here it all went its own way and rather quietly. Here I saw the collapse of 
the local life, I mean the collapse of the sovkhoz [Soviet collective farm], 
and what people did then, there were different variants [of behavior] [...] 

Interviewer: ...Hadn’t the collapse of the sovkhoz emasculated it [the local 
life] here?  

Interviewee: Let’s say, the sovkhoz as an economy unit had totally 
emasculated itself... Whether it was good or bad, it might have continued 
as a production unit, but it was rather people’s mistake, I think. There are 
bad people everywhere... But perhaps it was right to sink it altogether, but, 
on the other hand, to distribute everything. The Otepää sovkhoz preserved 
some production units, a pigsty, rather large, and a milk-herd. It continues 
as a private limited company. Some people keep on working there [...]. The 
rest of agriculture has been completely destroyed […]  

Interviewer: There are still nice places here. 

Interviewee: Yes, the village is not desolated. Apartments prices are still 
high here [...]    People are coming from everywhere, from Tallinn, and 
Swedes, and Finns. In this sense the local life had not collapsed.  

In respondent’s narrative, the following subtopics constitute different types of 
“changes”: struggle for independence, night song festivals, collapse of the Soviet 
collective farms (sovkhozes) and “emasculation” of local life. Only the last two 
subtopics refer to respondent’s immediate personal experience. The “collapse“ and 
“destruction“ are examples of negative thematization. The local consequences of the 
reform are represented in negative terms, but the reformation itself is conceptualized 
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as an anonymous process, without indicating the agents who might have been 
responsible for negative effects. This anonymity is intensified through nominalization 
and use of process nouns (‘Local life collapsed’/ ’The collapse of local life’). 
Nominalization, i.e. representation of processes as entities, entails occultation of 
causal aspects and objectification of the process. As a result of nominalization, “the 
agents of processes, people who initiate processes or act upon other people or 
objects, are absent from texts” (Fairclough 2003: 12-13).  

Further, due to rewording, the scope of collapse is narrowed down: it was only a 
sovkhoz, not local life as a whole, that collapsed. In the next segment of discourse, a 
hypothetical generalized agent of the process is added (“bad people“); here, a socio-
economical problem is represented as a moral one. The intransitive use of the verb 
“emasculate“ in contrast to the transitive use of it in the interviewer’s question is also 
noteworthy: it represents the process (emasculation) as reflexive, turning back to 
itself. Finally, the scope of the process is narrowed down again as the interviewee 
points out that local life has not collapsed due to the development of tourism.  

Passivation, nominalization, use of reflexive and intransitive verbs, generalized 
nouns and pronouns, indefinite adjectives are typical means of the anonymous 
representation of social processes and backgrounding of agency in the majority of 
interviews. The process of changes is most often represented as anonymous; its 
causes and agents are backgrounded or generalized (all, everybody, nobody, they, 
etc.). 

Interviewee [male track driver]: [C]ollective farms started falling apart [...] I 
worked also for a rent company for several years. Then the land return 
started, and everything collapsed altogether. [here and throughout 
emphases added.- M.G., M.K.]  

Interviewee [female teacher]: Then the Estonian Republic already came 
into being. And everybody left school [because of low wages]  

Interviewee [female former veterinary doctor, works as a selling agent for a 
toy company]: Soon those changes started to happen, and it was 
impossible to keep fur animals any more and everybody was poor and 
[laughs] ... there was no food... and the company itself was on sell, on the 
verge of bankruptcy...  
[On her work as a hotel supply manager]: [I]t was [an] awfully funny and 
edifying time [...] Yet the salary was not paid there.  

Interviewee [male owner of a small company]: [W]e were a young family 
during the period of changes, and an opportunity to get our own place for 
living disappeared ... 

Interviewee [male engineer]: In the 1990s, the whole state financed (as it 
always was) melioration system disappeared in Estonia [...] ... then the 
Estonian crone came into being and building work stopped in Estonia 
altogether for a while.  

Interviewee [woman, orderly]: I wasn’t sacked, I resigned. You know, it was 
the time when those companies were privatized, and things fell apart, so... 
Salary wasn’t paid, I was paid only 130 per month. One had to reconcile 
onself to it, there was no sense in doing this work.  

Interviewee [male university research fellow]: [H]onestly speaking, the 
worst thing was that this Master’s studies system had been introduced and 
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nobody knew what did they want. In my case the conditions were the same 
as for the doctor [PhD] today.  

Interviewee [female laboratory assistant]: Of course, there were 
redundancies in the late ‘90s. Three times. But I’ve managed to stay. 
Interviewer: Don’t you fear to lose your job now? Do you fear more now 
than before? 

Interviewee: On the contrary, there is less fear now. It was more fear of 
being fired before. Now people get so used to redundancies that they even 
don’t care.  
[... S]hould there be a redundancy, should Terko [the company] collapse, 
one would have to seek a job. But there are no jobs here.  

Interviewee [female research fellow]: Then it started... collapse or 
destruction. According to the rumours from the institute that reached me, all 
younger staff quit the job. 

Interviewee [male miner]: [A]nd then it [all] collapsed in ‘89-‘90.. then I 
came here, to the town, to my brother, to work as a sanitarian technician in 
the building project. [... ] And in 1992 the sanitarian technique company 
also... everything was being reformed. First there was a state company, 
then a cooperative [company], then the co-operative fell apart because the 
chairman left... then I lost my job.  

Representation of social change as anonymous and suppression of agents 
naturalizes socio-economic processes and their negative effects and blocks analysis 
of the social situation and awareness of one’s own position within it.  

The social actor’s role is reduced to either “benefiting from the situation“ or 
“suffering from the situation.” Social actors are represented as affected by the 
situation and being “at the receiving end” of the situation as Objects (Patients) or 
Beneficiaries (Leeuwen 2003: 44). As Beneficiaries they are those that “the 
opportunities are given to;” they act due to favorable opportunities. Beneficiaries may 
be activated as actor-participants, yet their secondary role in the process is always 
spotlighted: they can benefit from the situation, but they neither initiate nor control it. 
Here we consider Patient and Beneficiary as narrative roles. Similarly to the 
Greimassian actants, they belong to the deep level of narrative syntax and not to the 
surface linguistic structure.  

When positioning themselves with respect to social action, interviewees often 
assume the role of the patient (I was not paid, I was not sacked, etc.) or beneficiary (I 
was given an opportunity, they offered me a job, etc.). On the other hand, both 
relatively “successful” and “unsuccessful” interviewees often implicitly refer to their 
inability or the impossibility of them benefitting from the new social situation in such a 
way that they become the active agents:  

Interviewee [female shop manager]: I know that many people of our 
generation did well, those who knew how to use this time properly.  

Interviewee [unemployed female]: When the large changes started to 
happen, everybody went to commerce. I mean merchandise, delivery…this 
shuttling didn’t attract me. It was probably because I hadn’t quick wits for 
something significant…to catch something elusive by tail... Since people 
with quick wits were able to use favourable moments...  
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The biographical topics common for both relatively successful and unsuccessful 
interviewees are the loss of one’s command over circumstances, and exclusion from 
the process of decision-making in the course of social changes. As a rule, these 
topics refer to the lasting influence of suprapersonal factors on speaker’s destiny. 
Exclusion from the sphere of decision-making as well as social success or failure are 
often attributed to the fatal powers beyond the respondent’s control (“it just happened 
so;” “it came by itself, without any effort on my part;” “I was just lucky enough;” “it was 
bad luck;” etc.). The representation of social processes as anonymous and 
“agentless” propounds fatalistic explanations of events. Respondents tend to 
represent structural and individual factors as fated and/or endowed with a fatalistic 
meaning. In this case, agency is ascribed to suprapersonal powers.  

The interviews show that there is no definite, univocal connection between 
recurrent biographical topics and their narrative resolutions, which shape the 
denouements of the biographical stories (social success or failure). Certain 
biographical topics and subtopics foregrounded by both successful and unsuccessful 
respondents (hard and intensive work, mobility or open-mindedness) may or may not 
lead to success as the narrative resolution. The fact that the same individual 
characteristic (e.g. mobility or open-mindedness) may become a factor of either 
success or failure reveals that social failure and poverty are represented as 
predominantly suprapersonal phenomena. There are examples of social mobility and 
effort (the respondent changes job, improves his/ her qualification or is retrained) that 
do not lead to promotion or improvement of respondents’ situations. “Wrong“ choices 
in the past that were not perceived as wrong at the time, representation of changes 
as too rapid and radical (“all that we were taught turned upside down“), fatigue from 
the reforms —all these motifs manifest the decrease of control over one’s own life 
and point to the natural, physical and psychological limits of adaptation, including the 
finitude of human life.  

As a result, certain conservatism or failure of adaptation, when considered 
against the neutral or negative thematization of “changes” and related motifs (effort, 
mobility, etc.), may acquire a positive meaning in the biographical interviews. 
Interviewees regard it as a manifestation of certain axiological values such as 
commitment to tradition and profession and a desire to preserve relative individual 
autonomy and command over one’s own life.    

Social change and construction of temporality. 

Personal time always mediates social construction of temporality. There are 
different levels of the “negotiation of time” (Brockmeier 1995: 116) in personal 
narratives. Certain patterns of personal time perception tend to crystallize into social 
time patterns. 

In the biographical interviews, the period of social changes of the early 1990s 
serves as the critical point to which personal time schemes are anchored and with 
respect to which they take on their meaning. The interviews with unlucky respondents 
display particularly sharp contrast between the two parts of the biographical 
narrative—“before” and “after” the transition, with the latter part as a period of either 
relative stabilization or further destabilization of their conditions. Yet interviews with 
both relatively lucky and unlucky respondents comprise a considerable number of 
positive representations of the previous system of social support which, despite its 
restrictions and rigidity, provided social guarantees, a sense of stability, and definite 
perspective on the future. These representations are situated on the spatiotemporal 
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axis “now“ versus “then,” where the two poles are in a contrastive relation. The 
representations of the past are often half-veiled or introduced indirectly, by contrast. 
Respondents’ speech alone is insufficient to interpret the social representations: the 
analyst should rely on his/ her knowledge of the context and the process of inference 
to arrive at an interpretation.  

Interviewee [female teacher]: I think that the education system was much 
simpler and better in the Soviet time, and children were much more taken 
care of since all children were equal indeed.  

The respondent also mentions school uniform, free lunches, cheap guided tours 
and hobby circles for pupils as examples of “care about children” in the system of 
state support. Other respondents mention high incomes and bonuses in collective 
farms, broader opportunities to satisfy their cultural needs (e.g. to visit museums and 
concerts), as well as maximum employment in the past. In these cases, the past 
provides a positive background against which the meaning of social changes and 
reforms is measured.  

The temporal scheme of a life-story is structured from the perspective of the 
present. As a rule, the stories of the unlucky respondents are focused on the 
contrastive relations between present and past. In the stories of the respondents who 
perceive their present condition as relatively stable or an improvement on previous 
conditions, presumable tensions between the present and the future are 
foregrounded: the future is often represented as a source of anxiety. Both successful 
and unsuccessful respondents express concern about further changes that may 
threaten their relative stability. The desire to maintain stability prompts the 
interviewees to avoid definite prognoses for the future, or to limit the scope of 
prognostication.  

Interviewee [male owner of a small company; on the European 
reglementations, which threaten small companies]: This is the most 
troublesome issue at the moment, that there is no chance to develop a 
small enterprise in the same way, which is actually the source of income for 
many families [...] This is the problem which does not leave in peace neither 
on day nor at night [...] It’s a very, very sad future.  

Finally, successful respondents tend to concentrate on the present and its 
advantages. Thus, a woman who studied economy in Tallinn Pedagogical Institute 
spent a year in Vienna as a guest student studying law and international relations, 
worked as an economist, employee in a lawyer’s office and currently works as a 
freelance translator, considers her present situation quite satisfactory. She admits 
that her work has its benefits and drawbacks, yet appreciates first of all the 
opportunity to freely dispose of her own time and be her own master while having a 
relatively stable income. When asked about the future, she reflects that while 
planning can be helpful, she has no formulated or definite plans and is “open to life”: 

On the one hand, I am myself open to life; on the other, to arrive somewhere it is good 
to know where do you want to arrive. At the same time, it works best of all for me this 
way. But this propaganda machine today, that one need[s] to know everything, how and 
by what means ... Every person has a different road... 

The narrative scheme with the prevalence of the present and indeterminacy of 
the future is not only a manifestation of respondent’s satisfaction with the present 
situation, but the way to oppose the ideology of success and achievement based on 
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the “futuristic” model of progressive development according to which every 
successive step towards the future depreciates the value of previous states. Thus, 
certain mistrust for the future or propensity to limit the future is common for both lucky 
and unlucky respondents. 

In sum, both successful and unsuccessful respondents often experience 
difficulties in maintaining the continuity of time schemes and reconciling past, present 
and future. The joint construction of the past and the future from the perspective of 
the present is a basis for a coherent biographical narrative (see e.g. Ricoeur 1984). 
The critical, disruptive events did, however, have an impact on the biographical 
construction. As a result, temporal schemes with a prevalent past and/or present 
dominate in the biographical interviews. 

Evaluations: social change and discourse modality. 

The conversation model provides a more flexible framework for a study of 
interpretations and explanations than the causal attribution theory often employed in 
the quantitative research. In the framework of the conversation model, causal 
attribution is recast as the identification of alternative states of affairs or 
counterfactuals (Antaki 1994: 28-29). Alternative event-descriptions introduce implicit 
causality, which sometimes surfaces in the form of modal or grammatical contrasts, 
e.g. alethic, deontic, axiological or epistemic constraints (Fairclough 2003: 164-180).  

Interviewees employ a combination of factual and counterfactual explanations 
(alternative event-descriptions) as a means to resolve the conflict between intentions 
(desires, beliefs) and external or internal constraints, as they experience financial 
hardships and perceive themselves to be economically disadvantaged, but also claim 
commitment to profession and do not complain about their choices. 

Let us take as an example an interview with a teacher who belongs to the “risk 
group” of single mothers. In her biographical narrative, the choice of profession is 
represented as culturally stipulated, motivated by love of literature and books as well 
as the inspiring example of her own school teacher. Social ties (classmates, course-
mates, and friends who have chosen the same profession) are listed as another 
important choice factor. From this perspective, the choice is represented as voluntary 
and axiologically valuable. However, while considering alternative unrealized 
possibilities of life-events, the interviewee indicates the restrictions imposed on her 
life by the Soviet social system and represents her choice of job rather as compulsive 
or necessary:  

The choice of profession... If one was not compelled to follow the job 
assignment at the time... I had an assignment and I had to stay at the same 
place for 3 years, otherwise I would have never gone to school.  

Interviewer’s question about the opportunities of changing jobs later makes the 
interviewee check on counterfactual versions to substantiate her choice and indicate 
the limits of her possibilities. She argues that although her childhood dream of being 
an agronomist has never came true, that is best, since such a profession is useless 
nowadays. Similarly, unwillingness to lose social guarantees and lack of necessary 
qualifications (e.g. knowledge of English) prevented her from becoming a secretary in 
a private company. Finally, the respondent resorts to the fatalistic factors that have 
determined the course of her life: “I was lucky;” “it just happened so;” “[it] all 
happened as if it was predetermined;” etc. In essence, the absence of choice or 
unwillingness to change the job is explained fatalistically. 
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In sum, the interviewee represents her situation as a result of (1) voluntary and 
conscious choice of profession that was valorized as “good” or “valuable” in the social 
and cultural context where the interviewee belonged at the moment of choice 
(axiological constraints); (2) an unavoidable necessity or obligation when considered 
against the other, alternative choices (alethic and deontic constraints); (3) a result of 
coincidence of personal intentions and action of fate or providence (alethic and 
epistemic constraints; the unknown or inaccessible processes are ascribed to 
supernatural powers).  

Interviewees, whose qualifications are not sufficient to provide them a 
satisfactory position at the job market, tend to explain their condition solely in terms 
of alethic and deonitc constraints (possibility/ impossibility, obligation) and to consider 
counterfactual event-descriptions as axiologically more valuable. For example, an 
interviewee who used to work as a shop-girl, a cloak-room attendant and currently 
works at a clothing factory, regrets missing the opportunity of entering the system of 
higher education to study mathematics and computer science as she had earlier 
planned: 

First, I think, life would be more interesting now, the level of life would be 
different, the level of communication would be different than it is now. It 
would be probably more interesting […] Had I entered [high school], the 
contacts… life would be more interesting. Currently it is dull, boring, 
monotonous.  

Here, counterfactual event-descriptions are used (1) to elucidate a combination 
of constraints and intentions that determine choice of profession or life path that 
leads to the present condition; (2) as a positive or negative background against which 
the choices are measured. The alternative event-descriptions provide the opportunity 
of “re-playing” the past choices, of their aposteriori justification or condemnation and, 
thus, partial compensation for the discontinuity of temporal schemas and impossibility 
of establishing coherent links among past, present and future.    

Self-representation and management of identity in disruptive circumstances 

While approaching the problem of identity in the biographical interviews, we 
take the conversation-analytic perspective on identity famously developed in Harvey 
Sacks’ early work and adopted in Antaki and Widdicombe (1998). From conversation-
analytic perspective, identity is a result of indexical and occasioned casting of a 
person into a category with “category-bound features,” relevant and procedurally 
consequential to people’s interactions (Antaki and Widdicombe 1998: 3). Thus, 
identity becomes related to the whole conversational configuration and varies from 
one situation to the next. The biographical interviews display narrative management 
of biographically disruptive events that destabilized speakers’ identities. In this case 
the “occasioned construction of identity” is a response both to the critical events and 
to the necessity of their narrativization in the biographical interview.  

The interviews with unsuccessful respondents are particularly symptomatic in 
this respect: they show how people forced to cope with a low standard of living or 
social failure maintain their social “face” in the situation of interaction (see Goffman 
1967). Sociologists call the phenomenon of adaptation to the low standard of life the 
paradox of the “satisfied poor” (Kutsar 1995: 37-38). It should be emphasized, 
however, that the posture of resignation or adaptation is often implemented as a 
contextual strategy of “face” preservation and impression management—that is, as 
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part of social performance. Discourse analysis may reveal this posture’s provisional 
and defensive character. 

The interviews display that imagined stability and “voluntary poverty,” as 
reactions to rapid changes and inability to cope with such changes, may be 
manifestations of different social masks or “faces” and, as such, may be connected to 
different strategies of self-representation. The “change” is perceived as undesirable 
and therefore suppressed or superseded into the area of counterfactual statements. 
Construction of the actual state of affairs is aimed at maintaining and legitimizing self-
consistency of a storyteller: “In the act of storytelling, participants to human 
interaction are supposed to give a consistent picture of themselves as characters.” 
Life-story telling is a form of face protection (Alasuutari 1997: 9, 11). We distinguish 
three main types of self-representation and “face protection” characteristic of the 
unlucky interviewees.  

1. First, respondents may be dissatisfied with low income and limited 
opportunities for participation in social life, its traditions and customs, yet they may 
appreciate the relative stability of their condition and prefer it to any changes, for 
better or for worse. In this case, the actual state of affairs is conceptualized as neutral 
as compared with the alternative description of a further hypothetical regress:   

Interviewee [female laboratory assistant]: Who knows how to change, in 
what direction. It may have been worse, if I changed. 

Interviewer: Are you afraid of losing your job now? 
Interviewee [female tailor]: In principle not, because there are many clothing 
factories around. We would find [the one]. The only fear is that the wages 
will be even lower, and I won’t be able to do everything what I did before, 
when growing older. This is the fear I have.  
[…] There are practically no desires, significant desires. I know it won’t be 
better. One must stick to it [the present situation] and not to slip down. 

Interviewee [female production controller; on her work in “Elcoteq”]: What is 
good here is that I have a job at the moment and am even paid something 
for it. Only to have the means for existence. [“Elcoteq” is a company that 
offers low-paying jobs.] 

The interviewee recognizes his/ her condition as socially and economically 
disadvantaged, yet has no intention to change it and interprets it as relatively 
satisfactory.  

2. Second, the attitude of “voluntary poverty” may serve as a strategy of 
idealized self-representation. Performance as self-representation of an individual 
before a particular set of observers is based on a “working consensus;”, that is, it is 
“’socialized’, molded, and modified to fit into the understanding and expectations of 
the society in which it is presented” (Goffman 1959: 35). As such, it embodies the 
accepted values of the society and presents a slightly idealized view of the self and 
the situation. From this point of view, the relatively poor respondents are forced to 
justify their situation and defend their self-dignity, referring to their situation as a result 
of free choice. This strategy of self-preservation may be termed “stoic performance.” 
The following respondent is a medical orderly in a care treatment hospital section, 
where many dying patients are treated. She does hard work for a very small monthly 
salary [2000 crones; about 127 euros]. In the 1990s, she worked at a low-paying job 
at a shoe factory. Asked about things that might have had an impact on her life, she 
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says, “I wouldn’t say that something has influenced me. All decisions I’ve made, I’ve 
made them myself.”  

Interviewer: How have the recent changes in Estonia influenced your life? 
Interviewee: All has gone more or less smoothly, I don’t see anything that 
would have awfully influenced me. Perhaps more travelling, more 
movement is seen now, there was a desire [to travel] in Russian time, but 
I’m not a big traveller after all to awfully wish to go somewhere. Should one 
invite [me to travel], even then I would think before. 

[When asked about her salary: How one can cope with that?] We use to 
joke that if we had a lot [of money], we could hardly cope so well. And we’re 
doing well [...] I’ve not died from starvation yet, and I wouldn’t say I am 
underfed [...] I never say I’m doing bad. Let it be bad, I’m still well. You think 
that all’s going well, and it’ll go. 

Explanation of certain way of life as the result of individual choice (“I was not 
sacked, I resigned myself;” “I’ve made all my decisions myself”) is in obvious 
contradiction with the interviewee’s references to the absence of choice as the actual 
cause of her actions (low-paying job, no spare money to travel, very modest nutrition 
habits, etc.). 

An unemployed man describes his position at the labor market as almost 
desperate, yet nevertheless, when asked about his choice of profession (military 
building school, a too-narrow specialty that became useless in the new economic 
situation, and a cause of respondent’s inability to find a job), he justifies this choice 
and considers it a source of moral dignity:  

I think that otherwise I wouldn’t have a character like that. I think I would 
have been much weaker had I not entered the military school. I think it 
wasn’t a bad choice. Perhaps not the best choice, but not a bad one, 
indeed. It gives a lot.  

3. Finally, respondents who claim commitment to their profession and are 
inclined to see it as mission (e.g. a teacher, a medical nurse) but are dissatisfied with 
an income level they perceive as close to poverty typically show certain ambivalence 
in their self-descriptions. They are inclined to justify their choices and life-paths as 
compared with counterfactual event-descriptions, yet are dissatisfied with their 
present conditions and view themselves as victims of social injustice. Such 
respondents are also inclined to assume a collective identity: a generalized subject 
(the noun designating a representative of the profession, such as “teacher,” “nurse” 
etc.; the plural form of the first-person subject pronoun, the generalized form of the 
second-person pronoun or the impersonal “one”) is a rather typical means of their 
discursive positioning and self-representation.  

For instance, the aforementioned teacher, who claims to be loyal to her 
profession and high standard of teaching, argues that her income is not in 
accordance with her social status and qualifications. She cannot afford to realize her 
cultural and educational needs, e.g. to visit theatre or cinema, to travel, to subscribe 
to newspapers—a condition she conceptualizes as “poverty”:  

A teacher might visit theatre to see what children saw, might read those 
books, watch those movies. It would be nice to travel... You need a kind of 
... charisma in teacher’s position, so that your personality would attract 
them, to be able to influence them. 
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When bringing forward different motivations for choosing her profession 
(pedagogical mission, obligation, necessity, fate, etc.), she claims that her 
qualifications and qualities do not bring her due reward in the present social system 
(“the state does not valorize my work and qualifications”): 

And what is the most abusing is a too large amount of work [...] It exhausts 
emotionally, psychically and physically [...] I feel myself abused, the abuse 
of poverty is an endless torment since it exhausts. You can cope, survive... 
Yes, I know I live better than some people, yet in this position and at this 
level of education I think I deserve more, so that I could give more as well.. 

Another example is a hospital nurse, whose narrative reveals that people 
experienced poverty before the reforms as well, yet in her opinion there were more 
opportunities to cope with it on the local level: 

Well, there was a decent hospital here in Russian time, and when this 
reformation of hospitals began... it was turned into a recovery treatment 
hospital, we had decent sections up to this time, we had, well, a separate 
section of inner diseases, we had a separate section of neurology, we had a 
separate children’s section... and when this, you know, reformation and all 
this stuff began, everything, you know, fell apart, then we felt most of all 
sorry... the children’s section was very valuable for our local hospital, 
because we, how to say, perhaps it was wrong, but there is a lot of 
unemployed people in our region, and in the families, where children got ill, 
and mother cannot buy a medicine – she just has no money for this... we
just took the child to the hospital and the child got treatment and opportunity 
to be in a warm room... and once this was taken away from us, these 
children were just left [without care]... 

In her narrative, the nurse uses the two types of collective identity: the 
institutional “we” (people of certain profession) and the “we” as members of local 
community (in “our” region). In the narratives of dissatisfied or unlucky respondents, 
the collective or institutional “we” refers to a disempowered social subject whose 
rights or capacities are restricted by anonymous agents of social changes.  

We might label three delineated types of discursive self-representation and 
defensive strategies employed by unlucky respondents economically disadvantaged 
by social changes the “resigned loser,” “satisfied” or “stoic loser,” and “dissatisfied 
(revolting) loser.”  

In sum, structural changes in the society that have the most significant impact 
on respondents’ lives occupy a prominent position in the biographical interviews. 
Individual factors leading to social failure or success are rather downplayed. Only 3 
of 32 interviewees mentioned individual characteristics that had a negative impact on 
their destiny: a female who refers to her husband’s temporary gambling addiction that 
caused financial hardships in the family, and two Russian-speaking respondents who 
refer to their poor knowledge of the Estonian language as restricting their chances at 
the labor market. Unlucky respondents sometimes refer to their inability, 
unwillingness or the impossibility of their using the new social situation as virtual 
causes of social failure. The interviews show that the condition subjectively perceived 
as poverty may be converted to a positive value providing stability, relative control 
over one’s own life or feeling of commitment to a profession (vocation) and may 
become a source of moral satisfaction. Relative control over one’s own destiny is 
often preferred to success and achievement. Both structural and individual factors 
are often endowed with a fatalistic meaning. The social agents and processes are not 
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clearly identified or analyzed; as a rule, the processes are represented and perceived 
as anonymous and the agents backgrounded or omitted. These discursive strategies 
are characteristic of both relatively lucky and unlucky respondents’ self-descriptions. 
Insofar as the motivations of respondents’ behavior or causes of their condition are 
obscured, it is difficult to single out definite biographical motifs (e.g. types of “right 
behavior” or thinking) that would necessarily lead to success or allow avoiding failure.  

Summary 
In their biographical narratives, interviewees foreground structural changes as 

having the most significant impact on their lives and the life of the society. The period 
of social changes (the 1990s) serves as the horizon with respect to which 
biographical facts take on their meaning. Both relatively lucky and unlucky 
interviewees implicitly or explicitly highlight social stress and difficulties in adaptation 
to social change. Other important regularities are the representation of social 
processes as anonymous, backgrounding of agency, and a modest role ascribed to 
the individual in the period of transition and later. The social actor’s role is often 
reduced to the ability to use, benefit or suffer from the situation. A number of 
respondents feel themselves to be excluded from the sphere of social decision-
making and therefore prefer relative stability and control over their lives to success 
and achievement.  

Both successful and unsuccessful respondents represent the period of social 
changes as a critical, disruptive experience. Their interviews display certain 
difficulties in maintaining the continuity of time schemes, in linking the past, present 
and future and, thus in producing a coherent biographical narrative. Evaluations of 
the condition subjectively perceived as social failure or poverty by the interviewees 
are ambivalent: as a rule, they mark both negative and positive aspects of this 
condition. Relative control over one’s own life and a feeling of relative stability are 
often valorized above social success. The high appraisal of self-sufficiency and 
relative control over one’s own destiny is common for both relatively lucky and 
unlucky interviewees. If the former are dissatisfied with low incomes and hard job, the 
latter sometimes feel that their qualifications are higher than needed in their position 
or the job conditions are too sensitive to social and political factors. However, even if 
the job does not meet their expectations, respondents most often prefer stable 
income and commitment to changes. The less successful respondents either employ 
defensive strategies of self-positioning, representing themselves as “voluntary” or 
“satisfied poor,” or refer to collective identity to explain social failure or insecurity. 
Alternative (counterfactual) event-descriptions provide the opportunity for 
respondents to “re-play” past choices and thus partially compensate for the 
discontinuity of temporal schemas, inconsistencies in identity management and the 
impossibility of constructing a coherent biographical narrative.  

The interviews display that the “victory“ of “winners” has been relative: a 
number of them experience financial hardships, perceive their income as insufficient 
to satisfy their social and cultural needs, or refer to the decrease in control over their 
own lives. The analysis of the biographical narratives has also disclosed the 
strategies that respondents use to cope with social challenges as well as 
discontinuities and disruptions that serve as symptoms of difficulties respondents 
have experienced or continue to experience in their efforts to overcome their socio-
economic situations.  
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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the interrelationship between the structural changes and personal 
destinies of people who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of the transition period. The 
focal question is whether structural and institutional changes were brought about by a minimum of 
adaptations and fluctuations or a by maximum of turbulence and mobility. The paper is based on in-
depth interviews conducted in 2003 and 2004 with people who graduated from secondary educational 
institutions in 1983 and belong to the so-called ‘winners’ cohort. One of the pivotal results of the analysis 
is that when companies were winding down and being reorganised, it launched processes of inter-
company workers’ displacement and lead to their imminent unemployment. Individuals changed their 
plans and behaviour because they had to adapt. Opportunities proved to be less a matter of individual 
control and planning, than of unfavourable structural conditions. A work place in the secondary sector 
often worked as a ‘push’ factor for mobility during the reforms, as massive layoffs and restructuring 
in the economy did not leave any other choices for people than to start looking for new possibilities. 
In spite of some attempts to set up businesses, the majority of former industrial workers belong to 
the same occupational group and are working in the same sector, even 15 years after the reforms. This 
means that the relative occupational ranking of the workers remained the same despite the change in 
the political and social order. 1

Keywords: personal destinies, adaptation, post-socialist structural changes, and secondary sector

Introduction

In the beginning of the 1990s, hardly any aspects of life stayed static and remained unaffected by the 
impact of developments in Estonia as well as in other post-socialist countries. Polish sociologist Piotr 
Sztompka (2004) has characterised the collapse of communism as a traumatogenic change because 
it was sudden and rapid, multidimensional, embracing politics, economics, culture, everyday life, it 
was hitting the foundations of the earlier system, and it was certainly unexpected. This very sudden 
and radical system change was to have a significant impact on life trajectories. As Mayer (2006: 
4) maintains, ‘the analysis of life courses is particularly well suited for the study of post-socialist 
transformation because individual biographies link the society of origin and the society of destination. 
Individuals bring their biographical past as resources and constraints into the transition process.’ 
We want to use the case of Estonia to study the linkages between the macro level structural and 
institutional changes and individual life histories.

* E-mail address of the corresponding author: margarita.kazjulja@iiss.ee
1   This study has been prepared as part of the research projects funded by the Estonian Science Founda-

tion (grants no. 5109 and no. 6892).
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There is a question of how previous life events and trajectories constrain or foster transitions 
and outcomes in later life on the micro level. Some authors have underlined that sometimes the 
unexpected consequences of old choices might be even more important than new choices. It has been 
discovered that the duration of exposure to risk or opportunities lead to cumulation of advantages and 
disadvantages (Diewald et al. 2006). 

An additional question is connected with the role of personality and agency in the life course. Are 
persons subject to forces outside their influence and control, or do their personal resources, motives, 
mentalities significantly contribute to their life course after major societal changes?

The Estonian economic reform has been one of the most radical among the post-socialist countries, 
particularly with regard to its highly liberal economic principles and the modest role of the state (de 
Melo et al. 1996). A rigidly regulated labour market with high levels of employment and employment 
stability was transformed into a labour market with a much lower level of protection. Changes led 
to a massive redundancy of labour force in primary and secondary sectors. As a consequence, most 
workers faced a devaluation of their skills and many of their previous status. Following the bold 
reforms in the early 1990s, job destruction shot up more rapidly than job creation. From 1992 to 
1993, the rate of job destruction was about 15%, while the rate of job creation was only about 6% 
(Haltiwanger and Vodopiveč 2002). The incidence of displacement in Estonia during the early 1990s 
was excessive by Western standards (Lehmann et al. 2005). Job loss was higher in the production 
sector than in services. 

The question is how were people reallocated in the process of intensive structural and institutional 
changes? Were their life courses disrupted and reoriented or did they show a high degree of stability 
and continuity?  How useful were the education, informal ties and other resources acquired before 
the transformation period? 

It has been pointed out that the transition in Estonia means the change from a ‘gerontocratic’ 
to a ‘youth-oriented’ society (Tallo and Terk 1998). Adaptation to the new environment was relatively 
successful for younger age cohorts. The generation that entered the labour market right at the end 
1980s and in the early 1990s had many advantages thanks to its youth. This generation has been 
called the generation of winners due to their successful careers (see Titma 1999, Titma at al. 1998). 
Nevertheless, the previous analysis shows that there is also a great proportion of losers in this winner 
generation (Helemäe et al. 2000). In this paper, we will analyse how changes on the macro level 
affected the life course of that generation. The question is why have some members of the winner age 
cohort lost their age advantage in a society that glorifies youth. 

We decided to concentrate on the life courses of the part of the winner age cohort that was very 
hard hit by economic changes – namely on the individuals who worked in the secondary sector at the 
beginning of economic changes. The focus is the interplay between changes on the macro level and 
the destinies and decisions of individuals. Were structural and institutional changes brought about 
by a minimum of adaptations and fluctuations or a by maximum of turbulence and mobility? How 
successful were they in converting resources gained in the old system into other types of assets in 
post-socialist conditions?  

The paper is based on half-structured biographic interviews conducted in 2003 and 2004 with 
representatives of the so-called ‘winners’ cohort.  

Societal changes and the role of agency

In the international sociological literature, Peter Berger pioneered theoretical interest in personal 
biographies (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Institutions do not stand above living individuals; individuals 
become part of the very institutions with which they identify. In the modern societies, individuals are 
left to choose from a plurality of lifestyles. Access to these lifestyles most often comes through the 
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choice of work and occupation. 
Anthony Giddens (1991) and Ulrich Beck (1992) have further developed the idea of life planning as 

central for the constitution of self-identity in modernity. According to Giddens, individuals not only 
have expectations of what they would like to be, they also plan ahead in order to realise their future 
conceptions of themselves. However, the life projects might be abandoned or reformulated if reality 
turns out to be different from the individual’s expectations. From the individual’s viewpoint, it is 
important to find new projects worthy of biographical investment. 

Beck’s concept of a ‘risk society’ is discussed on a macro level. However, it is related to the individual 
and the risks involved in his or her choices. In societies where access to work and occupations is 
preceded by substantial personal investment, personal destinies become factors beyond the individual’s 
control, which makes personal choices risky. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim are describing modern society 
as a global risk society, “there is a return of uncertainty, which did not just shake public trust in the 
ability of key institutions of the industrial world, of business, law and politics, to tame and control 
the threatening effects they produce; there is also a sense that, across all income groups, prosperity 
biographies become risk biographies. Losing their social identity and material faith in future security” 
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 164).

Modern choice models assume in particular that typical actors try to act rationally. Basic 
assumptions of rational choice theory become less and less tenable, the more the institutions are 
taken into account in causal models. As North mentioned in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech: 
“The rational choice framework assumes that individuals know what is in their self-interest and act 
accordingly. That may be correct for individuals making choices in the highly developed markets of 
modern economies, but it is patently false in making choices under conditions of uncertainty – the 
conditions that have characterised the political and economic choices that shaped (and continue to 
shape) historical change” (North 1998).

It has been hypothesised that growing uncertainties require actions to be governed by cultural 
traditions, social institutions or norms that restrict the flexibility to choose potential courses of 
actions (Blossfeld and Prein 1998). As the complexity of a decision-making situation increases, so does 
the predictability of what people will actually do. Esser (1993) has called such mechanisms ‘habits’ and 
‘frames’, which he understands as nation or class-specific ways to interpret decision situations. 

Individuals have to make long-term binding commitments at various phases of their life course. 
They have to opt for an educational track, a specific job, a career path, a particular partner, having 
a child or not – decisions which once taken are normally hard to revise. In order to reduce choice 
complexity of long-term courses of action under uncertainty, individuals tend to constrain or bind 
their own future actions, i.e. they commit themselves to behave in a specific way in the future. Rising 
uncertainties not only make it harder for individuals to plan their life, but also reduce the appeal of 
long-term, self-binding decisions in general. 

Institutions comprise the formal and informal social constraints that shape the choice-set of the 
actors. At the theoretical centre of the new institutionalist paradigm is the concept of choice within 
constraints (Brinton and Nee 1998). In addition, there are macro changes at the level of the institutions. 
In spite of the institutional guidelines and grown insecurity, the life courses are condemned to activity. 
The obligation to be active means that failure becomes a personal failure, subject to individual blame 
and responsibility (Beck and Beck-Gernheim 2002).  

The socialist period could be characterised by an extreme institutionalisation of one’s life path – it 
meant less risk for the individual, but also fewer possibilities to choose. The paternal state intervened 
much more with the choices made by individuals than in western type societies (Kupferberg 1998). 
A socialist society stabilised life planning and minimised the personal risks involved. The result for 
individuals was a clear reduction of occupational risk and autonomy of choice. The burden of risk was 
taken from the individual and placed in the hands of the state. The constitutional right to work, as 
well as the principle of full employment, shaped both occupational and employment opportunities 
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available to employees and workers (Mach et al.1994). 
The transformation of socialist societies can be seen as a turning point in the life planning 

of individuals. It destabilised life paths and forced individuals to make unexpected choices under 
conditions of great uncertainty and risk, for which their experiences had not prepared them. The 
sudden changes not only lead to unexpected job shifts and employment trajectories, but they may 
have had impact on adaptation processes as well. 

For individuals, there are different sorts of potential benefits (‘positional advantages’) that 
may derive from personal capital. The positional advantage, however, does not emerge from those 
accumulated skilful characteristics themselves, it rather stems from their interaction with the rules 
of social institutions. Those skills only provide an advantage, provided they stand out conspicuously 
and meet the requirements of the institutions. The utility of capital is determined by institutions, 
which set the rules of its application and, thus, determine its value. In times of social change, capital 
accumulated under different institutional conditions is deployed to fit new institutions. Individuals 
have to match the past with the present, employing capital developed under one set of institutional 
rules, in processes and acts governed by a different set of rules. The life course theory suggests that 
the initial endowment with resources may be especially sequential in times of major and sudden 
disruptions (Elder 1974, Caspi and Moffitt 1993). New political and economic institutions presented 
new opportunities and constraints for people, however, they responded to those opportunities and 
constraints on the basis of their existing resources. It has been mentioned that during the rapid 
economic, social and institutional changes in post-socialist societies, the meaning of previously 
gained resources changed as well (Róna-Tas 1998). Caspi and Moffit (1993) have assumed that in the 
condition of a system change, when standardised ways of channelling life courses by institutions 
vanish, differences in personality characteristics become more important for the direction of life 
course trajectories than under stable institutions. This also means that the role of agency may 
become more important for success and failure in life. The shift from a centrally planned economy 
to a market economy is, in theory, in itself linked with an increasing importance of self-initiative and 
self-responsibility (Diewald 2006). 

Sztompka (2004) presents three adaptation strategies to cope with sudden changes based on a 
typology of adaptive reactions to the anomie developed by Merton (1996). First, there are innovative 
strategies. People take the systematic change as a given and make attempts to creatively reshape their 
personal situation within the system. They try to strengthen their position by raising or mobilising 
resources (economic, social, human capital). The second type is retreatist adaptations, an escape 
towards passivism, resignation and marginalisation. Faced with sudden changes and uncertainty, 
many people turn to the discourse of fate, adopting a ‘wait-and-see’ orientation. Other people turn 
their hopes towards help from the state. The third type of adaptation is ritualism. In this case, people 
find some measure of security in following the traditional, accustomed patterns of action, even if 
under the changed circumstances they lead nowhere. 

Changes in the Estonian labour market

During the Soviet period, Estonia was in many respects ‘over-industrialised’, owing to Moscow’s 
geopolitical interests. The development of defence-related enterprises offered a path for resettling 
a large number of people to Estonia from other parts of the Soviet Union, mainly from Russia. 
Under the centrally planned economy, the basic factors bringing about labour market segmentation 
(economic power, management strategies, and employees’ responses) were all a direct function of 
bureaucratically mediated non-competitive relations between economic organisations and central 
planning agencies (Mach et al. 1994). The main mediating structures between the level of central 
economic administration and enterprises were ‘branch’ ministries for industrial sectors. However, 
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since Estonia was a part of the former Soviet Union, the mediating structure was more complex 
compared to Central European countries. The Soviet Union had three types of state enterprises: all-
union, mixed, and republic enterprises. The first two types of enterprises were actually under the 
control of the ministries in Moscow, the last under the control of the republics. Estonia also had 
ministries to execute political power over the segment of the economy that was not subordinated to 
all-union ministries. All-union ministries controlled the most privileged industries, e.g. those closely 
connected to the military. This meant that the Estonian labour market was structured along the line of 
an internal (by Estonian authorities) versus external (by the central Soviet authorities) locus of control 
(Vöörmann and Helemäe 2003). 

Most of all-union enterprises operated on the basis of raw materials imported from other parts of 
the Soviet Union, while labour was also recruited from outside of Estonia (Hallik 1998). In the Soviet 
period, Estonia already had an ethnically divided labour market. Non-Estonians were concentrated in 
basic industrial branches closely connected to the military complex. By the end of the Soviet period, 
the Estonian share of industrial workers was less than 40 per cent, and the majority of them were 
employed in local light industry. A number of industrial fields were generally closed for Estonians (first 
of all the defence industry, due to the feared disloyalty of the local population) (Pettai and Hallik 2002).

The years since 1989 have been of decisive importance for the Estonian economy and labour force. 
At the beginning of the 1990s, the immediate reaction to economic uncertainty was a sharp decline 
in demand for labour. There was a certain delay, until the employment effects of the transition crisis 
were felt, as enterprises were at first reluctant to dismiss redundant workers. In June 1992, Estonia 
introduced its own currency. This is considered to be the start of serious economic reforms (Arro et al. 
2001). Estonia took a very liberal approach in embracing a more free market oriented strategy. The state 
did not create a priority mode for one branch of economy and set all enterprises in essentially equal 
conditions. The basic criteria of assessment of their capacity became the adaptation to requirements of 
a domestic market and penetration to the western market. Such politics amounted to drastic severing 
of connections with the destabilised economies of the former union republics. By allowing enterprises 
to dismiss redundant labour without unduly penalising them, the state ended the period of job security.  
There was significant liberalisation of wages. Dismissal costs, the taxation rate of wages, and minimum 
wages were set low as the government attempted to stimulate employers to create jobs. To stimulate 
the reallocation of labour, the Employment Contract Act was introduced in July of 1992. The law gives 
the employer the right to lay off a worker with 2 months’ notice, and in the case of bankruptcy, with no 
notice at all. On the other hand, the unemployment benefit was also established at a very low level, to 
stimulate peoples’ interest in searching for a workplace or in self-employment.

Two very important steps in the transformation process were the restitution of ownership rights 
and privatisation. After instituting a small-scale privatisation program, the Estonian government, 
similarly to the Hungarian government, launched a large-scale program, based on international 
auctions. Thus, the share of the private sector grew from 10% in 1990 to 70% in 1998. The private sector 
dominates in manufacturing and construction, and also flourishes in services and trade, whereas 
typical public employees are found in administration, education and health.

In Estonia, the disruption of trade with the former Soviet Union created large shifts in the 
composition of final demand for sector outputs. The collapse of the institutional and technological 
links of the Soviet centrally planned system disrupted the supply of inputs for production and the 
delivery of outputs. The share of the service sector increased, whereas the decline in the industrial 
and agricultural sectors accelerated (Table 1). Estonia (as well as some other post-socialist countries) 
experienced a ‘passive’ structural change towards a service economy that was less sustained by a real 
growth of service industries, than by an enormous shrinking of the primary and secondary sectors. All 
in all, while the most severe loss of jobs appeared in the primary sector, the number of those employed 
in the tertiary sector remained quite stable, enjoying only quite modest growth, to be attributable to 
the global tendencies. This rapid sector shift has been termed passive tertiarisation (Goedicke 2006). 
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Table 1. Distribution of employed persons by economic sector in Estonia

The transition in Estonia led to a massive increase in worker flows driven especially by an 
increase in job flows. In 1989, job reallocation accounted for only a very small fraction of overall 
worker reallocation. Worker reallocation itself was low at roughly 15% (Haltiwanger and Vodopivec 
2002: 627). By 1993, the worker reallocation rate exceeded 35% and more than two-thirds of this was 
accounted for by job reallocation. Dramatic increases in worker flows were preceded by a very large 
increase in dismissals, due in the first place to an increase in job destruction. Following the bold 
reforms in the early 1990s, job destruction rose more rapidly than job creation. From 1992 to 1993, the 
rate of job destruction was about 15%, while the rate of job creation2 was only about 6% (Haltiwanger 
and Vodopivec 2002: 604). The transition involved a significant period, during which destruction rose 
rapidly, while creation only rose at a time lag. The incidence of displacement in Estonia during the 
early 1990s was excessive by Western standards.

Virtually every sector evidenced a burst of dismissals, driven primarily by job destruction between 
1992 and 1993 (see Table 2). However, the dramatic increases in job and worker reallocation did not 
impact all sectors or all types of employers in the same manner. Large state manufacturing companies 
bore the brunt of destruction-led dismissals. Smaller, private, service- and trade-oriented employers 
led the surge in hiring and job creation. In some sectors, for example, in primarily trade and services, 
hiring and job creation rates jumped dramatically at the same time. However, for many other sectors, 
hiring and creation rates only increased with a substantial lag (e.g. manufacturing). The picture that 
emerges is that an enormous number of workers experienced dismissals driven by job destruction 
during the period of 1992–1993. Earlier, only a few sectors absorbed these workers, but in 1994–1995, 
many other sectors witnessed substantial hiring and job creation. Smaller employers (1–19 and 20–

2  The job creation rate represents the rate at which new positions are created, while the job destruction rate rep-
resents the rate at which positions are eliminated.

    

Rate

  1989 21 29 16 10 4 16 4 100

  1992 19 28 16 12 4 17 4 100

  1995 10 29 16 15 6 20 5 100

  1998 9 26 16 16 8 20 5 100

  2000 7 26 17 17 8 19 5 100

  2003 6 25 17 17 9 22 5 100

Changes in the numbers

  1989 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

  1992 82 86 94 112 90 97 104 91

  1995 36 74 75 121 102 92 91 76

  1998 30 64 76 124 121 91 91 72

  2000 23 61 74 123 127 80 93 68

  2003 21 61 76 122 138 95 95 71

Source: Authors´calculations based on Statistics Estonia database. 
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99) disproportionately created jobs and contributed to hiring. The largest (500+) and medium size 
businesses (100–499) accounted for the rapid rise in dismissal and job destruction rates in 1993 and 1994. 
The vast majority of job reallocation occurred within each broad industrial sector. When displacement 
rates were the highest, industry affiliation, ownership type of a worker’s firm, and company size were 
the main determinants of winding down companies and permanent layoffs (Lehmann et al. 2004).

Unemployment increased over that period. It grew from a moderated rate of less than 1% in 1990 
to almost 10% in 1995. Between 1992 and 1993, industrial sectors witnessed a burst of both inflows 

into unemployment and inflows due to job destruction, a pattern that is followed by outflows from 
unemployment only with a lag. Collective and state enterprises disproportionately contributed to 
unemployment inflows due to job destruction. 

Data and method

Our analysis is based on in-depth interviews conducted from June 2003 to January 2004. The sample 
of respondents was drawn from a longitudinal study entitled ‘Life Paths of a Generation’ (PG), which 
was started in 1983 when a research group from the Tartu University and the Institute of History of 
Estonian Academy of Sciences, under the leadership of Prof. Mikk Titma, interviewed graduates from 
secondary educational institutions of that year (see for example Titma et al. 1998, Helemäe et al. 2000). 
PG followed the life course of a specific cohort from secondary school graduation until the end of the 

Table 2. Annual hiring rate, separation rate, job creation and job destruction rates (percent of 
employment) by selected industries in Estonia

Year Manufacturing

  Hiring rate Separation rate Creation rate Destruction rate

1989 8.57 10.15 0.00 1.58

1990 11.29 14.33 0.00 3.04

1991 14.66 17.38 3.31 6.03

1992 14.40 28.87 0.00 14.46

1993 20.18 28.50 5.54 13.85

1994 25.65 26.58 10.10 11.00

 Trade

1989 10.42 9.20 2.04 0.81

1990 17.77 15.15 5.45 2.82

1991 30.90 20.47 17.52 7.08

1992 40.64 33.51 25.66 18.53

1993 49.58 31.44 34.27 16.13

1994 42.25 34.22 22.39 14.64

 Services

1989 12.10 12.85 0.33 1.08

1990 15.55 15.64 3.28 3.36

1991 15.99 17.08 4.37 5.47

1992 23.74 24.68 8.93 9.87

1993 23.79 21.47 9.7 7.38

1994 22.33 20.15 9.32 7.22

Source: Haltiwanger and Vodopivec, 2002: 614
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1990s (the first study took place in 1983 and follow-ups in 1987, 1992/93 and in 1998). The interviews 
were informal and followed a general list of questions about the respondents’ life path and especially 
about their biographical experiences in the years following social changes in Estonia at the beginning 
of the 1990s. We look at the experiences preceding and following societal changes. The biographical 
investigations operate with a series of case analysis in a comparative and typologising manner (see 
also Flick 2006). We suppose that narratives of experienced events refer both to the current life and 
to the past experiences and provide information on the interviewee’s present as well as about his/
her past and perspectives for the future (see also Rosenthal 2004). Certain events and processes are 
analysed with respect to their meaning for individual and collective life histories. 

The initial panel of respondents in PG was selected to represent the population of 1983 secondary-
school graduates (born between 1964 and 1966). Three types of institutions of secondary education 
were distinguished: vocational schools, specialised secondary schools and general (comprehensive) 
secondary schools. The linkage between each level of education and the future job was clearly defined 
(Helemäe et al. 2000). Vocational schools trained skilled workers, while specialised secondary schools 
trained semi-professionals. General secondary school was the traditional academic track. Although 
the principle of compulsory secondary education was implemented in the 1980s, by estimations based 
on census data only 75 per cent to 85 per cent of the corresponding birth cohort graduated from 
institutions of secondary education as full-time students in the mid-1980s (Saar 1997). Thus, selected 
on an educational basis, the PG cohort is an advanced part of the corresponding birth cohort. 

Young adults who in their 20s were at the beginning of the economic changes (about 1989) and 
are now in their late 30s are often considered to be most successful age cohorts under transition. 
Because the PG cohort was about 24-26 by the beginning of the 1990s, and by definition was the most 
advanced cohort in terms of education, we considered longitudinal data to provide time-dependent 
information about the internal differentiation of the ‘winners of transition’ and the ways that led 
them to success. 

The PG cohort obtained their education under the Soviet system, completing their schooling in the 
mid to late 1980s, and first entered the labour market at the start of the major social and economic 
transformations of the Estonian society. For us, the post-socialist transformation presents a rare 
opportunity to study how young adults managed in a rapidly changing situation. 

Emphasising only the changing social structure does not address how these changes enter the 
lives of individuals trying to cope with them. It is suggested that the biographical research approach 
is particularly effective in capturing the experience of a changing social system because it focuses 
on personal destinies and is able to demonstrate how these are linked to societal transformations 
(Hoerning 2000). The main strength of the biographical approach is that it is able to explore subjectively 
experienced reality and conceptually reconstruct a changing world as interpreted by the social agents 
themselves (Hoerning 2000). 

The analysis of the longitudinal data has shown that the type of secondary education has a strong 
impact on having a successful career among the youth.  We conducted 32 interviews with members 
of this cohort, choosing 3-4 interviewees from graduates of each type of secondary education3. We 
intended to interview persons of different ethnicity, place of residence, gender, etc. The interviews 
were conducted in the homes of respondents as well as in our institute. Each interview lasted 1-3 
hours. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis. 

In this paper, we concentrate on the analysis of biographies of this part of the winner age cohort 
who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of economic changes. Most biographical studies 
tend to select a few illuminating cases as a starting point for their analysis. Since there are relatively 

3   There were distinguished eight types of the institutions of secondary education: rural vocational schools; urban 
vocational schools; agricultural specialized secondary schools; industrial specialized secondary schools; other 
types of specialized secondary schools; common grades of general secondary schools; academic grades of general 
secondary schools (from 8th grade); academic grades of general secondary schools (from 1st grade).
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few interviewees who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of transition period, we have 
chosen to present all of them (8) in the form of biographical profiles as examples of the wider trend. 
One task for the analyses was to look for common elements, which occur across different interviews. 
We are using the inductive approach, whereby generalisations are produced through analysing a 
series of biographical profiles. These case analyses are compared and contrasted with each other. The 
steps of analysis were: first, analysis of biographical data; second, reconstruction of life histories (life 
as lived); and third, development of types and contrastive comparison of several cases4. These types 
are analytic. We can identify patterns of similarity or difference within life course patterns. We are 
interested in the experience of societal change; we consider the interviewee’s statements on it, in the 
context of his or her whole life. On the basis of such reconstruction, we are in a position to construct a 
type of adaptation to societal changes, but also to explain the biographical course that leads to it. This 
analysis allows us to reconstruct the interrelationship between individual experience and collective 
framework.    

Case studies

People working in the secondary sector were much more directly affected by the turbulences of 
economic reforms. Most companies were restructured after privatisation, and massive layoffs were 
commonplace. People faced increasing insecurity at workplaces and experienced unemployment for 
the first time. We interviewed 8 people who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of 
economic and social changes. 6 of them had changed employment several times and some of them 
had had experience with private entrepreneurship from the past or the present. What were the driving 
forces for such hectic careers? The analysis of semi-structured interviews allowed us to allocate three 
main types: interviewees who moved from secondary sector to self-employment, interviewees having 
respectively unstable and quite stable career in secondary sector.  

Heading from the secondary sector to self-employment

We interviewed two men who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of economic and social 
changes and moved on to self-employment.

Tõnu, specialised secondary education, self-employed, lives in Tallinn
Tõnu graduated from a specialised secondary school in 1983. He studied electronics. He started 
working in a big state company, but opted for private entrepreneurship at the beginning of the 1990s. 
His life path illustrates the lost institutional embrace of the socialist economic system quite clearly. 

When the period of changes began, I worked in a public company in my own specialty, a specialty close 
to mine, but in connection with the arrival of the new era, state companies started to disappear one by one 
and I had to start thinking about my own path, about creating something, and thus my own company was 
established. That it was... the beginning was quite difficult. /.../ the situation was such that you really had 
to start making your own decisions, for yourself, and your own future and all that. 

Now he has his own small company that is concerned with installing safety equipment for cars. 
Tõnu is very pessimistic about the future of his company. He is thinking that

small businesses as they are now will be done away with. This is the most worrisome moment now — 
that it’s not possible to run a small business at such a level anymore, even though it’s actually what feeds 

4 Comparison is at the core of grounded theory. 
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many families and is the main source of income. I foresee very big changes there in Estonia: there are 
difficult times looming ahead especially for small businesses. This is what doesn’t leave my mind in peace, 
day and night.

He believes that self-employment does not have a future in other countries either and that 
globalisation will have a major impact on business: big strong companies will gulp down the small 
ones.

Toomas, higher education, lives in Tallinn, now manager in private construction company
Another illustrative case of how structural changes have pushed a person to move to self-employment 
is the biography of a man with higher education (engineer), who currently works as a project manager 
in a foreign construction company. He tried hard to find a stable position during changes, but he was 
just not lucky. The following passage from the interview describes in a vivid fashion how profoundly 
the labour market was restructuring and how deep the instability was that the people faced in 
privatised sectors.

I had an assignment and a job and everything already. Exactly a month before I graduated, the company 
I had been assigned to ceased to exist, just like the entire land amelioration sector. It was a state financed 
field, but then there were just more important things to finance. Most of us (course mates) went into 
construction, since we got as much construction at school as amelioration itself. I worked in this firm for 
exactly 2 years, and then the company ceased to exist. It was a kolkhoz construction office and kolkhozes 
ceased to exist at that time as, there were no finances. All construction departments became small, limited 
liability companies at that time. Practically the same group of people was just a limited liability company 
now. Then there was a  chance to work for two more years in that small company, but then the ruble 
was replaced by the Estonian kroon and all construction activity in Estonia temporarily ceased Then the 
company where I worked obtained some information it seemed to have some associations with Germany 
or contact was made with some factory and well, we formed connections with them,  which allowed us to 
import  leisure goods: garden furniture, bicycles, lawn-mowers… and the like . We continued trading with 
Germany until… almost last year. (Tartu, 2003).

Toomas used his knowledge and contacts with a German factory gained from his previous workplace 
to start his own private business. He did not invent anything new in comparison to his old workplace; 
he just continued trading with Germany through his own limited liability company. He did not start 
these businesses from scratch, but tried to make use of his previous contacts. Toomas graduated as 
an engineer, but was active in trade because this is where the opportunities were in the early 1990s. 
However, by the end of the 1990s the economic situation had changed and small shops were becoming 
marginalised due to more intense competition. Toomas then decided to leave the shrinking field of 
private business and to continue his career as an employee. Having a degree in engineering played a 
crucial role in taking this step. He was successful in taking advantage of his educational credentials 
and private business experience and found work as manager of a foreign-owned company.

What was his motivation for abandoning his private business and starting to work as an employee? 
He admits that the change in the general economic situation had made it difficult for his business 
to remain profitable. He pointed to widening competition, tightening regulations and a shortage of 
investments as the main reasons for the closing down of his business. When asked why he decided to 
close down his own business he replied:

Because everything in Estonia changed so much. In order to do something you have to have a lot 
of money — free money to start with. That cannot really be helped — you have to keep investing all the 
time. But we spent everything we earned. So basically there were many reasons — Estonian laws kept 
changing and so, just to keep running your own business in the same way, you had to change a lot. 
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Free money has to come from somewhere, a bank loan or through some other means…(Tartu, 2003).

Both interviewees chose an innovative strategy for adaptation (using Sztompka’s classification). 
They made attempts at creatively reshaping their personal situation within the system by starting 
their own business. However, the motivation behind starting a private business was not purely taking 
advantage of newly emerging possibilities. It was quite clearly also an indispensable move since 
previous workplaces disappeared as a result of closing of industrial enterprises. At the same time, 
new possibilities to start private businesses arose. Private entrepreneurship was seen as a possibility 
for mobility for all people who were able to take a risk, regardless of their educational background. As 
a matter of fact, persons moving to self-employment were successful in the beginning of their private 
business, when there was only limited competition. Business gave them a very good economic return 
on assets in the early days, but most of them did not manage to survive the stiffening competition. 
The respondent continuing his business was very pessimistic about the future of his firm. Another 
interviewee made a move to more secure employment during the cooling down period of the Estonian 
economy. It was a time when many businesses, especially small ones and those bound to Russian 
markets, either wound up or operated on a shoestring budget. He had a secure job and a substantial 
income without taking any entrepreneurial risks. However, he emphasised the importance of his 
experience in self-employment and thought that he had an advantage over the colleagues who did not 
possess such experience.

Unstable career in secondary sector

Two non-Estonian men and one non-Estonian woman working in the secondary sector at the end of 
the 1980s had very unstable careers during the transition period, but their life later stabilised and they 
now work in the secondary sector.

Yuri, specialised secondary school, now working as miner, lives in a small industrial town of northeast 
Estonia
After graduating from basic school, Yuri entered a specialised secondary school. He studied mechanics 
for four years, but gave up before submitting his diploma project. He returned from the military 
service in 1985 and proceeded to work as a turner. In 1989, his friends set up a bar and he decided 
to become barman. It was a very difficult time; there was a shortage of products and hard liquor. 
The competition was tough and the bar went bankrupt. After that, he worked as plumber for three 
years, but with the reorganisation of the state enterprise, he like most of the workers lost his job 
and became unemployed. When one of his acquaintances set up a business, he was employed as his 
assistant. There were no official borders and they imported school supplies from Belarus. However, 
the business didn’t last long. In 1996, he began working in an oil shale mine – a job he got thanks to 
his social contacts. 

I received help to get work in a mine.
Moderator: Was it difficult then to get work there?
Now it’s already impossible.
Moderator: Is it because the wages there are high and stable?
No, it’s because all mines have been closed down. It’s just the Estonia and Viru mines that are left and there 
are many unemployed specialists in town. This is how it is now. 

As his father had worked as miner for 13 years and had undermined his health there, he had sworn 
that he would never go to work in a mine, but needing money, he had no choice. Nevertheless, he 
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thinks that his life has stabilised.

Svetlana, vocational secondary education, a seamstress in an apparel factory, resident of Narva
Svetlana used to live in the Novgorod region of Russia and graduated basic school there. Her father’s 
sister who lived in Narva visited them and talked Svetlana into enrolling in vocational school for 
weavers in Narva. Svetlana had some doubts, but nevertheless moved to Narva and went to vocational 
school. After graduation, Svetlana started to work in the local textile factory. She got married and 
children were born. It was difficult with young children to continue working in the textile factory 
because there were three shifts. Svetlana decided to become a seamstress. She worked in Ivangorod for 
a year and a half  (on the Russian side of the border), first as an apprentice and then as a seamstress. At 
the beginning of the 1990s, perestroika started (it was difficult to continue working on the Russian side 
due to borders), and she was recruited, thanks to her social contacts, by the art gallery as a cleaning 
lady. Svetlana even had to attend courses in Estonian to get that job. She has been working in the 
clothes factory as a seamstress since 1997 now. She is not very satisfied with her job, but she thinks 
that it is not possible to find a better job in Narva. Svetlana is quite frustrated. She said that ‘the foolish 
perestroika ruined everything… Now you have to be an adventurer to achieve success.’ She is pessimistic 
regarding her opportunities to find a better job because she thinks her training is not valued. 

There is nothing else to be found in Narva. Going from one sewing factory to another would be stupid. 
To study to become a technologist – well, they take people up to 35 there. She could take a distant training 
programme but that wouldn’t pay off either. These days you can also get by really well without education, 
if you have an acquaintance who is SOMEBODY or works SOMEWHERE. Then you might be stupid, but you 
would live very well. I don’t have connections like that; therefore, I don’t have anything better to hope for. 

She answered a question about her future plans:

I do not have any plans. Now we live on a day-to-day basis ... It used to be easier before, there was work 
and I felt secure... I do not see any special prospects here, either for myself, or my children... Maybe only in 
Russia…We shall look, in the European Union dreams will be…

She was complaining about how much of a problem Estonian independence was, regarding her 
relationship with relatives still living in Russia. Svetlana was worried about the education as well as the 
future of her children in Estonia. She thought that they would have better opportunities in Russia.

Andrey, vocational education, bulldozer driver, lives in Kiviõli (small industrial town near Kohtla-Järve in 
northeast Estonia, where 60 per cent of inhabitants are non-Estonians)
Andrey graduated basic school in Kiviõli and continued his studies in vocational secondary school 
in Kohtla-Järve  (industrial town) to become a bulldozer driver. Andrey stayed in Kohtla-Järve and 
proceeded to work as bulldozer driver. He was called up to regular service after half a year. He spent 
three years in the Army. In 1987, he returned and after that had several different jobs. Andrey finished 
the courses to get a motor-coach driver’s licence. At the beginning of the 1990s, a very unstable period 
began.

I worked in my specialty in a collective farm. From there, I left for military service, where I served three 
years. After the service ended, I proceeded to work as a bus driver here in Kiviõli. It was 1989. I worked for 
one year and was then made redundant. Then I worked in my speciality in mines. When I married, it was 
necessary to search for another job... At this enterprise, I proceeded to work as assistant train driver... I 
worked for a year.... and was again dismissed. I tried to find work in Таpa, but failed. I was taken on job in 
Püssi combine of wood-shaving plates.... First the mechanic, then in specialty (bulldozer driver)
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Andrey mentioned that he would like to have a better job with higher salary. He was going to take steps 
for that purpose. He was rather optimistic and trusted the authorities and hoped he would manage to 
get a more remunerative job. He thought that earlier (in the 1980s) people had more security, and they 
did not have to fear loosing a job. Now a lot of people were living on a day-to-day basis.  

Economic changes in the early 1990s destabilised the life courses of interviewees belonging to this 
type. Individuals working in economic sectors, where restructuring was the most profound – such as 
construction, transportation and most of all manufacturing –, were forced to change their chosen 
life path. It was the period of searching for new opportunities, but mostly for men. Women have a 
very important limitation – small children restrict their opportunities. During the transition period, 
all representatives of this type were very active in labour market. But the process of restructuring of 
the economic sector in the industrial region of Estonia, where all respondents of this group lived, did 
not guarantee reliable workplaces. The number of workplaces was cut and the enterprises closed. 
Most often new jobs were found with the help of social connections (contacts with relatives and 
previous co-workers). These social networks helped find a new job, but did not guarantee stable 
work or a higher level in social hierarchy. One of the crucial restrictions of the interviewees of 
this type was the weakness of the starting position – they started the transition period with fewer 
opportunities. Their living standard had declined. All of them lived in industrial regions of Estonia, 
with mainly a Russian population. That area had suffered to the ultimate degree from changes in 
economy and politics in a transition period. They had scarce personal resources, as well as scarce 
social resources (social networks for instrumental support only). Interviewees who had an unstable 
career during the transition period and were presently employed in skilled work, were aware of their 
poor opportunities, they had no future plans. Clearly there are some signs of retreatist adaptation, 
an escape towards resignation. Especially Svetlana had turned to the discourse of fate, adopting the 
‘wait-and-see’ orientation.

Stable career in the secondary sector

Three people (one Estonian man and two non-Estonian women) working in this sector at the beginning 
of the 1990s had quite stable careers. The impact of the transformation process on their life course 
was rather weak.

Eero, specialised secondary education (agriculture electricity), now works in a big private firm as electrician, 
living in Tallinn 
His father was also electrician and Eero emphasised the impact of his father on his choice. He graduated 
specialised secondary school and after that started to work in a collective farm. Eero was not satisfied 
with his work and after military service changed the job (to an agro industrial complex). In 1991, their 
family moved from the countryside to Tallinn and since then he has worked as an employee at Elion 
(Estonian Telephone firm). He managed to leave the state sector just before the collapse. He got his 
present job through acquaintances. 

Yes, I don’t know… yes, maybe if I’d been there until the very end, if it had been difficult for me to leave it, 
maybe if it had all fallen apart for me, then maybe it would have been more difficult to find a new job. When 
I came here to Eesti Telefon, basically also via acquaintances, I sort of had someone I knew here waiting for 
me, so he like asked me to join them. But yes, back then, in ’91, no one was accepted right off the street.

He thinks that he was lucky because he moved to Tallinn and changed his workplace in time. He 
had played his cards well. Eero has considered changing his employment, but has not found anything 
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that would have both: a better salary and good working conditions. Eero is quite satisfied with his 
work. He is sceptical regarding the possibilities for successful small entrepreneurship in his field 
because big firms would swallow small ones. 

Irina, general secondary education, laboratory assistant, lives in a small town in central Estonia 
She graduated from a general secondary school in Tapa (a small industrial town near Tamsalu). She 
started her studies in St. Petersburg but gave up after a few months (she had problems with finding 
a place at student’s hostel) and returned to Tamsalu. Her parents worked in the local corn-processing 
factory. They recommended that she should apply for a position in the laboratory of the factory. Irina 
started working as a laboratory assistant but then changed jobs several times. In 1991 she started 
working again in the corn-processing factory as a laboratory assistant. The firm where Irina was 
working was not closed. There were some layoffs in 1990s but Irina succeeded keeping her job. As 
she mentioned, she had no children and she had never been on sick list. Her experience, age and 
not having children protected her. Irina is quite optimistic and is thinking that her life has passed 
smoothly. She is not regretting anything

Galina, specialized secondary education (chemistry), now controller in a factory, lives in Maardu (small 
industrial town near Tallinn, where 80 per cent of inhabitants are non-Estonians)
Galina was born in the countryside in Russia (near Smolensk). She stressed several times that their 
family was prosperous. Both parents were working in a collective farm. She graduated from secondary 
school. Her mother did not recommend her to stay in the countryside and work in agriculture because 
this work was too hard. Galina’s cousin was studying at Kohtla-Järve5 (industrial city in northeast 
Estonia) and she suggested that Galina should come to Kohtla-Järve as well to study. Following her 
cousin’s recommendation, Galina joined the specialized secondary school in Kohtla-Järve (chemical 
industry). After graduation, she was assigned to the Maardu chemical factory. Galina worked in that 
factory as a worker until 1994 when her first child was born. It was the time when most Soviet-time 
big state-owned factories in Estonia were closed or split into smaller units. As Galina explains:

In 1994 the factory started to break up. It could have been expected, because... as the Greens intimate, it 
pollutes atmosphere. This shop was heart of the factory and when it closed.... The factory started to break up

Many of Galina’s co-workers were dismissed. Galina was at home with her child during the unstable 
period, in the early 1990s. One of her friends recommended her to apply for a job at Elcoteq6. In 
the beginning Galina considered this offer rather sceptically but nevertheless she attended the brief 
training courses and then started work in the factory where she is still working now. She explained 
her choice:

We only came to Elcoteq because they accepted Russian-speaking people here. We don’t have citizenship, 
after all; we have grey aliens’ passports. But here it was possible.   

5   Kohtla-Järve lies in the oil-shale fields of northeast Estonia. The oil-shale industry was rapidly expanding in the 
Soviet period to meet Soviet energy and chemical requirements. Population growth in Kohtla-Järve in the 1950s 
and 1960s was due to the influx of a large number of non-Estonians. In 2000 Estonians accounted only for 18 per 
cent of the population. 

6   Elcoteq is a leading European electronics manufacturing services company providing engineering and manufac-
turing services, supply chain management and after sales services to international high-tech companies. Two 
of Elcoteq’s largest plants (by number of employees) are situated in Estonia, in Tallinn. The number of their em-
ployees in Estonia amounts approximately to 3,300; total number of their employees reaches over 19,000. In fact 
three quarters of the company’s capacity are located in Estonia, Hungary, Mexico and China - countries that are 
highly competitive with respect to market proximity, good availability of skilled labour and favourable general 
cost levels.
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Elcoteq was one of the few enterprises hiring Russian-speaking workers (mainly because of their 
lower salary level). Most of the workers at Elcoteq are now non-Estonian women with secondary 
or specialized secondary education. Galina is not so pleased with the work (mainly - earnings), but 
she believes that it is better than nothing at all and is afraid to lose the workplace. And she has no 
confidence in the future. Galina has no hope that anything (either the job situation or life in general) 
would get better. She links all hopes with the future of the daughter, investing in her education.

All interviewees belonging to this type are doing relatively well in spite of working in the 
manufacturing area. The impact of the transformation process on their life course was rather 
weak. Why? Eero succeeded to move to Tallinn and find a new workplace in the right time. The firm 
where Irina was working was not closed. Despite some layoffs Irina succeeded in keeping her job. 
Her experience, age and barrenness protected her. Galina was at home with her child during the 
unstable period in the early 1990s. In Galina’s case it seems to have not been a restriction, but even 
an advantage. She was not dismissed. The enterprise was closed at the ‘right’ time. Thanks to her 
networking ability (contacts with previous co-workers), she received information about a job vacancy. 
She reacted very quickly and was successful in finding a new job. They all have had a reasonably stable 
career, remained at the same level of social hierarchy and could not see any significant improvement. 
Due to quite important strategic restrictions – quite a low level of education and not knowing the 
Estonian language – it is difficult to expect any rapid improvement in the future for those two non-
Estonian women. The situation for Estonian men is better. The interviewees belonging to this type, 
in general, approved social changes, although there were also changes that made them feel insecure. 
It is hard to classify this adaptation strategy, because there are some characteristics of innovative as 
well as retreatist strategies.

Discussion

The aim of this paper was to analyse the interrelationship between structural changes and personal 
destinies of people who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of the transition period. The 
biographical research approach used in this paper was very illuminating, mainly because we were able 
to connect the personal and historical dimensions. 

Analysing the biographical profiles, it is clear that at least in the early years, the transition period 
led more to a collective fate than increased individualising variety. Company closures and company 
reorganisation triggered inter-company shifts and transition to the unemployment status. Individuals 
changed their plans and behaviour because they had to adapt. Like in other post-socialist countries, 
dismissals were often collective experiences, which had nothing to do with individual qualifications 
and motivation. Our analysis indicated the stability of relative rankings in social hierarchy despite 
the huge amount of job moves. The transformation experiences were to a high extent of a collective 
nature, insofar as they resulted from national collective decisions and were mediated via sectoral 
changes and the reorganisation of firms. 

Contrary to expectations that change in a system allows for differences in personal characteristics 
to become more important for success and failure in life, a structural position had a decisive role at 
the beginning of changes. Success was less of a matter of individual control than a matter of structural 
conditions. The self-initiative of people was not realised because institutional rules and structural 
conditions entailed passive coping strategies. Competencies and self-initiative were important for 
the decision to start a business, as well as for direct company shifts. But in aggregate, they had only 
a limited impact on the chance of upward mobility and on the risk of unemployment. Structural 
constrains severely limited the unfolding of individual agency.    
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A work place in the secondary sector during the reforms often worked as a ‘push’ factor for mobility, 
since massive layoffs and restructuring in economy did not leave other choices for people than to start 
looking for new possibilities. Mostly, it was forced movement, as old workplaces often disappeared 
with the fall of the old system. If a person worked in the shrinking secondary sector (in one of the big 
industrial enterprises, which either did not survive or disintegrated into different outfits), or if one lived 
in the wrong place where the single large employer had to close down, it was a very important factor 
that determined the following directions of working life. Collective risks of unemployment emerged, for 
which personal characteristics and former resources were of only minor importance rather than new 
opportunities. Only in the next stage of finding new employers under conditions of restructured and 
restricted opportunities did personal resources (skills, education) come into play again.

 Although a move to private entrepreneurship is often seen as an upward path, it is not quite 
as clear-cut when one takes a closer look. Private entrepreneurship has often worked as forced 
business; people opted for it, as they just did not have any other alternatives (see also Saar and Unt 
2008). Their work conditions are often described as very poor. Long working hours, insecurity and 
semi-illegal financial relations with partners or clients are some catchwords to mention. This kind 
of entrepreneurship could be characterised as ‘survival trading’. For individuals, this type of self-
employment holds little promise of cumulative growth. 

In spite of some attempts to set up businesses, most previous industrial workers belong to the 
same occupational group and are working in the same sector 15 years after reforms. The complexity of 
people’s careers greatly depended on how long the company they worked for survived. For those who 
happened to be in companies which continued to function, their career has been considerably more 
stable. It seems that the careers of people working in the secondary sector stabilised in the second 
half of the 1990s. Statistical data also indicates that the number of people working in manufacturing 
and transportation stopped decreasing after the very rapid transition period in the first half of the 
1990s. Most former industrial workers belong to the same occupational group and are working in the 
same sector. Also, most of them have changed their occupation. This means that the relative rank 
order of positions of workers remained the same despite the change in the political and social order. 
Nevertheless, their position in the labour market is quite uncertain because most of them are working 
in enterprises owned by foreign investors. Post-socialist countries are all very sensitive to capital 
mobility, as a lot of foreign direct investments are connected with cheap labour in these countries. 
There is  potential danger that if the production input in Estonia becomes more expensive, foreign 
investors oriented towards export production have no reason to be interested in continuing production 
in Estonia. For this reason, production could be easily moved to cheaper countries. In addition, labour 
demand in specific countries is likewise affected by international economic fluctuations, with the 
extent of the impact varying according to the openness of the national economy. For example, the 
Asian crisis as well as the Russian financial crisis in 1998 also caused a considerable economic shock 
in Estonia due to the fact that Estonia had large trade exchanges with the Russian Federation.

The reallocation of people who worked in the secondary sector seems to result in a mix of stability 
and mobility. The stability can be observed in the stability of relative rankings in social position for 
all those who managed to stay in or to re-enter the labour market. The huge rate of mobility can be 
seen in the exits from companies and company shifts, in sustained spells of unemployment and in the 
non-voluntary nature of most labour market moves. 

Most people who worked in the secondary sector at the beginning of the transition period were 
facing more or less considerable economic hardship. Industrial workers have lost their superior 
opportunities of earning production premiums and the incomes have declined relatively. They have 
also lost in psychological terms, being the representatives of long-term workers’ dynasties, who had 
lost their status of being part of a previously privileged social group after the transition.  
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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the interrelationship between 
structural changes and personal destinies of non-Estonians. How do non-
Estonians who have grown up in a socialist system and have finished their 
education in the late 1980s or early 1990s experience a societal 
transformation? Were structural and institutional changes brought about by 
a minimum of adaptations and fluctuations or a by maximum of turbulence 
and mobility? How successful were they in converting resources gained in 
the old system into other types of assets in post-socialist conditions? The 
paper is based on in-depth interviews conducted in 2003 and 2004 with 
non-Estonians graduating from secondary educational institutions in 1983 
and belonging to the so-called “winners” cohort. One of the central results 
of the analysis is that non-Estonians’ behaviour was not so much directed 
by purposeful biographical projects but rather it could be characterized as 
an adaptation to new circumstances. Opportunities proved to be less a 
matter of individual control and planning than of unfavourable structural 
conditions. Our analysis indicated the stability of relative rankings in social 
hierarchy despite the huge amount of job moves. It was evident that having 
only higher education did not guarantee non-Estonians a stable position in 
the labour market. Broad social network helped to realize this resource.  

Keywords 
Personal destinies; Adaptation; Post-socialist structural changes; Social 
networks; Non-Estonians 
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As Mayer (2004) maintains: 

the relation to historical time is crucial for the sociological study of life 
courses because life courses are embedded in definite strands of historical 
periods. Life courses are subject not only to historical circumstances at any 
time but also to the cumulative or delayed effects of earlier historical times 
on the individual life history or the collective life history of birth cohorts. (pp. 
165- 166) 

The breakdown and transformation of the former socialist societies illustrates in 
an exemplary manner the major questions which sociological life course research 
attempts to answer. One aim is to understand how structures, institutions and 
policies on the macro- and meso-level influence individual life courses (see Gershuny 
1998; Mayer 2006). One could expect that the reforms, which took place not only in 
economy, but also in political and social sphere, could be the turning point of 
individual life courses. Those changes destabilized people’s life paths and forced 
people make choices in a situation with increased risks and insecurity.  

Another aim is to study how on the micro level previous life course events and 
trajectory constrain or foster transitions and outcomes in later life. Some authors 
have underlined that sometimes the unexpected consequences of old choices might 
be even more important than new choices. The transformation period should allow us 
to answer the question how the resources and characteristics ascribed or acquired 
before differently shape life outcomes despite the instability of life courses. New 
political and economic institutions presented people with new opportunities and 
constraints, but they responded to those opportunities and constraints on the basis of 
their existing resources. It has been mentioned that during the rapid economic, social 
and institutional changes in post-socialist societies the meaning of previously gained 
resources changed as well (Róna-Tas 1998).  

The Estonian economic reform has been one of the most radical among the 
post-socialist countries, particularly with regard to its highly liberal economic 
principles and the modest role of the state (de Melo, Denizer and Gelb 1996). 
Estonia is often used as an example of success, especially compared to other former 
Soviet Union countries (Åslund 1996; de Melo, Denizer and Gelb 1996). As 
Vodopiveč (2000) maintains: 

Estonia provides exceptionally fruitful grounds for the research of labour 
market adjustment in transition: it is a reform laboratory. It is not only 
implementing distinctive labour market policies (generally in the direction 
suggested by the World Bank), but is also clearly in the forefront of the 
implementation of reforms among the successor states of Soviet Union and 
has therefore undergone many changes that will ultimately be implemented 
in other economies as well. (p. 4)  

However, the |success story” of Estonia has also been criticized, emphasizing 
the increase of social inequalityi, the deepening of tensions between economic 
sectors and generations along the capital-periphery axis (Estonian Human 
Development Report 1997; Poverty in Transition 1998). 

The question is how were people reallocated in the process of intensive 
structural and institutional changes? Were the life courses disrupted and reoriented 
or did they show a high degree of stability and continuity? How useful were the 
education, informal ties and other resources acquired before the transformation 
period? Did age or cohort membership make a difference? Who were the losers, who 
were the winners of the transformation?   
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It has been pointed out that the transition in Estonia means the change from a 
“gerontocratic” to a “youth-oriented” society (Tallo and Terk 1998). Adaptation to the 
new environment was relatively successful for younger age cohorts. For example the 
results of the NORBALT project showed that in Estonia the winners of the transition 
were the well educated, advancing and ambitious young males 25-34 years of age 
with Estonian citizenship (Grøgaard 1996: 96). We also anticipated that “during the 
process of transition to a market economy, the group in the most favourable position 
would be the younger age cohort, first of all, the 20-29 year-old group” (Helemäe and 
Saar 1995: 137). The generation that emerged in the early 1990s received many 
advantages thanks to its youth. This generation has been called the generation of 
winners due to their successful careers (see Titma 1999; Titma, Tuma and Silver 
1998). Nevertheless the previous analysis shows that there is also the great 
proportion of losers in this winner generation (Helemäe, Saar, and Vöörmann 2000). 
In this paper we will analyze how changes on macro level affected the life course of 
this generation. The problem is why some members of the winner age cohort have 
lost their age advantage in a society, which glorifies youth.  

It has been mentioned that the transformation process in Estonia brought about 
a crucial change in the status of non-Estonians, most of whom were ethnic Russians 
(Aasland and Fløtten 2001). The transition was for non-Estonians not just about 
moving from plan to market, but of moving from a privileged nation within a large 
empire to becoming a minority within a new nationalizing state (Kennedy 2002).  
Many of them had to choose whether to leave the country or continue to live in 
Estonia, for what citizenship to petition and whether to learn Estonian becoming the 
state language. The political changes in Estonia during the late 1980s and early 
1990s have demonstrated a link between legal restorationism and segmentational 
institutions and policies (the citizenship law, the language law; Pettai and Hallik 
2002). In the socio-economic domain political measures have had only a limited 
impact, because it is influenced by past histories and structures. While to date there 
have been no programmatic measures that would either explicitly support Estonians 
or discriminate against non-Estonians, the segmentational institutions and policies 
have contributed to the growth of non-Estonians’ socio-economic dependence on 
Estonians – a dependence attributed to both the Soviet legacy and market transition 
(Pettai and Hallik ibidem).  

Now Estonia is frequently characterized as an ethnically divided society with 
deeply embedded ethnic cleavages (Evans and Lipsmeyer 2001: 379), politically and 
psychologically polarized along ethnic-linguistic lines (Hallik 2002: 68). However, 
previous research is mainly looking at the process on macro-level. There are 
relatively few contributions from the micro perspective on how societal changes 
impacted individual life courses of non-Estonians. Nevertheless it is important to 
identify the structural constraints within the life course, which cut down the set of 
abstractly possible alternatives to a smaller subset of feasible actions. Emphasizing 
only the changing social structure does not address how these changes enter the 
lives of individuals trying to cope with them.  

The aim of this paper is to analyze the interrelationship between the structural 
changes and personal destinies of non-Estonians. How do non-Estonians who have 
grown up in a socialist system and have finished their education in the late 1980s or 
early 1990s experience a societal transformation? Were structural and institutional 
changes brought about by a minimum of adaptations and fluctuations or a by 
maximum of turbulence and mobility? How successful were they in converting 
resources gained in the old system into other types of assets in post-socialist 
conditions?   
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The paper is based on in-depth interviews conducted in 2003 and 2004 with 
non-Estonians graduating from secondary educational institutions in 1983 and 
belonging to the so-called “winners” cohort.   

Ethnic Segmentation in Estonian society 

After World War II, vast material resources and waves of ethnic Russians were 
sent to the border areas. The idea was to create Russian-language melting-pots in 
the Soviet republics and to integrate the population of the empire into one Soviet 
people.  

During the Soviet period, Estonia was in many respects “over-industrialized”, 
owing to Moscow’s geopolitical interests. The development of defence-related 
enterprises offered a path for settling a large number of people in Estonia from other 
parts of the Soviet Union, mainly from Russia. Under the centrally planned economy, 
the basic factors bringing about labour market segmentation (economic power, 
management strategies, and employees’ responses) were all a direct function of 
bureaucratically mediated non-competitive relations between economic organizations 
and central planning agencies (Mach, Mayer and Pohoski 1994). The main mediating 
structures between the level of central economic administration and enterprises were 
‘branch’ ministries for industrial sectors. However, since Estonia was a part of the 
former Soviet Union, the mediating structure was more complex compared to Central 
European countries. The Soviet Union had three types of state enterprises: all-union, 
mixed all-union-republic, and republic enterprises. The first two types of enterprises 
were in practice under the control of the ministries in Moscow, the last under the 
control of the republics. Estonia also had ministries to execute political power over 
the segment of the economy that was not subordinated to all-union ministries. All-
union ministries controlled the most privileged industries, such as those closely 
connected to the military. This meant that the Estonian labour market was structured 
along the line of an internal (by Estonian authorities) versus external (by the Central 
Soviet authorities) locus of control (Vöörmann and Helemäe 2003).  

Most of the all-Union enterprises operated on the basis of raw materials 
imported from other parts of Soviet Union, while labour was also recruited from 
outside Estonia (Hallik 1998). It is evident that in the Soviet period Estonia already 
had an ethnically divided labour market. Non-Estonians (mostly immigrants) were 
concentrated in basic industrial branches closely connected to the military complex. 
By the end of the Soviet period the Estonian share of industrial workers was less 
than 40 per cent, and the majority of them were employed in local light industry. A 
number of industrial fields were generally closed for Estonians (first of all defence 
industry where this was due to the disloyalty of the local population; Pettai and Hallik 
2002). Estonians were concentrated in agriculture, but also in the social service (Kala 
1992). The ethnic segmentation of the economy was a by-product of its bureaucratic 
organization.  

There were clear relationships between industrialization and the redistribution of 
ethnic groups in Estonia. For example, in 1989 over 90 per cent of the non-Estonian 
population lived in urban areas: over half in Tallinn and the area immediately 
surrounding the capital, and another 30 per cent in the North-East industrial region, 
bordering the Russian Federation (Hallik and Kirch 1992). This means that separate 
Russian-speaking enclaves formed in Estonia (in north-east part of Estonia).   

The language-based separation of enterprises (Estonian and Russian based) 
brought along separate communities of non-Estonians and Estonians. There was 
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also a parallel set of institutions (schools, kindergartens, clubs, newspapers etc) for 
Estonians and newcomers with little communication across the language divide 
(Zaslavsky 1992: 73). Status differentials as well as the allocation of many social 
benefits were driven more by ideological choices of the command economy than by 
any societal and market demands. The priority was given to the industrial sector. After 
the Soviet system collapsed the inevitable result was a drop in status for those (mostly 
non-Estonians) most linked to the previously privileged sectors, as the enterprises of 
industrial sector first of all have undergone the greatest transformations or have been 
closed at all. 

Changes in Estonia in the 1990s 

The years since 1989 have been of decisive importance to the Estonian 
economy and labour force. In June 1992 Estonia introduced its own currency. This is 
considered to be the start of serious economic reforms (Arro et al. 2001). At the 
beginning of the 1990s, the immediate reaction to economic uncertainty was a sharp 
decline in demand for labour. There was a certain delay before the employment 
effects of the transition crisis were felt, as enterprises were at first reluctant to dismiss 
redundant workers. Estonia took a very liberal approach in embracing a more free 
market oriented strategy. By allowing enterprises to discharge excess labour without 
imposing undue costs on them, this ended the period of job security.   

At the beginning of the transition period in the first half of the 1990s the 
employment structure in Estonia was not a result of a market-oriented development 
but rather a structure resulting from the economic needs of the former Soviet Union 
(Eamets 2001). In Estonia the disruption of trade with the former Soviet Union 
created large shifts in the composition of final demand for sectoral outputs. The 
collapse of the institutional and technological links of the Soviet centrally planned 
system disrupted the supply of inputs for production and the delivery of outputs.  

The share of the service sector increased dramatically, whereas the decline in 
the industrial and agricultural sectors accelerated. Blue-collar workers were 
particularly affected, and their numbers declined by almost 1.5 times from 1989 to 
2001, while the number of white-collar workers declined by less than one third (Pettai 
2001). These changes accompanied collective downward social mobility of industrial 
and agricultural workers. For them the risks were increasing and the opportunities were 
decreasing. On the other hand there were certain sectors of labour force for whom new 
opportunities prevailed, and they have experienced upward mobility (for example 
employees in finance). 

The occupation structure of different ethnic groups was also strongly affected. 
In 1989, there was some overrepresentation of Estonians among managers and 
professionals. The share of non-Estonians was higher among skilled industrial 
workers as well as clerks (see Table 1). Already in 1993 we can notice a clear 
vertical ethnic segmentation: the overrepresentation of non-Estonians in unskilled 
and skilled workers positions increased. Non-Estonians were slightly 
underrepresented among managers and professionals. In the period 1993-2003 this 
tendency continued. During this period the occupational status of non-Estonians 
lowered the most sharply. 
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Table 1. Rate of non-Estonians by occupational group in 1989–2003, % 
Rate of non-Estonians Index* Occupational  

group 1989 1993 1998 2000 2003 1989 1993 1998 2000 200
3 

Managers 32 27 24 25 21 91 82 73 76 64 

Professionals 31 27 22 24 23 89 82 67 73 70 

Technicians and 
associate 
professionals 

30 29 29 30 26 86 88 88 91 79 

Clerks 41 38 33 36 37 117 115 100 109 112

Service workers 35 32 33 31 36 100 97 100 94 109

Skilled agricultural 
workers 13 9 9 8 - 37 27 27 24 0 

Skilled industrial 
workers 43 45 43 46 45 123 136 130 139 136

Plant and machine 
operators 33 37 39 42 40 94 112 118 127 121

Elementary 
occupations 39 43 44 42 40 111 130 133 127 121

Total 35 33 33 33 33 100 100 100 100 100

Data of Estonian Labour Force Surveys (ELFS) 1995, 1998, 2000 and 2003. 
* Index was computed using the following formula: (rate of non-Estonians in occupational group /  rate 
of non-Estonians in the labour market) * 100. The value of the index lower than 100 indicates the 
underrepresentation of non-Estonians in this occupational group, the value greater than 100 indicates 
the overrepresentation. 

A relatively strong reorientation of industry from Eastern markets to Western 
markets was frequently also accompanied by a transition from more complex 
production to less complicated work, usually subcontracting (Terk 1999). A lot of 
enterprises owned by foreign capital use Estonia primarily as a production shop, 
where products and technologies developed elsewhere are being realized (Borsos-
Torstila1997). 

The fall in GDP did not lead to high unemployment in the first half of the 1990s. 
Unemployment in Estonia increased gradually. Some reasons for moderate 
unemployment growth have been put forth: a sharp drop in labour force participation, 
relatively flexible labour markets, low employment benefits, and net migration to the 
former Soviet Union (Eamets 2001).   

In 1992 economic activity collapsed under the combined effects of the 
breakdown of trade relations with the countries of the former Soviet Union, the 
collapse of the old central planning system, the extensive price and trade 
liberalization, and the abolition of many subsidies. Real GDP fell by almost 22 per 
cent, and consumer price inflation reached 1069 per cent. Estonia as well as Latvia 
and Lithuania had the longest (Estonia 5 years) and deepest (Estonia 35 per cent) 
recession among all the transition countries (World Bank Report 2001). From 1996 to 
1998 the situation stabilized; however since the end of 1998, unemployment has 
increased further as a result of the economic crisis in Russia (Pettai 2001). In 1989 
unemployment did not exist, in 2003 the unemployment rate of non-Estonians was 
15.9 per cent, while among Estonians it was 7.9 per cent.   
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 The shrinkage of labour market opportunities for non-Estonians is usually 
explained by Soviet legacies: the concentration of non-Estonians in particular 
branches of economy and all-Union enterprises, the lack of appropriate cultural and 
human capital, the lack of social capital (see for example Puur 2000; Hansson 2001; 
Kaplan 2001; Pavelson and Luuk 2002).  However, the previous analysis has shown 
that ethnicity has significant direct impact on labour market opportunities as well 
(Helemäe, Saar and Vöörmann 1999).  

 The economic human capital theory explains the differences in the labour 
market position as well as in the rewards by differences in human capital 
investments. But we can not explain the higher unemployment rate of non-Estonians 
as well as their lower labour market opportunities by their lower educational level. 
According to the census data from 1989 the average education level of non-
Estonians was significantly higher than the average education level of Estonians 
(Kala 1992). Previous analysis has shown that non-Estonians with higher education 
have considerably more difficulties in finding a higher professional or manager job. 
Only good Estonian language skills can improve their chances (Saar and Kazjulja 
2002). 

The labour market problems of non-Estonians could be associated with the two 
main ethno-political changes in Estonian society in the 1990s – citizenship and 
increasing demands for Estonian language proficiency. The citizenship law facilitated 
the political segmentation of non-Estonian population into different legal categoriesii, 
but it was not used as a discriminatory device for restricting the job opportunities of 
non-citizens (Pettai and Hallik 2002). The only area closed to non-citizens is the civil 
service. Still the underrepresentation of non-Estonians among legislators, senior 
officials and managers increased markedly from 1989 to 2003 (see Table 1).      

The first language law of 1989, which defines Estonian as the state language, 
accepted a limited Estonian-Russian bilingualism (Hallik 2002). As assessed by 
Robertson and Laitin (Laitin 1998: 88), the language law of Estonia was one of those 
having the strongest degree of nationalising and exclusionary pressure. The new 
language law, enacted in 1995, was meant to reflect the restitutional state 
development and an exclusionary minority policy (Pettai 1996: 22). There are 
reasons to suggest that both the legacies of the Soviet period as well as the ethno-
political changes contributed to the restrictions of labour market opportunities of non-
Estonians.  

Data and method 

Our analysis is based on in-depth interviews conducted from June 2003 to 
January 2004. The sample of respondents was drawn from a longitudinal study “Life 
Paths of a Generation” (PG), which was started in 1983 when a research group from 
Tartu University and Institute of History, Estonian Academy of Sciences, under the 
leadership of Prof. Mikk Titma, interviewed graduates from secondary educational 
institutions of that year (see for example Titma et al. 1998; Helemäe et al. 2000). PG 
has followed the life course of a specific cohort from secondary school graduation 
until the end of the 1990s (the first study took place in 1983 and follow-ups in 1987, 
1992/93 and in 1998) That is, by time of interview in 2003/2004 already it has been 
collected by us much longitudinal information about members of this cohort. 

  The interviews were informal and followed a general list of questions about 
respondents' life path and especially about their biographical experiences in the 
years following social changes in Estonia at the beginning of 1990s. We look at the 
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experiences preceding and following societal changes. The biographical 
investigations operate with a series of case analysis in a comparative and 
typologizing manner (see also Flick 2006). We suppose that narratives of 
experienced events refer both to the current life and to the past experiences and 
provide information on the interviewee's present as well as about his/her past and 
perspectives for the future (see also Rosenthal 2004).  Certain events and processes 
are analysed in respect of their meaning for individual and collective life histories.  

The initial panel of respondents in PG was se lected to represent the population 
of 1983 secondary-school graduates (born between 1964 and 1966). Three types of 
institutions of secondary education were distinguished: vocational schools, 
specialized secondary schools and general secondary schools. The linkage between 
each level of education and the future job was clearly defined (Helemäe et al. 2000). 
Vocational schools trained skilled workers, specialized secondary schools semi-
professionals. General secondary school was the traditional academic track. 
Although the principle of compulsory secondary education was implemented in the 
1980s, by estimations based on census data only 75 per cent to 85 per cent of the 
corresponding birth cohort graduated from institutions of secondary education as full-
time students in the mid-1980s (Saar 1997). Thus, selected on an educational basis, 
the PG cohort is an advanced part of the corresponding birth cohort.  

Young adults who were in their 20s at the beginning of the economic changes 
(about 1989) and are now in their late 30s are often considered to be most 
successful age cohorts under transition. Because the PG cohort was about 24-26 by 
the beginning of 1990s, and by definition was the most advanced cohort in terms of 
education, we considered longitudinal data to provide time-dependent information 
about the internal differentiation of the “winners of transition” and the ways that led 
them to success.  

The PG cohort obtained their education under the Soviet system, completing 
their schooling in the mid- to late 1980s, and first entered the labour market at the 
start of the major social and economic transformations of Estonian society. For us the 
post-socialist transformation presents the rare opportunity to study how young adults 
have managed in a rapidly changing situation.  

Emphasizing only the changing social structure does not address how these 
changes enter the lives of individuals trying to cope with them. It is suggested that 
the biographical research approach is particularly effective in capturing the 
experience of a changing social system because it focuses on personal destinies and 
is able to demonstrate how these are linked to societal transformations (Hoerning 
2000). The main strength of the biographical approach is that it is able to explore 
subjectively experienced reality and conceptually reconstruct a changing world as 
interpreted by the social agents themselves (Hoerning ibidem).  

The analysis of the longitudinal data has shown that the type of secondary 
education has a strong impact on the successful career among youth.  We have 
conducted 32 interviews with members of this cohort, choosing 3-4 interviewees from 
graduates of each type of secondary educationiii. We intended to interview persons 
with different ethnicity, place of residence, gender etc. The interviews were 
conducted in the homes of respondents as well as in our institute. Each interview 
lasted 1-3 hours. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis.  

In this paper we concentrate on the analysis of biographies of non-Estonians. 
Most biographical studies tend to select a few illuminating cases as a starting point 
for their analysis. Since there are relatively few non-Estonians in our sample (10), we 
have chosen to present most of them (8)iv in the form of biographical profiles as 
examples of the wider trend. One task for the analyses was to look for common 
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elements, which occur across different interviews. We are using inductive approach 
whereby generalizations are produced through analysing a series of biographical 
profiles. These case analyses are compared and contrasted with each other. The 
steps of analysis were: first, analysis of biographical data; second, reconstruction of 
life histories (life as lived); third, development of types and contrastive comparison of 
several casesv. These types are analytic. We can identify patterns of similarity or 
difference within life course patterns. We are interested in the experience of societal 
changes, we consider the interviewee's statements on that in the context on his or 
her whole life. On the basis of such reconstruction we are in a position to construct a 
type of adaptation to societal changes but also to explain the biographical course that 
leads to this. This analysis allows us to reconstruct the interrelationship between 
individual experience and collective framework.    

Biographical profiles   
The analysis of semi-structured interviews revealed four main types: relatively 

successful interviewees, losers, and two types of industrial and service workers 
careers: interviewees having stable careers, and interviewees having an unstable 
career at the beginning of 1990s, whose life stabilized later. 

Relative success 
Vitali, university degree, currently businessman, lives in Tallinn. 

Vitali’s mother is from Astrakhan, father from Belarus. They met in Kaliningrad 
during their studies. They were sent to Tallinn after their graduationvi. Both have 
higher educationvii. Vitali graduated from a secondary school with a language bias
(German) in Tallinn with high marks. He had the best report among his classmates, 
he took part in olympiads. Vitali went in for fencing during his studies, got high places 
in several competitions and even earned a sports master’s degree. As he mentioned, 
Estonian was not taught in his school. Vitali tried to continue his studies in the St. 
Petersburg State University but there were 17 candidates to one place and he was 
not successful. As he said, a great number of students owed their acceptance to 
“connections” and acquaintances. Vitali worked one year as a turner and then 
applied again. This time, he succeeded, by being accepted to a so-called republican 
placeviii. Vitali started his studies in the faculty of history in 1984 and finished in 1991, 
due to interruption by compulsory military service (from 1985 to 1986). His study 
results were good (he published some papers in journals as well as lectured in the 
university). As Vitali had a republican place, he had to return to Estonia. As he 
mentioned, he received good offers in St. Petersburg as well. He was assigned to the 
department of history in Tallinn Technical University but this department was 
reorganized, most lecturers were laid off and there were not enough jobs even for the 
university’s own people. At the beginning of the 1990s, Estonia and St. Petersburg 
signed a convention to organize the Representation of St. Petersburg in Tallinn. Vitali 
was offered a chance to start with this organization due to his contacts in St. 
Petersburg. He worked as an official representative of St. Petersburg in Estonia till 
1994. In 1994 the embassy of Russia was formed, which meant that Vitali’s and the 
embassy’s duties started to coincide. He was not invited to official meetings any 
more. As Vitali said, he started to lose interest in his work. He decided to start his 
own business. His old contacts in Russia were very helpful. However, Vitali had some 
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problems in 1997-1998 as his first business failed due to a crisis in Russia. 
Nevertheless he managed to start again. Now Vitali has own business and he is also 
lecturing in the St. Petersburg University of International Relations. He regretted that 
he did not defend a Candidate’s degree (he had no time to write his thesis). 
Answering to the interviewer’s question about his possible career if the Soviet rule 
had not changed, he said that he would have had the leading post in regional 
administration. He did not regret that his career has developed in another way. As 
Vitali stressed several times, he understood in 1998 that we should live in the present 
time, not spending the whole time thinking about the past and what could have been. 
He thinks that making unrealistic plans and following impossible ideals would be a 
damaged life. It is important to get satisfaction and rapture. Vitali attended Estonian 
courses while he worked as a representative but nobody spoke Estonian with him. 
Now he feels that knowing other foreign languages is more important. He is able to 
communicate in German and English.  

Irina, university degree, currently scientist (physicist), lives in Tartu (university town in 
Estonia) 

Irina was born in a traditional workers’ family in Tartu. Both parents were 
relatively educated: mother has secondary education; father studied in a specialized 
secondary school but gave it up. Irina graduated from secondary school with good 
marks and was accepted to the department of physics in Tartu University. She was a 
good student. She graduated in 1988. The requirement to work three years in the first 
workplace was practically abandoned by then and as Irina explained, the 
decomposition was detectable. She started working in the institute of physics. Her 
supervisor at the university was working in this institute as well; he knew her abilities 
and recommended her. Irina worked one and a half years and then stayed home on 
maternity leave. It was the time of rapid changes. Most young scientists from the 
institute emigrated to Western countries or to Russia. Only people in pre-retirement 
age remained at the institute. Irina started to look for a new job as a teacher but it 
was somewhat difficult to find one, as the number of physics and mathematics 
lessons in schools had been reduced. She accidentally met her supervisor who 
proposed that she should continue doctoral studies. Irina decided to accept this 
proposal. As she explained, she had no choice. She had published some papers 
before her maternity leave and thus her application for post-graduate studies was 
accepted. While Irina had not been very hopeful about her studies, she defended her 
Doctoral thesis successfully. Having a Doctor’s degree, she could now work at the 
institute of physics without any problems. However, she does not have great hopes 
for the future – she is thinking that young scientists just completing their studies have 
more prospects because they are more modern, active and practical. Irina, like Vitali 
(see the previous biographical profile), is not regretting her choices. As she says, it is 
self-deception to live in the past. Self-pity could destroy the future. Irina emphasized 
the importance of the support by her family and husband.  

Relatively successful interviewees tried to strengthen their position in the new 
circumstances by mobilizung resources. Education as well as social networks played 
the primary role among their resources. Irina and Vitali both have higher education. 
The speciality obtained at university placed Vitali and Irina in a relatively favourable 
situation. In addition to contacts with relatives and previous co-workers, they also 
have numerous weak ties to various acquaintances – former fellow students from the 
university times as well as their lecturers. These weak ties were activated and utilised 
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during the period of social changes and later by the more successful interviewees. 
Irina and Vitali are quite optimistic and have rather positive expectations for the 
future. They mostly see more positive than negative changes in the society. Irina's 
self-evaluation is quite different from Vitali's. Vitali emphasizes his active role in the 
adaptation process while Irina stresses the impact of others. She appreciates her 
success but nevertheless thinks that it was accidental. Vitali is thinking about himself 
as a winner, Irina does not take herself for a winner. 

Relatively stable careers in the group of workers 
Galina, specialized secondary education (chemistry), now controller in a factory, lives in 
Maarduix (small industrial town near Tallinn, 80 per cent of inhabitants are non-Estonians)  

Galina was born in the countryside in Russia (near Smolensk). She stressed 
several times that their family was prosperous. Both parents were working in a 
kolkhoz. She graduated from secondary school. Her mother did not recommend for 
her to stay in the countryside and work in agriculture because this work was too hard. 
Galina’s cousin was studying at Kohtla-Järvex (industrial city in the north-east part of 
Estonia) and she suggested that Galina should come to Kohtla-Järve as well. 
Following her cousin’s recommendation, Galina joined the specialized secondary 
school in Kohtla-Järve (chemical industry). She had never before dreamed of 
studying chemistry but she liked that field of study. The beginning was hard for her 
because as she said, she was brought up like in a greenhouse. Nevertheless she got 
used to living away from her family. After graduation, she was assigned to the 
Maardu chemical factory. Galina preferred to move to Maardu instead of staying at 
Kohtla-Järve. As she said, it was interesting for her to move to a new place. Galina 
worked in this factory as a worker until 1994 when her first child was born. It was the 
time when most Soviet-time big state-owned factories in Estonia were closed or split 
into smaller units. Many of Galina’s co-workers were discharged. One of her friends 
recommended her to apply for a job at Elcoteqxi. Galina attended brief training 
courses and then started work in the factory where she is still working now. As she 
said, the main cause for staying there is that she does not have any choices due to 
lacking Estonian citizenship. Elcoteq was one of the few enterprises hiring Russian-
speaking workers (mainly because of their lower salary level). Most of the workers at 
Elcoteq are now non-Estonian women with secondary or specialized secondary 
education. Galina is not satisfied with her salary. She is afraid to lose her job and she 
has no confidence in the future. Galina has no hope that anything (either the job 
situation or life in general) would get better. She understands that it is indispensable 
to know Estonian and English to improve job opportunities. It is very hard for her to 
learn Estonian because she has only lived and worked in a Russian-speaking 
environment. Galina is thinking that she is too old. She is setting her hopes on her 
daughter: the parents pay for her additional Estonian courses as well as for some 
other hobbies and extra education. 

Irina 2, general secondary education, laboratory assistant, lives in a small town in central 
Estonia  

Irina was born in Russia (in the Pskov region). Her parents moved to Estonia 
(Tamsalu, a town in central Estonia) in the early 1970s. She graduated from a 
general secondary school in Tapa (a small industrial town near Tamsalu). She 
started her studies in St.Petersburg but gave up after a few months (she had 
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problems with the dormitory) and returned to Tamsalu. Her parents worked in the 
local corn processing factory. They recommended that she should apply for a 
position in the laboratory of the factory. Irina started working as a laboratory assistant 
but then changed jobs several times. In 1986 she got married. Before meeting her, 
her husband had been arrested for attempts to cross the border of the Soviet Union. 
In late 1980s, he was offered a chance to emigrate. They decided that Irina’s 
husband should emigrate first and Irina would follow him later. They closed own 
business which have begun after a marriage and sold all property (their house etc.). 
Then, Irina’s mother, who was against her emigration, fell ill, and Irina decided to stay 
in Estonia. It seems that Irina is a person who tends to give up easily. It was more 
comfortable for her to continue the life she was accustomed to. She started working 
again in the corn processing factory as a laboratory assistant. There have been some 
layoffs during the 1990s but Irina has succeeded in keeping her job. As she 
mentioned, she has no children and she has never been ill. Irina is quite optimistic 
and is thinking that her life has passed smoothly in spite of dramatic events in her 
family life.  

Both interviewees belonging to this type are doing relatively well in spite of 
working in manufacturing. The impact of the transformation process on their life 
course was rather weak. Why? The firm where Irina2 was working was not closed. 
Despite some layoffs Irina succeeded in keeping her job. Her experiences, age and 
childlessness protected her. Galina was at home with her child during the most 
unstable period in the early 1990s. In Galina’s case it seems to have been not a 
restriction but even an advantage. She was not discharged. The enterprise was 
closed at the “right” time. Thanks to her network (contacts with previous co-workers) 
she received the information on working vacancy. She reacted very quickly and was 
successful in finding a new job. They both have had a reasonably stable career, 
remained at the same level of social hierarchy and could not see any significant 
improvement. Due to quite important strategic restrictions – low level of education (or 
quite “narrow” education received earlier)  and not knowing the Estonian language – 
it is difficult to expect any rapid improvement in the future either. The interviewees 
belonging to this type in general approved social changes, although there were also 
changes that made them feel insecure.

Unstable period in the early 1990s, later stabilization 
Ljudmila, general secondary education, seamstress in a clothes factory, lives in Narva 
(Estonia’s fourth largest city situated on the border between Estonia and the Russian 
Federation, only 5 per cent of inhabitants are Estonians) 

Ljudmila’s mother is a native inhabitant of Narva while her father is from the 
Kuban region situated near the Black Sea. Her parents met when her mother went to 
work on the virgin lands. After marrying, they returned to live in Narva. Ljudmila 
graduated from a general secondary school in Narva with good marks. She was 
interested in mathematics. Her original wish was to study information technology; 
however, she was told there were no workplaces in towns for graduates of this field. 
Ljudmila had a problem with stammering and this lowered her self-confidence. She 
was afraid that other people would mock her. Ljudmila’s parents did not support her 
aspirations to continue her studies. Her mother thought that she was not good 
enough to study at a university, and the family had some material problems as well. 
In the interview Ljudmila pointed out several times that she was lacking her parents’ 
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and friends’ support (not material but moral). She blamed the low social status of her 
parents for the shortage of their encouragement. She thinks that if her parents had 
been engineers, she would have continued her studies. So she stayed at home and 
started to work as a sales assistant in a shop – a job she held for ten years. Now she 
is regretting her choice. In 1985 she got married and the first child was born soon 
after. In 1988 she gave birth prematurely to their second child who lived only five 
days. This was a very difficult time for Ljudmila as she and her husband divorced 
some months after the baby’s death. Until then, they had been living with Ljudmila’s 
mother-in-law, but after the divorce Ljudmila and her child were evicted. She found a 
new place to live and understood that she could rely only on herself. As she said, she 
decided to become a strong woman. In 1993 her daughter went to school. Ljudmila 
decided to look for a new job as work days in the shop were too long. She was 
unemployed for a few months but then got a job as a cloakroom attendant. The 
salary was very low, but the working schedule was more suitable. Her parents helped 
her financially as well as with the upbringing of the daughter. She attended an 
Estonian language course and passed the exam. Ljudmila has Estonian citizenship 
(her mother was born in Estonia). In 1995 the culture centre where Ljudmila was 
working was closed and she lost her job. She worked for some months in a private 
shop but the owner cheated the employees and she decided to find a new job. As 
Ljudmila likes sewing, she started working in a clothes factory. She feels lucky to 
have a secure job. She is not afraid to lose her job, because as she explained, there 
are a lot of clothes factories in Narva and she could find a new job, but she worries 
about the potential salary decrease. Ljudmila thinks that her life has been peaceful 
and quiet since 1992. However, she also finds her life boring, and feels that 
everything is stuck in money problems. She would like to attend computer courses 
but she lacks the money for that. Ljudmila has self-initiative  but material constraints 
limited her activity. She has no future plans but tries to maintain the present situation. 
Ljudmila thinks that it is not possible to find a better job in Narva even if she 
continued her studies in correspondence courses. As she said, it is possible to live 
well also without higher education. It is more important to have good social contacts, 
to know the right people. Ljudmila worries about the future of her daughter. She 
thinks that her daughter should continue her studies but she herself has no 
aspirations. Ljudmila understands that she is pushing her dreams on her daughter. 

Juri, specialized secondary school, now works as a miner, lives in a small industrial town in 
the north-eastern part of Estonia 

Juri’s father was born in Russia in the countryside where people did not have 
passports in the 1950s. His aim was to move away from the countryside, but without 
a passport, this was very difficult. However, he was recruited to Komi to fell forest, 
which helped him to get a passport, and a little later he moved to Estonia. Juri was 
born at Kohtla-Järve. His father worked as a miner while his mother was working in a 
clothes factory. Both had a very low level of education (mother completed 7 grades, 
father only 4 grades). They lived in a small mining town in the north-eastern part of 
Estonia. After graduating from basic school, Juri entered a specialized secondary 
schoolxii. He was weak in mathematics and had difficulties already during the first 
course. He studied mechanics for four years but gave up before defending his 
diploma. As he explained, he had to get married. At about the same time, Juri was 
called up. He returned from the army service in 1985 and started to work as a turner. 
He continued his studies in the correspondence department and got a diploma in 
1986. In 1989 his friends set up a bar and he decided to become a barman. It was 
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very difficult time; there was a shortage of products and hard liquor. The competition 
was tough and the bar went bankrupt. Juri’s brother was working as a plumber and 
he offered Juri a similar job. Juri worked three years as a plumber. Then the state 
enterprise was reorganized and as most workers lost their jobs, Juri became 
unemployed as well. When one of his acquaintances set up a business, Juri was 
employed as his assistant. There were no official borders and they imported school 
supplies from Belarus. However, the business didn’t last long. Juri’s father was 
working as a guard at the time and he recommended Juri the same job in his 
workplace. Juri held this job for one year and then began working in an oil-shale mine 
– a job he got thanks to his social contacts. As his father had worked 13 years as a 
miner and had lost his health there, Juri had sworn that he would never go to work in 
a mine, but in the meantime he had got married again (Juri divorced in 1986) and 
needed money. This marriage ended in a divorce a few years later as well. Juri does 
not like his job but he needs money to pay child support. Nevertheless he thinks that 
his life has stabilized. At the end of the interview Juri mentioned that he has had a 
very difficult period: he was a heavy drinker and was at one point ready to commit 
suicide.  

Economic changes in the early 1990s destabilized the life courses of 
interviewees belonging to this typexiii. Individuals working in economic sectors where 
restructuring was the most profound – such as construction, the service sector and 
most of all manufacturing – were forced to change their chosen life path. It was the 
period of searching for new opportunities, but mostly for men. Women have a very 
important limitation – small children restricted their opportunities. During the transition 
period all representatives of this type were very active on the labour market. But the 
process of restructuring of economic sector in the industrial region of Estonia, where 
all respondents of this group lived, did not guarantee reliable workplaces. The 
number of workplaces was reduced, the enterprises were closed. Most often new 
jobs have been found with the help of social connections (contacts with relatives and 
previous co-workers). These social networks helped to find a new job, but did not 
guarantee a stable work or a higher level in social hierarchy. One on the crucial 
restrictions of the interviewees of this type was the weakness of the starting position 
– they started the transition period with fewer opportunities. Their living standard had 
declined. They had scare personal resources as well as scare social resources 
(social networks for instrumental support only). Interviewees having an unstable 
career during the transition period and now working as skilled workers were aware of 
their poor opportunities, they have no future plans.  

Losers 
Eduard, higher military education, unemployedxiv, lives in Tallinn 

Eduard was born in a small town in Estonia in the family of a military man. His 
father had university education and mother specialized secondary education. They 
moved several times within Estonia and Eduard attended different schools. Eduard 
was interested in technology and he even thought about studying in a polytechnical 
specialized secondary school after graduation from basic school but his father had to 
make a long business trip to Russia and his parents did not want him to stay behind 
in Tallinn on his own. So he continued his studies in general secondary school. After 
graduating from secondary school in Tallinn he entered the Tallinn higher military 



113

©©
 



technical school. His father did not approve of his choice but as Eduard said, he had 
lived all his life in military towns and knew everything about this occupation. It was 
self-evident that he should obtain higher education (his two older brothers had 
continued their studies too). After graduation Eduard stayed in Estonia. He was 
assigned to Tallinn because he had a living-place there. Now Eduard thinks that 
perhaps it would have been better to move to the Far East or Siberia. He moved 
several times in Estonia. In 1991, before the putsch in Moscow, he left the army as 
he understood that the Soviet Union was failing and the Soviet army would leave 
Estonia soon. Eduard wanted to stay in Estonia. He worked for two years as a 
parking lot guard. In 1993 Eduard started a private business together with his brother 
who was living in St. Petersburg. They had links mostly to Russian enterprises. In 
1998 the firm went under due to the Russian financial crisis and Eduard lost his job 
as well as the property. He thinks that globalization has a major impact on business: 
small private enterprises have no future, big strong firms will swallow the small ones. 
He characterises his life since 1998 as hell. This dreadful period was still continuing 
in 2003. He is feeling that the long unemployment period is decreasing his chances 
to find a job. Eduard understands that he has not much time to grasp at something.  

Olga, university degree, unemployed, lives in Tallinn 

Olga’s father passed his military service in Estonia. After demobilization he 
stayed in Tallinn. Both parents had higher education. Olga characterises her father 
as a person of principles. Olga graduated from general secondary school with good 
marks. Her original wish was to study cosmetology. She understood that to become a 
good cosmetologist she should study at the medical department in the university. 
However, as she was afraid that she did not have enough patience for that, Olga 
decided to study some subject connected with economics because she thought that it 
would be easier to find a job. She noticed an advertisement in a newspaper about 
republican places in the specialized secondary school of hotel service in Kiev. She 
passed the entrance exams and continued her studies in Kiev. Olga studied for two 
and a half years. It was an interesting period because their class had practical 
training in several places: in Yalta, in Kiev, in Tallinn. She finished her studies in 
1986 and returned to Tallinn. She started work in a catering establishment and 
continued her studies at Tartu University, in the department of economics (she was a 
correspondence student). It was a conscious decision. She understood that it was 
not possible to increase her opportunities without having higher education. She got 
her diploma in 1991. In 1989 Olga was laid off. She got married and a child was born. 
Olga was offered a job in a bar. She worked there for two years. This was followed 
by an unstable period: Olga changed workplaces several times. In 1994 Olga and her 
friend started their own business: they rented a shop and borrowed money, but they 
were lacking financing and knowledge and their business failed. In 1998 another 
child was born. After one and a half years Olga started to work again in a bar but in 
two years the bar was closed and Olga lost her job. Now she is unemployed. Like 
Eduard (see the previous interview), she understands that she has limited time to find 
something more stable. She thinks that it is important to know languages (Estonian 
and English) on a high level. Her husband has graduated from nautical schools. He 
used to work at a yachting centre and liked his job, but as the centre was 
reorganized, he lost his job. Now he is unemployed as well. Olga has thought about 
emigrating but her husband did not want to leave his home country. In spite of the 
failures, Olga is still hopeful and has plans for the future. She wants to get additional 
training and perhaps find a job in another country. She holds the opinion that people 
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who are purposeful and have abilities to use the situation have been more 
successful.         

Despite having a higher education Olga and Eduard did not succeed. They 
have had no official workplace long time that does not allow them to receive the 
unemployment benefits. Works which they sometimes have had have been short and 
informal. They both had difficulties in utilising his qualifications in a changing 
situation. One reason was that Eduard obtained a degree in a very narrow speciality. 
The speciality obtained by Olga is of a substantially higher demand (sale and 
service) but she graduated from the correspondence department in the early 1990s 
and has had no time to make full use of her education. As she said, she had no 
opportunity to utilise her qualification. Poor command of the Estonian language had 
placed additional restrictions on their competitiveness in the labour market. Both of 
them consider that they have not much time to grasp at something. Losers were 
facing significant hardship. There was only one breadwinner in their families and that 
made the economic situation quite hopeless. Their attitude regarding opportunities in 
the future is very different. Eduard was very pessimistic, he felt deprived, while Olga 
is not thinking about herself as a loser. In Olga’s case, the period of instability is 
shorter. Besides, as she said, she completely realized the plans regarding creation of 
family and the birth of children. These circumstances increase her optimism.  

Collective fate or individual life courses 

Age cohort and changes in the 1990s

It has been stated that the paternalistic state “interfered” much more with 
individuals’ life choices than would be tolerated in a Western-type society. Although 
the state exerted some pressure on young people in choosing a certain education, 
they still had a reasonable amount of free choice. A socialist society stabilized life 
planning and minimized the personal risks involved. The result for individuals was a 
clear reduction of occupational risk and autonomy of choice. The burden of risk was 
taken from the individual and placed in the hands of the state. Young people were 
even freer in their choices in the socialist period compared with the 1990s because 
the individual risks were lower. The need to cope with the uncertainty was reduced. 
In a certain sense the socialist state had taken responsibility for the possibility that 
anything would go “wrong”. So individuals had a feeling that nothing could happen 
that would disturb their life planning. Whatever mistakes the individual made in 
making an educational or occupational choice could always corrected afterwards 
(Kupferberg 1998).  

The members of our studied cohort received their education either immediately 
before the transition period or already in the Republic of Estonia. It has made their 
educational choices not very risky. The decision between work and education was 
governed less by financial considerations than by social ambitions. The transition 
period had a twofold impact on their following career and occupational path. It means 
that the members of the cohort had no time to improve on mistakes previously made 
by them in their educational choices. Major institutional and structural changes in the 
1990s made the improvement difficult. On the other hand the cohort received an 
advantage in the labour market due to their youth. It is somewhat different from other 
former socialist countries - for example in East Germany the age group that has 
benefited from the transformation were those between 18 and about 40 years old in 
1989 (Diewald, Goedicke and Mayer 2006: 304). 
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There were clear differences between graduates of different types of 
educational institutions. Even though the interviewees belong to the same age 
cohort, the transition period “hit” them in different life phases. Most graduates of 
vocational and specialized secondary schools finished their studies in the middle of 
the 1980s when the transition from the educational system to the labour market was 
highly institutionalized: the graduates were obliged to work three years in the first job 
assigned by the state. Their work career was quite stable until the transition period in 
the early 1990s.  

Members of the cohort continuing their studies at universities acquired higher 
education and started their work careers at the end of the 1980s (women) or even 
right at the beginning of the reforms (men). The institutionalization of transition to the 
labour market was substantially weakened. Most of them found a job on their own. 
There were also differences between the male and female university graduates. Men 
belonging to this cohort obtained higher education and entered the labour market 1-2 
years later than women due to the interruption by compulsory military service. Young 
women faced the beginning of societal changes just at the moment of their life course 
when the contradiction between two careers (mother versus work) was especially 
sharp.  

Collective fates 

Analyzing the biographical profiles of non-Estonians, it is clear that at least in 
the early years, the transition period led more to a collective fate than increased 
individualizing variety. Firm closures and company reorganization triggered interfirm-
shifts and transitions to unemployment. Almost all interviewees were in some way 
“disturbed” in their life planning. The disturbance took different forms. Vitali started 
his career as an official and later created his own business instead of becoming a 
lecturer at university. Galina changed her job. Irina2 had to make a very hard 
decision: to emigrate with her husband, or to stay in Estonia. Andrei was moving from 
one short-term job to another. Ljudmila, Juri and Svetlana had been unemployed for 
a time and have changed their occupation, Juri even several times. Juri had to 
accept a job in an oil-shale mine, a job he thought he would never choose. Eduard 
and Olga have started their own business. It was a forced choice because they both 
lost their jobs. Only Irina managed to keep both her job and position, but had to begin 
doctor’s degree studies. In her biographical narrative, she emphasizes her luck. She 
seems to be unaware of the larger institutional and structural context, which 
predetermined her easy survival of the transition period. She was working in the 
“right” sector (sciences). Her “luck” was that she got her doctor’s degree in the “right” 
time before the very intensive layoffs in this field in the middle of the 1990s. Our 
analysis indicates cumulative advantages and disadvantages in the period of intense 
social and economic reforms found also in other former socialist countries (see 
Diewald et al. 2006). 

The biographical profiles confirm that a period of relative stabilization arrived in 
1996-1997xv. The career of interviewees belonging to the group of skilled workers 
has relatively stabilized, after the transition period forced them to change their 
professional profile and acquire a new profession (through retraining or directly in the 
workplace). Nevertheless, their position in the labour market is quite uncertain 
because most of them are working in enterprises owned by foreigner investors. Post-
socialist countries are all very sensitive to capital mobility as a lot of foreign direct 
investments are connected with cheap labour in these countries. There is a potential 
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danger that if the production input in Estonia becomes more expensive, foreign 
investors oriented towards export production have no reason to be interested in 
continuing production in Estonia. For this reason, production could be easily moved 
to cheaper countries (Terk 1999). In addition, labour demand in specific countries is 
likewise affected by international economic fluctuations, with the extent of the impact 
varying according to the openness of the national economy. For example, the Asian 
crisis as well as the Russian financial crisis in 1998 also caused a considerable 
economic shock in Estonia due to the fact that Estonia had large trade exchanges 
with the Russian Federation.

In the situation of great economic and social uncertainty people took different 
paths into entrepreneurial activities. On the one hand, for one group losing their job 
and not finding the new job more important are “push” factors (see also Saar and Unt 
2006). A significant part of the new self-employment consisted of marginal activities 
by persons who wanted to avoid unemployment in some other post-socialist 
countries either (for an overview of this thesis see Hanley 2000). Eduard and Olga 
are representatives of this group. Wholesale and retail trade as a niche for 
entrepreneurship was a rather forced choice for them. Both of them, as most non-
Estonian entrepreneurs, had micro-enterprisesxvi, which are very sensitive to the 
global changes. Vitali shifted to entrepreneurial activity voluntarily (not simply 
because he could not find another job). The businesses started by Eduard and Vitali 
mostly had dealings with Russian enterprises. The 1998 crisis in Russia had a 
significant impact on their business: their firms went bankrupt. Vitali – thanks to his 
social contacts in Russia – was able to start a new business but Eduard has had only 
temporary jobs since 1998 and is now unemployed. This is a rather typical path for 
many non-Estonian small firm owners. Olga’s business failed as well.  

The sample of non-Estonian interviewees does not include people who were 
working in the public sector at the beginning of the 1990s. We suppose that these 
groups were relatively better sheltered from unemployment risks as well as from 
downward mobility. That some of the few expanding sectors like real estate, rental 
and commercial services were mostly Estonians’ monopolies before the 1990s 
helped them to sustain their position. 

The reallocation of non-Estonians seems to result in a mix of stability and 
mobility. The stability can be observed in the stability of relative rankings in social 
position for all those who managed to stay in or to re-enter the labour market. The 
huge amount of mobility can be seen in the exits from firms and firm shifts, in 
sustained spells of unemployment and in the non-voluntary nature of most labour 
market moves.  

The impact of achieved characteristics  

For individual there are different sorts of potential benefits (“positional 
advantages”) that may derive from personal capital. But the positional advantage 
emerges not from those accumulated skilful characteristics themselves, but from their 
interaction with the rules of social institutions. These skills only provide advantage 
insofar as they are salient to the requirement of the institutions. The utility of capital is 
determined by institutions, which set the rules of its application and thus influence its 
value. In times of social change, capital accumulated under different institutional 
conditions is deployed to fit new institutions. Individuals have to match past with 
present, employing capital developed under one set of institutional rules in 
transactions guided by another set of rules.  
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The important question is: why were some non-Estonian interviewees more 
successful than others? Might human capital be considered as an important asset 
that helped non-Estonians cope with the societal changes? It has been found that in 
transitional countries qualificational resources have proved to be a forceful 
discriminator in all dimensions of labour market transformation processes (Orazem 
and Vodopivec 1995; Mayer, Diewald and Solga 1999; Narusk and Hansson 1999). 
Our analysis indicates that for non-Estonians the impact is not so obvious. Higher 
education seems to have an even twofold impact. There were two extreme types 
among non-Estonians with higher education: the most successful interviewees as 
well as the losers. The important difference between these two types seems to be the 
range of their social network. Vitali and Irina, belonging to the type of the more 
successful interviewees, have broad social networks and a large “network reserve” 
(especially Vitali in Russia) which helped them to manage in the new situation. 
Graduating from university in St. Petersburg was not a restriction for Vitali; on the 
contrary, it was an advantage because thanks to his fellow students he had many 
contacts in Russia. The losers, Eduard and Olga, have used their social contacts as 
well but their networks consist of mostly relatives and close friends. The attempts to 
replace the kin and former fellow students in their networks by a bigger share of co-
workers and former co-workers have become less effective. The specificity of social 
networks under socialism - the relevance of workplace relationships with colleagues 
and supervisors - hit them strongly. They had too few opportunities to rebuild their 
previous networks formed from colleagues because of job shifts, dismissals and the 
changing work culture (growing work competition and intensity has resulted in the 
deterioration of relationship with co-workers). They could rely on their family 
members for compensation of weakened relations at the workplace. The same 
process took place also in East Germany (Diewald and Lüdicke 2006). Eduard’s 
social networks were also poor of former classmates. Practically all his former 
classmates (as well as former colleagues) are outside Estonia, both because of the 
specificity of the high military education received by him and because of the 
transformations in the society. Obviously, in the case of Olga, the fact that she has 
received vocational education outside of Estonia and higher education at distance 
learning courses has restricted her opportunities to restore and use the previous 
networks of classmates. Obviously a very important restriction for Eduard was having 
limited social contacts in Russia (only two brothers).    

Ron Burt (1998) has emphasized that one of the most essential properties of 
social capital is that it helps to find the best use for an individual’s cultural capital, in 
other words, for his or her education. It seems that the possibilities for various 
networks to offer help are different. Most interviewees have used their social contacts 
to find a job but it is one level when the network attempts to save its unemployed 
member and to find him or her even just a temporary job. It is quite another level 
when appointments to high positions seem to operate according to the rule that it is 
not one’s speciality competence that is important – but belonging to us, i.e. to the 
right network (see also Hansson 2001). Previous studies have indicated that the role 
of social networks consisting of relatives and acquaintances belonging frequently to 
the same social group as the respondents is limited (Kazjulja 2001). These networks 
have helped people to find a job but not to move up. In order to be able to view a 
network as social capital for the individual, it must contain sufficient resources and 
influence. As well people with a lot of weak ties have been better off (see also Völker 
and Flap 2001). 

Earlier studies have shown that the general education acquired in the 1980s 
had a completely different meaning for Estonians and non-Estonians: those who 
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graduated from Estonian-language schools had significantly greater opportunities to 
become white-collar workers, while Russian young people were “directed” by the 
secondary school to become mostly manual workers (Helemäe et al. 2000). We got 
some support to this conclusion from our analysis. Two non-Estonian female 
interviewees have general secondary education and they both are working as 
manual workers.  

Education seems to play a very important role for non-Estonians in becoming a 
winner. Those non-Estonian interviewees having general secondary, vocational or 
specialized secondary education remained in the group of manual workers. They all 
have a job but their labour market position is quite uncertain and they are afraid to 
lose their job.     

It has been mentioned that many non-Estonians are disadvantaged in the 
labour market partly due to the new language law demanding basic knowledge of 
Estonian (Titma et al. 1998; Narusk and Hansson 1999). Our previous analysis has 
indicated that Estonian language competence is more important in the transition from 
unemployment to employment than it is for the risk of becoming unemployed (Saar 
and Helemäe 2001). Some interviewees have attended Estonian courses (Vitali, 
Ljudmila, Svetlana) but they all complain they do not have an opportunity to practise. 
It is very hard for them to learn Estonian because they have lived and worked in a 
Russian-speaking environment. Ljudmila and Svetlana are living in Narva where 
there is no opportunity to communicate with Estonians on a daily basis as only 4 per 
cent of the town’s inhabitants are Estonians. The interviewees living in a Russian-
speaking environment do not find having Estonian language competence very 
helpful. This is quite different from the attitude of non-Estonian women living in 
Tallinn (Olga, Galina). They think that it is indispensable to know Estonian and 
English to improve their job opportunities but as Olga said “one should know 
Estonian and English on a very high level.” Vitali, on the other hand, emphasizes that 
now it is more important to know other languages (English, German), not Estonian.   

Estonian citizenship was mentioned only in two interviews. Non-Estonian 
interviewees do not stress the role of citizenship in the improvement of their labour 
market opportunities. However, Estonian citizenship seems to have impact on non-
Estonians’ sense of social certainty. Ljudmila, having Estonian citizenship, mentioned 
it several times during the interview. For her, this is a reserve for the future. Galina 
emphasizes that she and other non-Estonians without Estonian citizenship feel like 
nobodies in Estonian society.  

Discussion 
The aim of this paper was to analyze the interrelationship between structural 

changes and personal destinies of non-Estonians as well as to explore whether the 
resources accumulated by non-Estonians before the structural changes at the 
beginning of the 1990s in Estonia proved useful in the new situation. Aggregate 
statistics tell us little without complementary close descriptions of how people 
respond to the uncertainty they are facing. The biographical research approach used 
in this paper was very illuminating, mainly because we were able to connect the 
personal and historical dimensions.  

Economic and social changes in Estonia destabilized life careers, forced 
individuals to make unexpected choices and devaluated their previous investments. 
Their behaviour was not so much directed by purposeful biographical projects and 
realization of their future conceptions of themselves but rather it could be 
characterized as an adaptation to the new circumstances. Individuals changed their 
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plans and behaviour because they had to adapt. Opportunities proved to be less a 
matter of individual control and planning than of unfavourable structural conditions. 
As in other post-socialist countries dismissals were often collective experiences, 
which had nothing to do with individual qualifications and motivation (see for example 
for East Germany Goedicke 2006). Very important was to live in the right place and 
work at the right workplace. The changes initiated far more “push” mobility than 
opportunities for “pull” moves. Contrary to expectations that system change make 
place for differences in personal characteristics to become more important for 
success and failure in life a decisive role had structural position at the beginning of 
changes. Success was less of matter of individual control than a matter of structural 
conditions. Self-initiative of people was not realized because institutional rules and 
structural conditions entailed passive coping strategies.   

Our analysis indicates clear cumulative advantage and disadvantage patterns in 
life courses of non-Estonians. The winner/losers divide from the first half of the 1990s 
consolidated during next period. It was very hard to overcome exclusion of the first 
phase. The channels by which risks were shifted depended upon pre-existing 
inequalities of resources. Increasing economic risks in the process of post-socialist 
transformation were shifted towards the more disadvantaged groups within the labour 
force; from the market transition benefited those who were already better rewarded. 
Non-Estonians who were already in middle and lower positions in the 1980s found 
themselves again in such positions. In this sense the situation of non-Estonians in 
Estonia was quite close to life course patterns in East Germany where later 
corrections were also rare (Diewald, Goedicke and Mayer 2006). There are also 
similar features in recruitment process to elite and upper service class positions. After 
reunification a West German "import" to elite and upper service class positions in 
East Germany has taken place (Solga 2006). In Estonia non-Estonians in upper 
class positions were often replaced by Estonians. This process was supported by 
liberal ideology, which in Estonia has been fused with nationalism (see Kennedy 
2002: 158).  

However changes in the 1990s affected two national communities in Estonia 
differently. Non-Estonians had twofold downgrading risks: as a ethnic group moving 
from a privileged nation to becoming a minority within a nationalizing Estonia and as 
most of them worked in industry also as representatives of previously privileged 
social group (industrial workers).  

A radical system change from socialist planning economy to liberal market 
economy has not devalued prior personal resources. Education played a very 
important role among these resources. Devaluations of education can be observed, 
but they were quite selective. They occurred more often by unemployment than by 
downward mobility as in some other post-socialist countries. But it was evident that 
having only higher education did not guarantee non-Estonians stable positions in the 
labour market. They had to have a whole "package" of different assets (higher 
education, broad social network, good knowledge of Estonian, favourable structural 
position) to become successful. Very important seems to be the amount of weak ties. 
Non-Estonians who have experienced a loss of colleague and fellow student 
networks were in less favourable situation compared with those who managed to 
keep these networks. Family networks have operated as a buffer in uncertain and 
difficult situation but these networks were not able to compensate for losses of other 
relationships especially for people belonging to lower social classes.     

However, there were no chances for upward mobility for non-Estonians without 
higher education. Our analysis indicated the stability of relative rankings in social 
hierarchy despite the huge amount of job moves. The increase in the vertical mobility 
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has been far less than expected in other post-socialist countries either (see also 
Solga 2006; Večernik and Matéjů 1999). However the low stability in occupational 
field of non-Estonians was quite different from the picture in East Germany.   
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Endnotes 

i Comparison of the highest income households (the top 20 per cent quintile) and 
the lowest income households (the bottom 20 per cent quintile) shows that the 
difference in the disposable income per member of household in these groups 
differed about 7 times in Estonia. In the European Union, the average difference 
is 5 times – bigger in the southern member states and smaller in the northern 
member states (Indicators of Sustainable Development 2002: 29). 

ii The updated citizenship law from 1938 was accepted in February 1992. In July 
1993 the parliament adopted a new Aliens Law, which established procedures 
for non-citizens to receive Estonian residency and work permits. In early 1995 
additional nationalist elements were added to the citizenship law. These 
changes fragmented the non-Estonian population into three different legal 
categories: Estonian citizens (in 1999 approximately 30 per cent of non-
Estonians), Russian Federation citizens (18% of non-Estonians) and stateless 
persons (a little less than 50 per cent, approximately 250,000 non-Estonians) 
(Hallik, 1999). 

iii There were distinguished eight types of the institutions of secondary education: 
rural vocational schools; urban vocational schools; agricultural specialized 
secondary schools; industrial specialized secondary schools; other types of 
specialized secondary schools; common grades of general secondary schools; 
academic grades of general secondary schools (from 8th grade); academic 
grades of general secondary schools (from 1st grade). 

iv We decided to present two biographical profiles from each group. The third type 
includes four profiles but there is no room to describe all of them. 

v Comparison is at the core of grouded theory (Dey 2004). 
vi Graduates of vocational schools, specialized secondary schools and universities 

were required to work three years in the first workplace that was assigned by 
state. 

vii As Vitali said, they both of course (my accentuation) have higher education. 
viii Some places in certain universities of St. Petersburg and Moscow were 

assigned to republics. This means that the candidates were allowed to take the 
entrance exams in local universities and the competition to these places was 
somewhat lower. The graduates were obliged to return to their home republic. 

ix The share of Estonians among inhabitants of Maardu is only 20 per cent. 
x Kohtla-Järve lies in the oil-shale fields of north-east Estonia. The oil-shale 

industry was rapidly expanded in the Soviet period to meet Soviet energy and 
chemical requirements. Population growth in Kohtla-Järve in the 1950s and 
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1960s has been due to the influx of a large number of non-Estonians. In 2000 
Estonians accounted only for 18 per cent of the population.  

xi Elcoteq is a leading European electronics manufacturing services company 
providing engineering and manufacturing services, supply chain management 
and after sales services to international high-tech companies. Two of Elcoteq’s 
largest plants (by number of employees) are situated in Estonia, in Tallinn. The 
number of their employees in Estonia amounts approximately to 3,300, total 
number of their employees reaches over 19,000. In fact three quarters of the 
company's capacity are located in Estonia, Hungary, Mexico and China - 
countries that are highly competitive with respect to market proximity, good 
availability of skilled labour and favourable general cost levels. 

xii Specialized secondary school was more prestigious compared to vocational 
school. As Juri explained, the scholarship in specialized secondary school was 
much higher. 

xiii Two non-Estonian women and two men belong to this group. We have 
presented only two biographical profiles due to the restricted length of the 
paper. 

xiv Both respondents who belonged to losers, have defined own position on a 
labour market, as the unemployed. 

xv In Estonia there was a sharp fall in the movements across sectors in 1998; 
similar processes were detected in Lithuania (Rõõm 2002; Rutkowski 2003). 

xvi There were no legal limitations on the Russians’ business activities in Estonia in 
the 1990s. All of them could establish and rent enterprises. Nevertheless Erik 
Andersen (1997) argues that non-citizens were consistently disadvantaged by 
Estonia’s property reform principles because the low regulations on small-scale 
privatization contained various limitations on the non-Estonians’ participation in 
the first and second phase. It means that Estonians began operating in the 
market economy much faster. The large majority of non-Estonian entrepreneurs 
were involved in small businesses. 
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Chapter 8 

Achieving High Level Occupational Status: The Relevance of 
Social Network Capital 

Margarita Kazjulja, Triin Roosalu 
 
 

Introduction

Social stratification refers to social inequalities that may be attributed to the way 
a society is organised and to its socio-economic structure. The chances of indi-
viduals and their families of achieving a high status level are largely determined 
by their position in the labour market and occupation is taken to be the market’s 
central indicator. Consequently, one can view is that the occupational structure 
of the labour market as the framework of the stratification system. The processes 
of allocating and obtaining jobs are crucial for labour markets to function in 
market economies. It is therefore relevant to know how individuals obtain their 
jobs and how often are social networks used to find jobs, and what the role that 
individual characteristics play in obtaining higher occupational positions.  

The aim of this chapter is to reveal whether and how structural changes in 
society affect the role that individual level network capital has in obtaining high 
occupational position in the Estonian labour market during 1989–2007. We used 
the concept of network capital (Wong and Salaff, 1998; Wellman and Frank, 
2001) to encapsulate the social networks of family and friends who people may 
consult when looking for work. Key issues in this chapter revolve around the 
extent to which rational markets are embedded in the social structure, if labour 
market is taken as an example. We questioned the roles that social ties and so-
cial networks, i.e. social capital, play in the process of gaining work. To that 
end, we compared the importance of the various ways individuals use to achieve 
high social positions over a period of time, taking into account a variety of so-
cietal settings. We believed that one result of the societal changes, the crystalli-
zation of institutions, was more favourable to some societal groups than others. 
These groups are, for example, class groups (employers seeking the most suit-
able workers, or employees making the most out of their potential), ethnic, age 
and gender groups, which would be targeted towards filling work in specific oc-
cupations. 

We assumed that systematic differences based on the level of the develop-
ment of the labour market institutions, and expected usefulness of social net-
work capital, are dependent on the phase of transition and on economic cycle in 
a particular societal environment. We explore the quantitative databases of na-
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tionally representative annual Estonian Labour Force Survey, 1989–2007. We 
limit our interest to those individuals who changed their jobs during any of the 
nine years, so we could ensure the importance imparted to the indicators under 
consideration would reflect the labour market activities at that specific point in 
time.  

In order to encapsulate individual inequalities of this kind of network capi-
tal, we compared the likelihood of different social groups in obtaining work with 
the help of network capital. We suggest that the efficiency of network capital 
depends on the level of other types of resources valued by the labour market, es-
pecially education. Titular ethnicity, in the instance of Estonia, may also be as 
important a differentiator of the nature of social networks and thus the useful-
ness of network capital.  

We limit the analysis to one country, as we hope to keep to a minimum of 
variation in culture. However, we do not deny the explanatory power of cultural 
beliefs and ideologies for any differences to be found. Still we hoped to provoke 
a wider discussion on the role that social network capital plays in post-socialist 
economies and their labour markets. We see researching social networks as an 
indicator of the possibility, viability and importance of social life outside of the 
labour markets. 

 
 
Theoretical background 

Social Networks as a form of Capital 

A fundamental claim of network-based theory of social capital is that life–
chances depend not only on individual resources but also on network character-
istics reflecting the resources of network members (Flap, 1999; Lin, 1999). So-
ciologists have conducted more detailed studies of the role of networks on the 
labour market. Social networks have been considered crucial factors in gaining 
work (Barbieri, Paugam and Russell, 2000). Several studies suggest that social 
networks may be, as important or even, more important than human capital 
(education and work experience) in status attainment (e.g. Lin, Ensel and 
Vaughn, 1981; Marsden and Hurlbert, 1988; Flap and Boxman, 2001).  

The concept that social networks might contribute to status attainment 
emerged in a study conducted in the USA by M. Granovetter (1974). Granovet-
ter had in 1970 based his PhD thesis on the relationship between social networks 
and changing jobs (Granovetter, 1970). In 1973, Granovetter produced new 
models to explain ‘weak ties’ and ‘strong ties’ in social networks Granovetter 
(1973). A year later Granovetter combined the concepts of the 1973 paper with 
the data analysis of his 1970 PhD thesis and suggests that individuals who used 
interpersonal channels seemed to gain better and more satisfactory jobs.  
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Granovetter (1973) argued that ties among members of a social clique are 
likely to be strong (defined as emotionally intense, frequent, and involving mul-
tiple types of relationships, such as those with friends, advisors, and co-work-
ers). The information possessed by any one member of the clique is likely to be 
either shared quickly or is already redundant with the information possessed by 
the other members. However, ties that reach outside of the social clique are 
likely to be weak (that is, not emotionally intense, infrequent and restricted to a 
narrow type of relationship) rather than strong. Granovetter (1973) argues weak 
ties are often a bridge between densely interconnected social cliques and thus 
provide a source of unique information and resources. Employing the weak tie 
theory to analyse the strength of social ties used by an individual in the process 
of finding and getting a job, Granovetter (1974) suggested that weak ties were 
more likely than strong ties to have been the source of information about job 
openings.  

While the weak tie theory focuses on the nature of ties, social resource the-
ory focuses on the characteristics of the contacted alters (Lin et al., 1981). The 
weakness of a tie per se does not convey the advantage, but the fact that such 
ties are more likely to reach someone with the type of resource required for ego 
to fulfil their instrumental objectives. Another individual who possesses the re-
quired characteristics or controls resources useful for the attainment of the ego’s 
goals can be considered a social resource. For example, alters who provide ca-
reer development advice and support are the relevant social resource when con-
sidering an ego’s pursuit of instrumental career goals. These theories focus on 
different points in the process of accumulating social capital. The weak tie the-
ory focuses on the structure of a network, seeing a social network as a map of all 
of the relevant connections between all the members of the network and study-
ing, for example, the regularity of the connections as well as interconnectedness 
between the members. Social resources theory, on the other hand, focuses on the 
content of a network (Scott, 2000) building on the assumption that social re-
sources, both material and symbolic, can be accessed and used to attain instru-
mental goals. For example, analysing social resources of a network Lin’s re-
search showed that tie strength was negatively related to the occupational pres-
tige of the contacted alter (that is, weak ties reach higher-status alters) and that 
the alters occupational prestige was in turn positively related to the prestige of 
the job secured by ego (Lin et al., 1981). Lin (2001) defined social capital as 
consisting of those resources that an individual could access or mobilize through 
their social networks, so social capital can be seen as resource embedded in so-
cial networks. Research has provided consistent support to the proposition that 
social capital, in the form of social resources, makes a significant contribution to 
status attainment beyond personal resources (Lin, 1999). 

Sociologists, researching mainly in the USA (unless indicated otherwise) 
have elaborated Granovetter’s theory over the ensuing three and half decades, 
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led by Lin et al. (1981) and followed by Bourdieu (1986, 1987) in France, 
Coleman (1988), Granovetter (1995), Lin (1999), Putnam (2000), Burt (2001) 
and in the EU by Beugelsdijk and Smulders (2003). While Barbieri et al. (2000) 
conclude social networks in the EU may even be the crucial factor in gaining 
work, Korpi (2001) and Lin, Cook and Burt (2001) in the USA concur that so-
cial capital is one of the significant aspects in achieving desirable status in the 
labour market.  

There are also a number of studies conducted in Estonia on the impact of 
social networks. Research confirms that informal networks played an important 
role in getting a job in Estonia in the 1990s (Hansson, 2001; Kazjulja, 2002). 
Before the restructuring of the economy, personal networks helped to acquire a 
good job, but in ensuing years their roles in obtaining any job have become cru-
cial (Kazjulja, 2002).  

Studies on the effect of informal social networks have revealed that the re-
sources accessed through the network ties can also be used for different instru-
mental purposes. Networks provide not only support or new opportunities but 
they also create the feeling of security among the network members. The avail-
ability of resources embedded in informal social networks depends primarily on 
the characteristics of network ties, but also on the position of an individual in the 
network structure (Hansson, 2001). Consequently, network positions and the 
character of network relations can be viewed as a special form of social capital 
that makes resources available. While dealing with this form of social capital, 
some researchers have used the specific term of network capital (see, for exam-
ple, Wong and Salaff, 1998; Wellman and Frank, 2001). We too will in due 
course add to the corpus of phraseology. 

 
Inequality of Network Capital 

Network capital has two main sources, family and social relationships. An indi-
vidual is included into a network of family relations at birth and during their life 
this network extends, based on structural segments (networks related to studies, 
work and occupational position), as well as by their own choice (friendship cir-
cles and acquaintances gathered through hobbies and leisure activities). In effect 
a community evolves, which may be crucial in the formation on their life tra-
jectory (Hansson, 2001). 

As studies of social networks have revealed, personal networks differ 
greatly from one person to another, and the differences are caused both by 
structural opportunities to establish contacts (job-related factors, participation in 
voluntary organisations, etc.) as well as by structural constraints (lack of time, 
isolated work place, geographic mobility) that affect the establishment of net-
work ties (Moore, 1990). One of the basic characteristics of a personal network 
is size (number of ties a focal person has in their network). The size of network 
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is usually constantly changing as new ties are established and some of the old 
ones are disconnected. Besides size, a personal network has other structural 
characteristics, such as composition (who belongs to the network and character-
istics of all the alters in the network), structural characteristics (range and den-
sity of interconnections among network members) and contents (the supportive-
ness of network members). Network analysts are interested not only in network 
ties and relationships, but also in the personal characteristics of the members of 
networks (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity and educational level) (Hansson, 2001).  

Social groups have different degrees of access to network capital because 
of their advantaged or disadvantaged structural positions and social networks 
(Lin, 1999). Thus inequality of network capital, for example, offers fewer op-
portunities to members of some social groups to mobilize better social resources 
to attain and promote their careers. While confirming that contact status signifi-
cantly affected attained status, Ensel (1979) found that male seekers were much 
more likely than female seekers to reach higher status contacts, and whereas 
women were more likely to use female contacts in a job search, men over-
whelmingly used male contacts. This study by Ensel was one of the first pro-
viding direct evidence that men, being positioned advantageously in the hierar-
chy, had better network capital. Sprengers, Tazelaar and Flap (1988) also find 
that those individuals with better education, former occupations and higher in-
comes tended to have network capital with better resources. For the disadvan-
taged to gain a better status, strategic behaviours require accessing resources be-
yond the usual social circles – for example, women need to use male ties to be 
successful (Ensel, 1979). 

 
Societal changes and social network capital 

Sociologists have argued (see Narayan, 2002) that social arrangements and in-
formal exchanges of information and services may complement the functioning 
state apparatus, or in the instance the state is dysfunctional, acting as a substi-
tute. Under conditions of good governance, the functioning state complements 
the functions of the informal social groups (Narayan, 2002), and in societies in 
which primary social groups are connected through ties that cut across groups, 
economic prosperity and social order are likely. Society’s network capital inher-
ence exists mainly in primary social groups that are disconnected from one an-
other and therefore the more powerful groups dominate the governance struc-
tures to the exclusion of other groups. As governance deteriorates so too does 
government efficacy and informal social groups become substitutes for the state. 
The cases of Russia and Estonia confirmed that, during the societal transition, 
individuals had to rely on their own social networks in order to substitute the 
malfunctioning state (Rose, 1998; Clarke, 2000; Kazjulja, 2002). Informal social 
ties in these situations may become of critical importance. Social networks in a 
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dysfunctional state must take over the functions the state should supposedly 
have and thus substitute the state.  

There are studies that claim that societal changes in post-socialist countries 
considerably affected personal networks (see Hansson, 1999; Diewald and 
Lüdicke, 2006). Social networks in socialist societies were less ‘individualized’ 
than in western free-market societies, structured less by choice but more by con-
straints (Diewald and Lüdicke, 2006). One characteristic of personal networks in 
socialist societies that differed from western networks was the relevance of 
workplace relationships with colleagues and even supervisors. A business was a 
place where the political system successfully tried to control people and the 
business was also the place where people tried obstinately and successfully to 
create a kind of comradeship and collectivity of their own (Voskamp and Wit-
tke, 1990). These relationships were more vulnerable in the face of social struc-
tural and systemic changes. As Diewald and Lüdicke (2006) explain the social 
basis of old relationships vanished due to these structural changes in society as a 
whole, but also due to individuals’ upward and downward mobility. Diewald 
and Lüdicke (2006) also claim that the growing inequality in society might have 
also changed the costs and benefits of maintaining previous relationships  

Possibly, however, the usefulness of network capital in getting higher oc-
cupational position in the labour market does not change throughout the transi-
tion but the networks that specific individuals possess become narrower or lose 
the resources they used to have available for job search. Although social capital 
is still valued those societal groups gaining most with the help of their social 
contacts change. If, for example, the probability of getting a job through social 
networks swings from favouring women to men, while the proportion of jobs 
remains the same we may conclude that the nature and the meaning of networks 
has somehow changed for men as well as for women. So, with the major 
changes, old networks may be lost for some groups while new networks may be 
created for the others.  

Granovetter (1995) supposes that weak ties are less important during eco-
nomic recessions than strong ties, which feel more obliged to help their friends 
or relatives in difficult times. Another possibility Granovetter (1995) mentions is 
that employers have more bargaining power than workers during economic re-
cessions and may determine the job match, weakening the influence of net-
works. Theories of labour market segmentation suggest that ‘social closure’ is 
stronger during recessive cycles, which would increase the importance of per-
sonal contacts (Preisendörfer and Voss, 1988). Osberg (1993) finds that more 
unemployed people used social networks during times of higher unemployment. 
However, at the same time, the proportion who found a job through the network 
decreased, possibly because a larger proportion of the network members were 
also unemployed.  
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Job search in a socialist and post-socialist society: the estonian context and 
hypotheses

Availability of job allocation mechanisms 

During socialism it was not difficult to find another job, as workplaces often suf-
fered from a lack of labour force (Oxenstierna, 1990; Clarke, 2000). Most of the 
vacancies were filled via informal ways of finding a job. Among these, contact-
ing the prospective employer was the most used, but asking relatives or friends 
for a job was also a common route. Help from family or friends could entail 
better information about the vacancy as well as making sure that the individual 
would have access to the most suitable job. In terms of the formal ways of ob-
taining work, the most used in socialist society were a job search through the 
State Employment bureau and compulsory placement after graduation from spe-
cialised secondary schools, vocational schools and universities. Placement after 
graduation was a special feature of the soviet period. The centralised compul-
sory placement system was among the main tools in place to administer labour 
forces in the soviet labour market. Other institutional and legal arrangements, 
such as residence permits, tenure-related benefits, and social condemnation of 
active job shopping, were designed to limit voluntary labour mobility while ten-
ure and loyalty were rewarded (Pals, 2006). A formal institution was in place to 
allocate graduates to jobs, in which two to three years of compulsory work was 
necessary before they were allowed to begin their careers. The state’s central 
allocation of jobs to graduates was discontinued toward the end of the 1980s 
(Pals, 2006), and Solnick (1993) explains this compulsory placement system had 
largely been dismantled by 1991. Since then limited school-level cooperation 
with prospective employers has developed to allow voluntary placement of stu-
dents. 

Employment bureaus in the Soviet Socialist Republics, like Estonia, were 
inefficient and had a poor image among potential clients; the soviet employment 
bureaus disappeared at the onset of transition (Clarke, 2000). Although the Es-
tonia government established, the Labour Market Board, in 1990, not until 1994 
did the government also establish the regional network of state employment bu-
reaus to provide employment services. Once the regional network was in place, 
the new formal ways of finding a job through the state employment bureaus 
gradually became to be recognised. However, the government defined the task 
of the state employment bureaus, rather narrowly, and labour market policy 
largely remained passive rather than active, in spite of the formal harmonization 
of the policy goals with the EU in 2001 (see Täht and Unt, 2001). The formal in-
stitutions within the Estonian labour market, facilitating job exchange, state and 
private employment bureaus, did not immediately succeed in replacing the so-
viet system of formal job allocation. Even when the institutions were function-
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ing they only served the interests of specific groups in the labour market. State 
employment bureaus targeted the unemployed and people with low resources 
and private employment bureaus tended to serve the needs of successful busi-
nesses. A key aspect of the modern organisation culture was the outsourcing of 
personnel recruitment tasks especially for high level positions. Data from Esto-
nian Labour Force Surveys shows that in 1994–99 less than 1–2% of employed 
people had gained their job through state employment bureaus (Kazjulja, 2002). 
The state employment bureaus aimed at bridging the gap between the unem-
ployed and their potential employers. Nevertheless, even in 2008, employers as 
well as job seekers viewed the staff of state employment bureaus as having low 
motivation whose clients low level of competitiveness made them suitable for 
low-qualification jobs (see Turu-uuringute AS, 2008), even if many of their cli-
ents were unemployed because of structural inadequacies between the available 
workforce and the needs of economy rather than because their lack of human 
capital. In contrast, the view was the highly educated and suitably trained con-
sultants private employment bureaus offered high-quality services by (Turu-
uuringute AS, 2008), and thus able to sell their services at a high price. How-
ever, the government restricted the private employment bureaus to charging fees 
from businesses seeking their help, not from the recruits they found for the busi-
nesses. As few people in the labour market had any experience of unemploy-
ment and because only a few firms relied on private employment bureaus, these 
channels enabled the recruitment of only a few employees. Consequently, the 
formal measures of state and private employment bureaus did not seem to target 
the majority of the population.  

Looking for a job with the help of mass media (newspapers, the Internet) 
involves not only answering employers’ advertisements about vacancies but also 
publishing curriculum vitae for job searches. We consider job advertisements a 
formal way of finding a job, as the mass media enterprises act as institutional 
mediators between the labour market and the labour force.  

The launch of privately owned mass media in 1992 widened the use of job 
advertisements so it became suited to the new rules of competitive labour mar-
ket. This was at that point still limited to just a few newspapers because only 
companies, either able to afford advertising costs or with an organisational cul-
ture that views those costs as investments, announced their work vacancies in 
press. Very few prospective employees placed their advertisment in the papers. 
Therefore, the importance of print media in obtaining work remained quite mod-
est until new and cheaper marketplaces, particularly Internet based recruitment 
companies developed to attract a sufficient number of job seekers and job offers 
across a variety of work. A similar development also occurred in more stable 
market-economies, as the globalisation of the Internet and Internet based job 
boards took place in real time, regardless of the disparity of global development. 
In the context of the Estonian labour market, there were two major web-based 
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recruitment companies: CV Online (www.cvonline.ee) was established in 1996 
and initially targeted the labour force of Estonia, and then in 1999 the labour 
forces of Latvia and Lithuania. The other, CV Keskus (www.cvkeskus.ee), 
launched it’s first portal in Estonia in 2000, becoming later part of an interna-
tional CV Market Group with representations in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and 
Hungary. The web-based job portals aim to connect potential employers and 
employees, allowing users to receive information about job offers and curricula 
vitae and other job-related information.  

However, the downside of the development of Internet recruiting is that 
there could be too many applications for each job announcement and conse-
quently more effort is needed on behalf of the employer to select the most suit-
able candidates (see, for example, Dessler, 2005:113; Amble, 2004; Internet Re-
cruiting Offers…, 2001) and thus it may become again less likely a channel to 
get a job. 

Efficient job search methods during the development of institutions and after 
their crystallisation 

 
The rapid socio-economic changes occurring at the beginning of the 1990s in 
Estonia society ensured the old soviet state apparatus had to be dismantled and 
the new apparatus developed from the ground upwards. So initially the state ap-
paratus barely existed and secondly had limited powers and could not function 
well. While the economy did change from the soviet style planned version to the 
western free market version, a decrease in the role of state was seen as worth-
while, ideally to the point with having the least engagement in organising the 
market, or indeed the rest of society. The market indeed became the core of so-
ciety and society gradually became subordinated to the economy. The need to 
actually arrange, coordinate and control the way institutions work was consid-
ered secondary, as the ‘invisible hand’ (Smith, 1776/2008 especially Book IV, 
Chapter 2) of the market would take care of everything that mattered. In the 
context of the labour markets allocations the process of the ‘invisible hand’, we 
suggest, comes into effect via the social networks. We see the market as embed-
ded in society and within the structures of social networks, which organise the 
markets.  

We believe that with the rapid change in society the institutions are simply 
not there to function in the ways they should to help the markets work, and that 
together with the development of the state, public and private institutions gradu-
ally got into place. Havrylyshyn (2007) states the institutional development in 
Central-Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States was a 
lengthier process than liberalisation in Estonia, with Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) in the first phase of recovery increasing after the surge of liberalisation, 
but then slowing as institutional reforms do not come in when expected. 
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When the systems and institutions are not in place (e.g. the job exchange 
system in Estonia) or are not functioning well (e.g. labour law in Estonia), the 
position of an individual in a social network defines their place in the labour 
market.  

Chris Anderson (2009) reveals that in countries with more active labour 
market policies people actually seem to be more encouraged to participate in so-
cial interactions, which might also mean that they can create more bonds to their 
network of relatives and friends in order to make use of them in the labour mar-
ket. Consequent to that suggestion, we would not be surprised to find that the 
use of social networks in the labour market has indeed increased during 1989–
2007. 

We expect the importance of informal ways to access jobs to have in-
creased at the beginning of the societal changes (1991) due to the poor func-
tioning of formal institutions in societal labour market exchanges.  

 
Hypothesis 1.1. The proportion of jobs found with the help of friends and rela-
tives increased at the beginning of the societal changes in 1991. 

The role of social ties in the context of labour market success changes from be-
ing complementary in the soviet planned economy (1989) to substituting, at the 
beginning of economic and societal restructuring and back to complementary 
once the institutions are in place during the later stages of transition. However, 
instead of believing that institutions develop uni-dimensionally, we believe that 
crystallization of institutions occurs as a result of these societal changes. We re-
fer to institutional crystallisation here the way Esping-Andersen does in his 
‘Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism’, where he talks about crystallization of 
institutional arrangements (Esping-Andersen, 1990:166) ‘to emphasize the self-
contained, distinctive, and ‘frozen’ nature’ of institutional arrangements (see 
Offe, 1996:1556). We agree with the claims that whatever crystallized institu-
tional arrangement tends to benefit the dominant groups and reproduce the ex-
isting social order, while institutions in (constant) flux cannot serve these pur-
poses due to greater instability, which do not give enough time to develop re-
sources necessary to dominate, or make use of the dominant position. Crystalli-
zation may thus be more favourable to specific groups, e.g. employers in finding 
the most suitable workers, employees making the most of their potential, ethnic 
groups, socioeconomic status, age or gender groups or will be targeted towards 
filling the jobs of specific occupations. Over time the exclusivity of Internet-
based and media job exchanges might decrease. Head-hunting practices might 
be introduced for higher occupational positions, as the target group might have 
begun to leave the ‘ordinary’ channels, which would be the case during times of 
stability and growth. The most sought-after employees during economic stability 
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should already be employed in suitable positions, so they will not necessarily 
show or even have intentions to change their jobs.  

Comparing householding economics to profitmaking one (see Weber, 
1968: 86–100), one may suggest the first is analogous to a planned economy and 
the latter to a market economy (see Swedberg, 2008). Our argument here is that 
in the former rather than the latter informal networks should conduct more of the 
job exchanges. The very notion of market itself refers to a meeting-place of in-
dependent traders (in case of labour market, employers and employees) seeking 
maximising their profits and setting the price on the balance point of the supply-
and-demand curve, rather than letting the state pre-set the conditions. Some 
protective regulations towards the absolute minimum acceptable working condi-
tions may exist under the market economy as well. Still, unlike the householding 
principles of public ownership, the private employer is not expected to treat the 
available workforce any differently from other tools (e.g., capital, land) she uses 
for daily profitmaking. In householding economies, job creation may be aimed 
at giving individuals possibilities to meaningfully contribute to providing com-
mon goods. In traditions of market economy, the aim of hiring is gaining the 
utmost level of efficiency from the private owners’ point of view. As a rule, 
open competition to jobs is expected to secure that the suitable candidates apply 
and will get hired for a job. Using social networks, on the other hand, while use-
ful in terms of maintaining social contacts and developing social trust and social 
capital and make the hiring process quicker, may lead to the inefficiency as 
many a suitable candidates would be overlooked since they do not belong to the 
networks of the given employer (see also Clarke, 2000). Therefore we would 
expect the importance of formal ways of obtaining jobs to gradually increase in 
relevance, as the neoliberal market economy with its commodification principles 
were put in effect. 

 
Hypothesis 1.2. The importance of formal ways of obtaining jobs started to in-
crease gradually after the societal changes. 
 
Cumulative advantage for access to higher positions 

More preconditions (minimum requirements) are set for applicants to high level 
jobs – education, qualification, specific knowledge, knowledge of languages, 
etc, than for any other job. The norm for vacancies of higher positions (manag-
ers and professionals) is to organise an open formal competition, in which 
meeting the minimum requirements forms the first threshold. Indeed, if this 
threshold is likely to be met, then family, friends and acquaintances may turn 
out to be helpful, for example by providing information about these vacancies 
(Granovetter, 1974). So, in the case of individuals with similar level of educa-
tion, the one whose friend or sister knows about vacancy is still in the better po-
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sition as she is more likely to apply for the job in the first place. However, appli-
cants to higher positions need to have more than just network capital, they must 
also possess other types of capitals, especially cultural capital.  

Hypothesis 2.1. The higher the occupational position of the job, the less likely it 
has been achieved with the help of relatives and friends.  

However, once the formal institutions were in place they might have been more 
beneficial for some specific social groups but less so for others. Therefore those 
groups that have not benefited might be in need to use their network capital 
more efficiently than those which the institutions did benefit. 

Our interest is to determine, which groups (women or men, younger or 
older age groups, Estonian or non-Estonian, with higher education or with lower 
educational levels) are more likely to have obtained their job with the help of 
family or friends.  

Previous research has shown that men and women have different social 
networks: while women are more engaged in bonding networks of stronger ties, 
men are more likely be part of the bridging networks of weaker ties (see, for ex-
ample, Hansson 2001). As networks of weaker ties are considered to be more 
helpful in finding a new job, we could say that overall men are more likely to 
find higher occupational position through their networks. However, research has 
also shown that overall women in higher occupational positions are more likely 
to have networks of weaker ties to use than women in lower positions (Hansson, 
2000). Therefore, we could hypothesise that even if in general women are less 
likely to find higher occupational positions via their networks than men, women 
who found higher positions were more likely than other women to use their net-
works.  

Younger generations are more likely than older generations to be engaged 
in bonding networks of stronger ties (Hansson, 2001). The younger generation is 
most likely to rely on their parents’ network capital to gain worthwhile jobs, 
since they still have insufficient human capital and have not accumulated the 
significant work experience necessary to compete in the labour market. 

Estonians and non-Estonians would be expected to have different networks. 
Networks of non-Estonians would be narrower, as the majority and minority 
ethnic groups are more or less segregated in the context of the labour market 
(Hansson, 2001). Hansson (2000) found that during the transition non-Estoni-
ans’ social networks lost a considerable part of their resource. Estonians also 
lost their resources, as their social network included colleagues who left Estonia 
during the transition period. But the Estonian’s losses were to some degree less, 
as some of their family members, relatives, classmates and university peers have 
always lived outside Estonia. Therefore, networks of non-Estonians would more 
likely involve friends and less likely relatives than those of Estonians and due to 
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segregation their networks often consisted of other non-Estonians. The low la-
bour market success of other non-Estonians might thus decrease the likelihood 
of making good use of a personal network and consequently their networks can-
not enable them to find good jobs. On the other hand, non-Estonians compared 
to Estonians, would be less likely to find jobs via formal channels, as the pro-
spective employer perceives their competitiveness to be lower. Therefore their 
social networks would be more important for them for finding a job, even if 
these cannot secure higher positions at the labour market.  

We assume that individuals with a higher education would be more suc-
cessful than those without in a formal job competition because their social net-
works would probably be more suitable to discerning worthwhile job opportuni-
ties. The opposite is the case of individuals without a higher education, on the 
basis that networks tend to consist of people with similar characteristics. 

So, in conclusion, we expect younger generation non-Estonian women 
without a higher education to have less valuable network capital in the labour 
market. The likelihood of this particular group of finding a worthwhile job with 
the help of friends and relatives in this group is lower than for other groups.  

 
Hypothesis 2.2. Since groups with the least resources or with the less valued re-
sources have lower competitiveness in formal job distribution processes, they 
would more often need to rely on network capital to find a job.  
 
Hypothesis 2.3. The likelihood of the groups with the least valued network re-
sources of finding high positions with the help of their network capital is lower 
than for groups with more valued resources. 
 
Efficient job search methods throughout the economic cycle 

 
We are also interested in discovering which of the groups benefited from their 
social networks to gain jobs in general, and specifically in getting higher occu-
pational positions, during the different phases of an economic cycle. We suggest 
the way jobs are channelled to different groups is dependent on the phases of an 
economic cycle.  

In economic recessions, job scarcity means the likelihood of the groups 
with the least valuable network resources of finding high positions with the help 
of their network capital might decrease even more, as their networks become 
even poorer. The theory of market dependency argues the channelling of jobs is 
dependent on the specific conditions in the level of labour market competition, 
so economic cycles are responsible for the outcome in terms of usefulness and 
reliance on informal channels (Preisendörfer and Voss, 1988; Osberg, 1993; 
Granovetter, 1995). Within this paradigm, we suppose that relatives and friends 
were more important in finding a job during economic recessions, even though 
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the bargaining power of the employers may weaken the influence of social net-
works. In Estonia, after the initial socio-economic changes most people found 
themselves being relocated in the labour market (if not in society). Social net-
works were of little help, as scarcity of jobs in the industry often drove people to 
find work outside of their former location in social structure. If these hypotheses 
hold, we could speak of different utility of social networks at different ‘kinds’ of 
labour market. 

We wanted to see how further changes in society affected the importance 
of relatives and friends acting as mediators in finding work, and whether the 
usefulness of social networks in finding a job and gaining a high occupational 
position in labour market depend on the overall state of the economy.  

Analysis of the ELFS data required us to view the social changes not only 
in a temporal sequence but also to distinguish the economic phases in the con-
text of the structural changes in Estonia. The economic phases were useful for 
considering labour market behavioural patterns as long as we treated the phases 
as periods of economic recession and periods of stable economic growth. For 
reasons of clarification, that in Estonia (as in other developing markets), ‘stable 
economic growth’ was, in essence, rapid unstable economic expansion. How-
ever, for our purposes, the developments in the Estonian labour market and 
trends in the inequality are characterized through following periods: 

 
1. Early transition-related economic recession (1989–94). Unemployment did 

not exist in 1989–91 but became a reality from 1992 onwards. 
 

2. Recovery, sudden unstable economic growth and relative stabilisation in 
terms of flexibility of labour market (1995–97). Sharp fluctuations in the 
levels of employment and unemployment did not occur, as the restructuring 
had driven many people into inactivity rather than in unemployment and with 
the modest growth, these groups did not become active yet; with this, the 
basic proportions of the labour market had been generated.  

 
3. Recession due to Russian financial crisis (1998–2000). Unemployment in-

creased sharply, peaking at almost 14% in 2000. 
 

4. Recovery, sudden unstable economic growth and stabilisation (2001–07). 
Since 2001 smooth reduction in unemployment can be observed and in 2007 
the rate of unemployment was less of 5%. By the end-point of this period 
economic growth was peaking. A shortage of labour existed, rather than 
unemployment, which drove the mechanisms in the supply-oriented labour 
market. 
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We compared these periods in our analysis, referring to recessions as represen-
tative economic hardship and insecurity and economic growth as representative 
of economic wellbeing and individual security.  

We suggest that during the times of economic growth, employers compete 
for employees and may need to lower their formal expectations towards pro-
spective applicants for jobs even at the higher occupational level. For example, 
employers during economic growth would also consider applicants yet to com-
plete their university studies for a position that normally requires higher educa-
tion, because there are not enough highly qualified job applicants. Tamm and 
Kazjulja (2009) show, using data from the Adult Education Survey (Statistics 
Estonia), that in 2007 ‘professionals’ as an occupational group, had the largest 
proportion of employees studying in higher education. This might be an indica-
tion that this group was especially oriented to pursue their studies, for example 
to further improve their labour market competitiveness – or, alternatively, that 
there was a shortage of qualified professionals. As the threshold of requirements 
for a job can be expected to be lowered during economic growth because of the 
shortage of available workforce, the importance of social networks on the likeli-
hood of getting a high social position may actually increase for those whose 
formal qualifications are lower. When at times of recession these network re-
sources were not enough to compensate for the lack of experience or education, 
in times of labour scarcity they become functional. 

 
Hypothesis 3.1. During phases of economic recession, social networks are less 
useful in getting a job, as jobs (particularly at the higher level) are more likely to 
be found on the basis of formal credentials.  
 
Hypothesis 3.2. During phases of economic growth and stability, jobs at higher 
levels in the professional hierarchy are more likely to be found via relatives and 
friends than during other economic phases. 
 
Hypothesis 3.3. During phases of economic recession, those individuals with 
less resources or with less valuable resources, are even more disadvantaged 
compared to others in finding high level positions with the help of their network 
capital than in times of economic growth. 
 

Data and method 
 
Our analysis is based on four Estonian Labour Force Survey (ELFS) in 1995 
(covering 1989–94), 1997 (covering 1996–97), 2000 (covering 2000) and 2007 
(covering 2006–07). The surveys interviewed people aged 15–74 years with 
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sample populations of 9,608 (ELFS 1995); 5,051 (ELFS 1997); 15,234 (ELFS 
2000) and 19,409 (ELFS 2007).  

To explore the impact of variable factors on an individual’s chances of 
reaching a higher occupational position in either 1989 or 1994, we studied the 
data of ELFS 1995. Among all the respondents in the sample, we chose those 
individuals who had either got their first job or had changed their occupational 
position in 1989 and 1994. If an individual had changed their job more than 
once in either of the selected years, the last position gained that year was taken 
in consideration. Using these parameters, we found 880 respondents had either 
got their first job or changed jobs during 1989 and 1,654 respondents in 1994. 

We applied the same parameters to the data of ELFS 1997 for 1996 and 
1997, the data of ELFS 2000 for 2000 and the data of ELFS 2007 for 2006 and 
2007. We found 810 respondents in 1996–97, 935 in 2000 and 1,765 in 2006–
07, who had either entered the labour market or had changed jobs in those 
years1.  

We used two-dimensional analysis and binary logistic regression to inves-
tigate the data.  

We started our analysis exploring the ways, in which social networks have 
helped to find work, according to the various phases of business cycles. 

We defined the channels for finding jobs as: (i) asking relatives or friends; 
(ii) job was offered (the respondent did not seek it); (iii) appointed after gradua-
tion; (iv) job advertisement; (v) contacted employers directly; (vi) started a per-
sonal or family business; (vii) the job was offered in another company as the 
previous establishment was discontinued or reorganised (a characteristic of the 
period the economy was restructured); (viii) sought the job through either or 
both state and private employment bureaus; (ix) miscellaneous, e.g. second job 
became the main job; women returning from care leave to their previous job; 
men returning from military service to their previous job.  

We distinguished three groups of job-changers according to the channel of 
obtaining their jobs:  

1) Informal channels: definitions (i), (ii) and (v). 
2) Formal channels: definitions (iii), (iv) and (viii). 
3) Miscellaneous: definitions (vi), (vii) and (ix). 

We also wanted to examine how changes in society affected the importance 
of social networks as mediators of job searches, so we compared the unemploy-
ment rates for each year and proportion of jobs, which were found by asking 
relatives and friends, among all the jobs that were got that year. 

We chose the informal channel (i), as a dependent variable in order to ex-
amine who was more likely to obtain work with the resources of their networks. 
The independent variables in the regression analysis were socio-demographic 
characteristics serving as measures of cultural capital, and specifically: gender; 
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ethnicity (Estonians, non-Estonians); age groups (15–24 years, 25–44 years, 
over 45 years); educational level. 

For additional analysis we use a modification of the International Standard 
Classification of Occupation (ISCO). We have categorised ISCO into three 
groups: (I) managers (including legislators, senior officials and managers); (II) 
high level professionals And (III) Others (which includes all ISCO’s lower level 
and elementary occupations):  

We used the high occupational status (managers and professionals) attained 
during a particular year. Managers (Group I) and Professionals (Group II) were 
compared to each other and Group III.  

We examined the labour market as a special institution; a marketplace of 
time and resources. First, we compared the likelihood of an individual having 
obtained a higher occupational position (Group I or II) by asking relatives or 
friends to the chances of getting the job using any other method. Secondly, we 
focussed on which of the other ways of finding a job were likely to be more suc-
cessful than social networks in getting to a higher-ranking job. Thirdly, we con-
trolled for the variation in personal characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, edu-
cation) of individuals who acquired the job to see if these have any impact on 
the efficiency of social networks in finding a higher position, compared to other 
ways of finding work.  

Finally, we compared the likelihood that those people who did get a mana-
gerial job had succeeded with the help of their relatives or friends with the like-
lihood that those people who became high level professionals did so with the 
help of their social networks. We further checked which other ways to find a job 
were more or less efficient in getting a managerial position compared to a pro-
fessional job, and then we presented the same analysis with controls for individ-
ual characteristics. 

 
 

Results

Was getting a job dependant on institutional development or phases of 
economic cycles? 
 
The role of informal channels in getting a job has been and has remained high 
throughout the 1989–2007 period (see Table 1). While the importance of rela-
tives and friends increases, the importance of contacting employers directly de-
creases, and at the end of the period informal job-offers, similar to headhunting 
practices also decreases. On the other hand, in 1989, almost as many people who 
obtained their job had contacted employers directly as those who asked relatives 
and friends, but later fewer people contacted the employer directly, especially 
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Table 1. Changes in proportions (%) of job-changers in Estonia who found their 
job by various job seeking channels, 19892007 
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Informal channels      
asking relatives or friends 33.1 39.4 40.4 35.4 50.4 
job was offered (did not seek it) 10.2 10.2 9.0 11.8 5.8 
contacted employers directly 32.5 22.6 24.6 26.2 17.7 
Total informal channels 75.8 72.2 74.9 73.4 73.9 
Formal channels      
appointed after graduation 8.1 1.0 – – – 
job advertisement 5.2 10.3 10.1 11.3 20.1 
sought job through the state and 
private employment bureaus  1.4 1.9 1.4 1.2 1.1 

Total formal channels 14.7 13.2 11.5 12.5 21.2 
Other channels      
started personal or family 
business 1.4 5.1 5.5 8.0 3.0 

job was offered in another com-
pany as the previous establish-
ment was discontinued or reor-
ganised 

2.4 4.3 0.6 3.1 0.7 

second job became the main job, 
women returning from care leave 
to their previous job, men return-
ing from military service to their 
previous job,  
other channels 

5.7 5.2 8.4 3.0 1.2 

Total other channels 9.5 14.6 14.5 14.1 4.9 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 
N 880 1,654 810 935 1,765 

 

Source: Own calculations based on Estonian Labour Force Surveys 1995, 1997, 
2000, 2007 
                                                 
1 started in that job during last 12 months 
2 started in that job during last 12 months 
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during the second period of economic growth in 2006–07. Nevertheless, the im-
portance of social ties (relatives and friends) as mediators in finding a job was 
higher during the periods of economic growth and somewhat lower during eco-
nomic recessions when competition in labour market was high.  

Confirmation of the hypothesis that the importance of formal ways of 
finding jobs started to increase gradually after the societal changes is valid 
(Table 1). At the beginning of the societal transition, 1989, 15% of jobs were 
distributed via formal channels and 50% through the compulsory job placement 
of graduates, which ceased to exist after 1991. Already by the end of the first 
period 1989–94, the significance of job advertisements (formal channel) had 
increased from 5% of vacancies filled in 1989 to 10% in 1994 to 21% by 2006–
07. The increase in job advertisements between 1989 and 2007was due to the 
development of institutions like the state employment bureaus, private 
employment bureaus and the Internet based recruitment agencies, which served 
as a marketplace for the employers and prospective employees to meet. These 
institutions either did not exist in the early years or did not function well. The 
web-based agencies, for example, did not exist prior to 1996, and were initially 
treated for the novelty value rather than as a serious channel by job seekers. 
Usage of these institutions does fluctuate in response to the phases of the 
economic cycles.  

The roles of state employment bureaus (aimed at getting the unemployed 
into work) and private employment bureaus (aimed at all sectors of the work-
force) were marginal and independent of the phases of the economic cycles. 
Transition to a market economy provided opportunities for entrepreneurs and 
self-employment, which initially was an insignificant channel into employment 
at 1.4% of respondents in 1989 started a personal or family business. This figure 
increased to 5% in 1994 as well as in 1996–97 and, when unemployment in-
creased sharply due to the Russian financial crisis, rose to 8% in 2000. Estab-
lishing a personal or family business is likely to have been the response to the 
difficulties of finding a job via other channels. During the prosperous period of 
2006–07, only 3% of job-changers became either an entrepreneur or self-em-
ployed and did so as a matter of choice rather than out of necessity. 

The channel of being offered a job in another company when the previous 
establishment was closed or reorganised was characteristic of the transition pe-
riod when the economy was being restructured and recessions. 

So we may conclude that, in line with the institutional development argu-
ment, formal channels began to fill more job vacancies during the societal re-
structuring. The most significant channel, due to the emergence of privately 
owned print media, was the job advertisements. This new type of labour market 
was to develop through the worldwide web. The development of formal job dis-
tribution institutions enabled employees and employers to adopt the concept of 
formal channels of job distribution. Nevertheless, most of the respondents 
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claimed to have used the informal channels (social networks) to find out about 
their jobs. The notion of informally contacting the prospective employer to ask 
for a job became increasingly less appreciated, indicating a cultural shift from 
the comradeship between employers and employees towards more distance 
work-related communications except when the employer was a relative or 
friend. Overall, relatives and friends remained an important information channel 
for job searches, but the extent to which they prove to be efficient was depend-
ant on phases of the economic cycles. Although their role increased during 
1989–2007 period, only during the economic recession in 2000 was their useful-
ness lower than in times of prosperity. 

 
Were social networks more efficient in finding a job when unemployment was 
higher?

In order to analyse the importance of social networks in finding a job in any year 
we compared social networks’ influence on filling job vacancies with the unem-
ployment rate. This comparison enabled us to see if there were any noteworthy 
differences in using networks depending on the overall situation in labour mar-
ket (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Social networking to find job compared to the annual unemployment 
rate in Estonia, % 
 
We had assumed that competition in the labour market affected the usage of so-
cial network capital during the phases of an economy cycle. According to our 
analysis, we can distinguish two periods: 1989–99 and 2000–07. Our data shows 
that in the first period, when old formal channels (e.g. the compulsory placement 
of graduates) had ceased and new formal channels were undeveloped, social 
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networks had to compensate for the lack of institutional development. The 
higher was the rate of unemployment, the more people used social networks to 
find a job. However, in the second period, after the major restructuring of the 
economy, the Russian financial crisis and the development of formal labour 
market institutions, social networks were more important in finding jobs al-
though the rate of unemployment was lower. This contrariness indicates differ-
ent logics were at work during those two periods.  

Therefore, we concluded that without the availability of formal channels 
during the restructuring of the economy, people had no option but to use their 
social networks of people who were closer to where the vacant jobs were created 
or located. That option was even more important during times of excessive job 
scarcity. The establishment of labour market institutions and the formal channels 
for job searches were not highly successful. Irrespective of low levels of com-
petition for jobs or a high demand for labour, both individuals seeking a job and 
employers seeking workers preferred to use their social networks. Both the em-
ployers and potential employees deemed social networks as a quicker and more 
robust channel for attracting interest. The lengthy formal procedures of the state 
employment bureaus, private employment bureaus and online recruitment agen-
cies demanded extra attention. By contrast, during periods of high unemploy-
ment, the pool of candidates was much broader and since the efficient formal 
ways of channelling jobs were in place, employers found the formal channels 
easier to use. 

 
Did social groups differ in their use of informal channels to find a job? 

Debatable issues are whether the crystallisation of formal institutions also de-
fined which groups were more likely to use informal than formal channels, or 
was channel preferences more in line with the level of competitiveness in the la-
bour market. Table 2 presents an overview of these issues. While the likelihood 
of social groups finding their jobs via informal channels differed throughout the 
period, some general trends are visible.  

We believed that in the context of the process of a successful formal job 
search the most important factor should be the amount of human capital 
(measured by educational credentials) in terms of knowledge and work 
experience. Individuals with higher education credentials should have a more 
advantageous bargaining position in the labour market. Table 2 shows that those 
people with higher education in 1989 were indeed less likely to have obtained 
their job via informal than formal channels because formal job distribution 
institutions were still in place. The same result applies to 2006–07, when new 
formal institutions were in place. We attribute this tendency solely to 
institutional crystallisation. While formal institutions were developing, the 
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advantages were not clear so individuals had to base their decisions on other 
factors. 
 
Table 2. Changes in probability of social groups in Estonia finding their work 
via informal rather than formal channels, 1989–2007 (coefficients of binary 
logistic regression models) 
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Gender (ref. women)      
Men .02 .26+ .49+ .19 .81** 
Ethnicity (ref. non-Estonians) 
Estonian –.25 –.13 –.41+ –.10 –.18 
Age (ref. 25–44)      
15–24 –.79** –.03 –.31 .11 –.14 
45+ .22 .00 .77+ .08 .05 
Education (ref. less than higher education) 
Higher education  –.52+ –.22 –.12 –.13 –.40* 
Nagelkerke R2 .05 .01 .05 .01 .05 

 
Effect significance: ** p<0.001; * 0.001 ≤ p < 0.01; + 0.01 ≤ p<0.1 
 
Source: Own calculations based on the Estonian Labour Force Surveys 1995, 
1997, 2000, 2007 
 
Younger generation labour market entrants were less likely than other age 
groups to use informal channels rather formal in 1989, chiefly because the for-
mal channel of the placement of graduates was still in place. At later stages their 
use of informal channels to get a job did not differ from their elder generation, 
which may be explained by lack of any education specific channels from school 
to work to replace the compulsory graduate placement scheme. Interestingly, 
though during the economic boom of 1997, the older generations at the later 
stage of their careers were more likely than others to find their job via informal 
channels. This trend indicates some disadvantage of the elder generations in us-
ing either newly institutionalized formal channels or the new formal Internet-
based job-search methods. Consequently the elder generations have to use their 
social networks to find job opportunities without the need to actually search for 
                                                 
1 started in that job during last 12 months 
2 started in that job during last 12 months 
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any. We will return to this puzzle in the next section and analyse it in more de-
tail, concentrating on just one of those informal ways to get a job. So far we can 
tell that the influence of age on the use of informal channels is more dependent 
on institutional development in the case of younger workers, but also for the 
older workforce who were as yet not as used to the new labour market arrange-
ments. 

The importance of gender in getting a job via informal channels was insig-
nificant at the beginning of the socio-economic transition in 1989. However, as 
our data suggests, in the market economy gender differences did began to have 
significance. More or better opportunities were available to men to find jobs in 
informal than formal channels. These opportunities may be seen either in terms 
of the networks’ richer resources and thus more useful social networks, or in 
terms of their disadvantages in formal job-competitions, as women seem to be 
more successful in regard to formal channels. We hypothesised that if competi-
tion in the labour market was significant, people would use formal channels 
more during an economic recession, as the pool of possible candidates would be 
wider, thus creating even more barriers to include otherwise disadvantaged 
groups. Only during the recession of 1998–2000 did the likelihoods equalise for 
men and women to find their jobs via informal ways. We suggest this increasing 
advantage of men’s use of informal channels is due to a two-fold development: 
First, the process of dismantling the soviet institutions and replacing them with 
free-market oriented institutions in the 1990s required employees to rely on their 
social networks, and men’s networks were richer in terms of opportunities than 
women’s. But once the formal institutions were in place, women were enabled 
to participate in formal competitions and to make use of their labour market re-
lated formal advantages. Consequently men began to rely on informal rather 
than formal channels.  

The significance of ethnicity in getting a job via informal channels existed 
only during the period of economic growth, 1996–97, when non-Estonians much 
more likely than Estonians to find their jobs via informal than formal ways. We 
suggest the reason is non-Estonian found language-skills a barrier to accessing 
the formal institutions. This therefore clearly advantaged Estonians and caused 
non-Estonians to rely on their social networks. 

 
Who was relying most on their relatives and friends in finding job? 
 
In this chapter, we were specifically interested in the extent to which social net-
works were useful in determining labour market success. We therefore com-
pared the likelihood of representatives of a range socio-demographic groups in 
finding their job with the help of friends (Table 3).  
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Table 3. Changes in probability of social groups in Estonia finding work by 
asking familial or social networks rather than formal channels, 1989–2007, 
binary logistic regression 
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Gender (ref. women)      
Men .06 –.14 .04 .04 .57** 
Ethnicity (ref. non-Estonian)      
Estonian –.38* –.50** –.82** –.51** –.18+ 
Age (ref. 25–44)      
15–24 .09 .48** .33+ .26 .18+ 
45 + –.64* –.12 –.02 –.25 –.03 
Education (ref. less than higher 
education) 

     

Higher education –.46+ –.34* –.30 –.73** –.73** 
Nagelkerke R2 .04 .04 .06 .05 .06 

 

Effect significance: ** p<0.001; * 0.001 ≤ p < 0.01; + 0.01 ≤ p<0.1 
 
Source: Own calculations based on Estonian Labour Force Surveys 1995, 1997, 
2000, 2007 
 
Our analysis shows that until 2006–07 gender did not differentiate those who 
had found their job through relatives or friends from other job-changers; there-
fore men and women were equally successful in accessing their jobs with the 
help of their friends. Nevertheless, as noted earlier, men’s use of networks was 
more advantageous in 1994 and during the period of economic growth on 1996–
97 (see Table 2). Gender differences appeared during the economic growth pe-
riod of 2006–07, when there was lack of workers rather than job vacancies. Men 
were, at the time, more likely than women to find their jobs with the help of 
their family and friends. An explanation is that it was more common for their 
friends and relatives to know someone offering a job, and thus it was easier and 
quicker for the men to rely on their networks than to enter into formal proce-
dures of job search.  

                                                 
1 1 started in that job during previous 12 months 
2 1 started in that job during previous 12 months 
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In the context of ethnicity, we can conclude, that even though there was no 
difference between Estonians and non-Estonians in use of informal channels 
(see table 2), Estonians were throughout the period much less likely to find their 
job by asking their relatives or friends than non-Estonians. That trend suggests 
Estonians were more likely to obtain their job via other informal channels, e.g. 
contacting the employer directly or being offered the job. The trend might sug-
gest that non-Estonians had more difficulty accessing the labour market and 
finding a job via any channel, formal or informal, so they relied on family and 
friends. For non-Estonians, relatives and friends served as capital due to the lack 
of other capitals, e.g. knowledge of the Estonian language. The requirement to 
know the official language did decrease their chances in the labour market1. 

The prevailing strategies of successful job searches also differed by age 
groups. In 1989, the eldest age group was less likely to obtain their job via social 
networks because they had more competitiveness based on their experience and 
knowledge. In 1989 the youngest age groups could still benefit from the gradu-
ate appointment scheme. By the economic recession of 1994, new job search 
channels for labour market entrants had not developed to replace the formal 
channels of job allocation that existed in the planned economy. Although the 
overall use of informal channels showed no difference between age groups in 
1994 (see Table 2), the youngest age groups were, in 1994 and in years of eco-
nomic growth 1996–97 and 2006–07, more likely than other age groups to find 
their job by asking their relatives or friends. However, in times of economic 
growth – 1996–97 as well as 2006–07 – the youngest generations needed to turn 
to their families and friends slightly more often than other age groups, as there 
was shortage of labour rather than a shortage of jobs. This indicates that despite 
their lower resources (in terms of knowledge, experience etc) the youngest gen-
erations were still able to access the labour market even via formal channels. In 
2000, after the Russian financial crisis, the likelihood across the age groups of 
finding their jobs through relatives or friends was equal. Social ties were used in 
this year to compensate for the lack of other resources, and as we showed in Ta-
ble 1, fewer jobs were obtained through relatives and friends in 2000 than in pe-
riods of economic growth.  

Individuals with less than higher education are more likely to find their job 
by approaching their relatives or friends, indicating again that individuals with 
higher education can probably rely more on their other capitals, while for those 
without higher education network capital is crucial to obtain a job. In terms of 
education, the same trend as noticed earlier is visible: individuals with higher 
                                                 
1 The first language law was approved in 1989. Although the law introduced Estonian as the 
official language, the Estonian language was part of a bilingual regime. Language skills still 
served as an obstacle to accessing work. The language law of 1995 was a great deal more 
stratifying in nature and clearly placed the Estonian language in a privileged position as the 
state language. (see, for example, Pettai and Hallik, 2002) 
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education did not need to turn to their social networks as often as individuals 
with higher education. However, at the beginning of the pre-transition related 
economic recession in 1989 and at the end of the period (1994) this trend was 
not as clear as in 2000 and in 2006–07. The years 1996 and 1997 were special, 
as the advantage of the higher educated group had disappeared during the period 
of growth. The likelihood of getting a job through relatives or friends had 
equalised because of the scarcity of labour rather than of jobs and the lack of 
competition on the basis of formal qualifications. A less-significant difference 
occurs in the likelihood of finding a job through relatives or friends between in-
dividuals who had higher education and those who did not, at the beginning of 
1990s compared to 2000 and 2006–07. The devaluation of education, as previ-
ous work experience and education did not always match the demands of a mar-
ket economy might explain this trend. Even individuals in the 1990s with higher 
education had to compensate for the ‘wrong’ educational background with their 
social network capital in the job search process. However, in the 2000s, when 
formal requirements for job vacancies were made more specific, the likelihood 
rose, of higher education enabling an individual to obtain a job without help of 
relatives and friends.  

Although there was no difference in use of informal channels between in-
dividuals with higher education and those without in the economic recessions of 
1994 and 2000 (see Table 2), those with higher education throughout the reces-
sions were less likely to find their job by asking their relatives or friends than 
other educational groups. This trend suggests individuals with higher education 
were in economic recessions more likely to find their job via other informal 
channels: contacting an employer directly or being offered the job than those 
without higher education.  

 
Did relatives and friends help in finding a worthwhile job? 

In this chapter, we define ‘high occupational positions’ as two groups, Managers 
and high level Professionals. Table 4 indicates that throughout the 1989–2007 
period relatives and friends were not channels for higher occupational positions, 
but other kinds of capital including network capital were necessary. Before the 
transition period, in 1989, job seekers could use almost any of the available 
channels to become a manager or professional. Nevertheless, in examining the 
entire period, some channels are more successful than social networks if the in-
dividual’s aim is to achieve managerial or professional work, e.g. the job was of-
fered without looking for it; starting a personal or family business. The channel 
of contacting an employer was little more useful in getting a high occupational 
position than a social network in 1989 (pre-transition), in 2000 (economic reces-
sion) and in 2006 (economic growth). However, in 1989, the soviet employment 
bureaus were slightly better for finding a job than relatives and friends and new 
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state and private employment bureaus not any later. While the state system of 
compulsory appointment after graduation was still in place in 1989, it was more 
likely to lead to a higher occupational position than asking relatives and friends. 
In 1994, when this system was no longer in place, placement after graduating 
might have been the initiative of each school which helped their graduates with 
opportunities to get jobs. Help by schools was also more likely to lead to a 
higher occupational position than asking relatives and friends. The periods of 
economic restructuring, beginning in 1989 or in economic recessions 1994 and 
2000 were the background reasons for higher professionals to find themselves a 
new job after the previous one had been reorganised rather than after their 
friends had suggested a job vacancy to them. Job advertisements became more 
important than help from relatives and friends for obtaining a good job in 2000 
and 2006–07 than at the end of the economic recession in 1994. At the begin-
ning of transition (1989) and in the first growth period (1996–97), the probabil-
ity of receiving a high occupational position as a result of replying to a job ad-
vertisement was as low as using the help of friends and relatives. Using the so-
viet employment bureaus, on the other hand, was good at the beginning of the 
economic restructuring and job advertisements were not more useful than social 
networks during the first period of growth in 1996–97 and in the beginning of 
transition in 1989.  

Since the impact of the phases of the economic cycles not highly 
significant, we might assume the other logic of institutional crystallization 
seems to be viable: as the period advanced to a close, social networks were 
increasingly less useful than any other channel for finding a job, except for the 
state or private employment bureaus, which were very rarely channels to higher 
positions. So the institutional crystallisation hypothesis seems increasingly valid. 

Our regression analysis shows, that asking relatives and friends was less 
likely lead to being appointed to higher occupational positions. In general, the 
job channel did not have a significant effect on an individual’s occupation. The 
models which consist only of channels to finding a job (Tables 4.1 and 4.2) de-
scribe only very small proportion of the variable dependent of job channels. 
Thus knowing the job channel would enable to predict only small share of all 
occupations: 2–6% (Model 1; Table 4.1) and 5–14% (Model 2, Table 4.2). For 
additional analysis the variables of education, gender, ethnicity and age were in-
cluded in the models. If these characteristics of the job-changer are taken into 
account the third model we use explains a considerable amount of moves (34–
39%) to higher occupational positions. We can safely conclude that appointment 
to higher occupational position depended more on the individual factors than 
from a way of finding the job. 
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Table 4 Probabilities of reaching higher occupational positions in Estonia using 
various channels of finding work 1989–2007 (coefficients of binary logistics 
regression) 
 

Groups I and II compared to Group III1  
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4.1 Asking relatives compared to all other ways of finding job (ref. all other 
ways) 
asking relatives or friends –.70** –.85** –.54* –1.23+ –.71+ 
Nagelkerke R2 .02 .04 .02 .06 .03 
4.2 Asking relatives compared to different ways of finding job (ref. asking 
relatives or friends) 
job was offered (did not 
seek it) 1.28** 1.46** 1.11** 1.57** 1.71** 

contacted employers 
directly .41+ .17 .15 .54+ .36+ 

appointed after graduation .84* 1.21+ – – – 
job advertisement .51 .54+ .02 .91* .49* 
launched personal or family 
business 1.13+ 2.30** 1.25** 1.69** 1.46** 

sought job through the state 
or private employment 
bureau 

1.23+ –1.35 – 1.05 .01 

job was offered in another 
company as the previous 
establishment was 
discontinued or reorganised 

1.23* 1.15** .46 2.62+ .94 

All other ways .34 .70+ 1.15** 2.48** .47 
Nagelkerke R2 .05 .12 .07 .14 .06 

 
Effect significance: ** p<0.001; * 0.001 ≤ p < 0.01; + 0.01 ≤ p<0.1 
Source: Own calculations based on Estonian Labour Force Surveys 1995, 1997, 
2000, 2007 
                                                 
1 Groups modified on International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) I = High 
Level Managers, Group II = High Level Professionals; Group III = All other ISCO 
occupations 
2 started in that job during previous12 months 
3 started in that job during previous12 months 
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Taking in account the characteristics of the job-changers and the way of 
finding the job slightly changes the likelihood of reaching higher occupational 
positions by whichever way of finding the job. Nevertheless help, from family 
and friends, does not lead higher occupational positions. 

 
Do relatives and friends help in the aim of becoming a manager rather than 
professional?
 
If an individual had obtained a managerial or professional job, was it then more 
likely for managers to have used help from their relatives and friends to do so? 
When we compared the two subgroups of our ‘high occupational position’ 
(managers and professional) with each other (Table 5), we get a more detailed 
overview. Our previous analysis (see Table 4) has shown us that the likelihood 
of obtaining a high position with the help of relatives or friends was lower com-
pared to other ways of finding a job throughout the period. Additional analysis 
proves that throughout the period the likelihoods of finding the position of a 
manager or a professional with the help of relatives or friends did not differ.  

At the beginning of transition in 1989, when business ownership was still a 
new phenomenon, the probability was greater the job was offered to the pro-
spective manager than to the professional. During all the other periods only 
starting a personal or family business was the way that secured a managerial but 
not a professional job. Instead of starting their own business, future profession-
als, as opposed to managers, found consulting job advertisements (especially in 
the economic growth periods of 1996–97 and 2006–07) or contacting an em-
ployer directly (2006–07) was more beneficial. This difference disappeared in 
the period of job scarcity of a recession in 2000, when there were probably less 
job advertisements to channel professionals to their jobs than in the 1990s. Only 
in the recession of 2000 did the need for restructuring both the economy and 
companies lead to a higher likelihood of finding a managerial position, but not 
one of higher professional. 

In summary, the channel used to find a job does not enable us to predict the 
probability of an individual becoming a manager or a high level professional. 

Further aspects will be revealed when we include individual-level 
characteristics to the analysis. Again, our analysis confirms that individual 
resources channel the effects and efficiency of using social networks. As was the 
case in the previous analysis (Table 4), individual-level characteristics 
considerably improves the explanatory power of the model: depending on the 
year, it now explains 30–42% of the cases. All the other systemic correlations 
between the way of finding job and the likelihood of becoming a manager are 
nullified with the exception of starting a personal or family business. While in 
1989 professionals were more likely than managers to be hired as a result of 
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Table 5. Probabilities of reaching managerial rather than professional positions 
in Estonia using different channels to finding work 1989–2007, binary logistics 
regression 
 

Group I compared to Group II1 

Job finding channels 
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5.1 Asking relatives versus all other ways of finding job (ref. all other ways) 
asking relatives or friends –.08 –.12 –.13 –.48 .38 
Nagelkerke R2 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 
5.2 Asking relatives compared to different ways of finding job (ref. asking 
relatives or friends) 
job was offered (did not 
seek it) 1.13+ –.11 .25 .24 –.02 

contacted employers 
directly –.52 –.45 –.33 .30 –.82+ 

appointed after graduation –.57 –1.67 – – – 
job advertisement 1.08 .27 –1.17+ –1.03 –.79+ 
launched personal or family 
business .79 2.10+ 1.88+ 1.49* 1.23+ 

sought job through the state 
or private employment 
bureaus 

–.72 – – .51 –.00 

job was offered in another 
company as the previous 
establishment was 
discontinued or reorganised 

–.53 .56 –.19 1.90* .67 

All other ways .38 –1.16+ .40 .04 –.72 
Nagelkerke R2 .13 .18 .13 .17 .10 

 
Effect significance: ** p<0.001; * 0.001 ≤ p < 0.01; + 0.01 ≤ p<0.1 
 
Source: Own calculations based on Estonian Labour Force Surveys 1995, 1997, 
2000, 2007 

                                                 
1 Groups modified on International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) I = High 
Level Managers, Group II = High Level Professionals 
2 started in that job during previous 12 months 
3 started in that job during previous 12 months 
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contacting an employer directly, in later periods this difference was not 
significant. As stated earlier, professionals were more likely than managers to 
obtain their jobs by advertisements in times of comparably low competition to 
an increasing number of jobs. However, individual level characteristics are taken 
into account there is higher likelihood, in the high competition and decreasing 
job market of 2000, that professionals rather than managers were hired by job 
advertisements. We may conclude that while in economic recessions, fewer jobs 
were found via job advertisements by the individuals with most resources, in 
periods of economic growth, individual level characteristics were slightly less 
important in getting the job of a professional via formal channels. 
 
 
Conclusion
 
In this chapter, we took a closer look at the ways of finding jobs in the labour 
market in Estonia during the period of societal changes in 1989–2007. We as-
sumed systematic differences based on the level of development of labour mar-
ket institutions. On the other hand, we also expected the usefulness of social 
network capital to be dependent of the phases of economic cycles in society. We 
used the concept of network capital to encapsulate the social networks of family 
and friends, which people may consult when looking for a job.  

During the period 1989–2007, more jobs began to be distributed via formal 
channels. However, the role of informal channels in finding jobs overall has 
been and has also remained high, with the increasing importance of help from 
relatives and friends. Throughout the transition period, relatives and friends 
were not channels for higher occupational positions; instead other kinds of 
capitals, including cultural capital and network capital were necessary. At the 
same time the likelihood of finding their position with the help of family and 
friends did not differ between managers and professionals. 

In the first period, 1989–99, with institutions still not in place, social net-
works proved to be a resource able to cope with the high level of competition in 
the labour market during periods of high unemployment. Later, from 2000–07, 
when the institutions had developed and were functioning, these formal institu-
tions only served the interests of specific groups in the labour market and there-
fore, the importance of social network resources in finding a job remained high 
and even increased. So we can see different logics at work in different periods. 

The role of formal channels, especially job advertisements, has been stead-
ily growing, regardless of the economic cycles, while the role of state and pri-
vate employment bureaus (state and private employment bureaus) has remained 
marginal. The importance of social ties (relatives and friends) as mediators in 
job searches has been higher during the periods of stable growth and somewhat 
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lower during economic recessions when competition in the labour market is 
high.  

Overall, groups who tend to gain most from their social networks are the 
least competitive groups that have to rely on their relatives and friends to find a 
job, which also means that these networks are available for them to compensate 
for the inefficiencies of the state or the market to find them jobs.  

In summary, we can conclude that the impacts social networks and indi-
viduals’ locations in them play in distributing worthwhile jobs in the labour 
market have changed remarkably with transition from the soviet socialist 
planned economy to European neo-liberalist free market system. Whether we 
regard the changes as positive or negative now depends on our normative ap-
proach. On one hand, by relying on formal procedures the processes become 
more transparent, and there is a better chance that the most talented people will 
find the most demanding jobs. Therefore, the inability of informal ties to secure 
access to higher jobs could be regarded as positive. In those instances informal 
ties do succeed in giving access to high occupational positions, they should be 
disregarded to ensure society functions on formal rules and procedures, and thus 
social justice. The issue of the extent to which a combination of formal creden-
tials (indicators of human and cultural capitals) and gender, age and ethnicity 
should show an individual’s suitability for a job, is left to be decided by either 
public agreement or the will of the elites.  

Being able to use social networks to find a job or an employee, on the other 
hand, points to the existing trust between the actors, the probability of less costly 
and quicker hiring procedures and creating further trust by the reinforced feel-
ings of loyalty. If social capital is to be considered important in creating a sense 
of security in society, mutual trust must, therefore, be considered to play an im-
portant role. We should regard social capital in a positive light, so that people 
can turn to their friends and relatives to find a job. We may assume that social 
networks bring about the likelihood of the appointment of less suitable appli-
cants to jobs. On the other our need to trust the participants in making decisions 
is dependant on the dominant cultural values of society. 

As is revealed by Helemäe, Plotnik, Täht and Unt (2008), public opinion 
seems to be contradictory on this issue: people perceive social selection in Esto-
nian society to be highly dependent not only on the merits of person, but to a 
great extent on external circumstances, and knowing the right people is one of 
the necessary preconditions. Perceptions that people have seem to comply well 
with the results of our analysis, allowing us to conclude that the Estonian public 
is in general well aware of the rules. That the rules are exclusionary and some-
times based on a lack of personal merits, and at other times based on a lack of 
useful social network capital, has hindered people from understanding the rules. 
We would, therefore, like to recognise the extent, to which the majority in soci-
ety share this informed opinion. 
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There is an ongoing disagreement whether any of the job seeking channels 
is more compatible to market economy logic than to planned economy of the 
soviet socialist system. We can use the Weberian approach concerning the 
householding and profitmaking natures of the economy (Weber, 1968). We 
could claim householding is more analogous to a planned economy. We could 
suggest that only in a planned economy should social networks be important in 
the context of finding work. In this context social embeddedness of markets is 
inherently integral and therefore any economic activities are by definition infe-
rior to social networks. In profit-seeking market economies, however, the net-
works may be well used as a mechanism to make more profit by advancing the 
interests or superiority of specific social groups. Similarly, efficiency of formal 
ways of matching jobs to people is necessary in both types of economies. So the 
issue of interest would be if the broad acceptance of both informal and formal 
channels tells us about the peculiarities of post-socialist market economies.  

As our research was based on only one of these post-socialist societies, we 
cannot draw any generalized conclusion. Nevertheless, we hope this chapter had 
contributed to the wider discussion on the role that social network capital plays 
in post-socialist economies and their labour markets. Our analysis clearly distin-
guished between the various theories to explain the logic of work status attain-
ment mechanisms in a post-socialist society. We would suggest researching so-
cial networks in post-socialist labour markets as a suitable and available indica-
tor of the possibility, viability and importance of social life outside of labour 
markets, and of the subordinacy of the economic sector to society. 
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