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Life satisfaction in Estonia continues to grow, although the COVID-19
pandemic brought some setbacks. The life satisfaction of Estonians falls with-
in the European average. In 2022, life satisfaction was influenced not only by
several mental health factors, such as depressiveness and COVID stress, but
also by optimism and a hopeful view of the future. Mental health problems
might be the reason why average life satisfaction fell slightly year on year by

the beginning of 2022.

INTRODUCTION

ife satisfaction is one of the most im-
Lportant indicators of individual qual-

ity of life and subjective well-being.
It represents a person's overall assess-
ment of the different aspects of their life.
There are various indicators for assessing
subjective well-being, most of which ex-
press either a ratio of positive and neg-
ative emotions, general life satisfaction,
or satisfaction related to specific areas
of life (Brulé and Maggino 2021; Sirgy
2020). Life satisfaction is one of the most
commonly used indicators of subjective
well-being and reflects the gap between
the imagined good life and reality. Life
satisfaction is primarily the outcome of
an evaluation of aspirations and achieve-
ments (Haller and Hadler 2006) and is
related to all significant indicators of the
quality of life in society, including health,
economic situation, democracy, social
relations, work, trust, etc. (Graham 2009).

Previous studies in Estonia have
shown that the transition period that be-
gan with the restoration of national inde-
pendence in 1991 led to a decline in life
satisfaction (Ainsaar 2011). Only a third of
the population was satisfied with their
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lives in 1996, and the satisfaction of dif-
ferent age and education groups was
increasingly stratified (Easterlin 2009;
Ainsaar 2011). The year 1996 marked the
beginning of a stabilisation period that
followed the era of rapid transition. The
restructuring of the economy brought
along a drop in employment and a rise in
unemployment. As wealth increased, life
satisfaction began to grow. By 2002-2003,
life satisfaction reached the 1990 level. The
period from 2002 to 2008 saw rapid eco-
nomic growth and increased life satisfac-
tion. However, the economy was not the
only factor influencing life satisfaction, as
this was also dependent on gender, age,
health, trust and social support (Ainsaar
2006; Ainsaar 2008b). The increase in life
satisfaction continued until 2006-2008.
Unsurprisingly, the economic crisis that
followed in 2009 led to a decrease in life

37



38

satisfaction, a decline in income and cuts
in social spending. Unemployment rates
rose back to 2001 levels.

Previous studies have shown that,
in addition to economic situation, fac-
tors that boost life satisfaction are good
health and trust in people (Suldo and
Huebner 2006; Ainsaar 2008b). Econom-
ic situation affects satisfaction both di-
rectly and through various coping mech-
anisms and changes in people's compet-
itiveness. Looking back at the research
conducted thus far, Graham (2009) con-
cludes that the more economically de-
veloped the country, the more complex
the relationship between income and life
satisfaction. After reaching a certain level
of economic well-being, people possess
more freedom to choose between differ-
ent preferences. Some may want to ex-
change the security of a higher income
for other non-material benefits. The phe-
nomenon of economic wealth is believed
to lie in the fact that greater wealth
gives people the freedom to use their
resources, while having a lower income
forces people to focus on meeting basic
needs (Drakopoulos 2008). Drakopoulos
notes, however, that taking care of basic
needs has a stronger positive effect on
happiness than addressing higher-level
needs.

This article provides an overview of
the changes in Estonians’ life satisfaction
over time and compares these with those
of other countries and between different
sociodemographic groups. In particu-
lar, we will be looking at the period be-
tween 2008 and 2021, which covers both
the rapid economic growth that followed
the 2009 crisis and the COVID-19 crisis
of 2020-2021. In addition to presenting

descriptive time series, the article analy-
ses how life satisfaction interacts with
self-rated health, income, social status
and trust in other people. The last part of
the article explores the relationship be-
tween life satisfaction and health, includ-
ing mental health, looking specifically at
the period that started with the spread of
the coronavirus in 2020.

We rely on data from the 2004-2021
European Social Survey (ESS) and the
2021-2022 Estonian National Mental
Health Study. To measure life satisfac-
tion, we use the question about general
subjective well-being: ‘All things con-
sidered, how satisfied are you with your
life as a whole nowadays? Please answer
on a scale of O to 10, where O means ex-
tremely dissatisfied and 10 means ex-
tremely satisfied.” Our graphics display
the share of respondents whose answers
ranged from 6 to 10 (i.e. they were at least
somewhat satisfied with life).

Life satisfaction in Esto-
nia is average compared
to other countries

etween 2008 and 2018, the life sat-
3 isfaction of Europeans generally

increased. In Estonia, this increase
was even faster than in other countries
(Figure 1.1.1). In 2008, Estonia was among
the countries with a below-average level
of life satisfaction. Ten years later, while
Estonia has still not caught up with the
Nordic countries, its average satisfac-
tion matches that of Poland, Ireland and
the United Kingdom, to name a few.
Throughout the Estonian population, the
share of people who feel at least some-
what satisfied with their lives has in-
creased: it was 60% in 1990, 37% in 1996,
56% in 2002, 64% in 2008, 79% in 2018
and 84% in 2021.

The studies conducted in Estonia be-
fore and during the COVID-19 pandemic
enable us to take a more detailed look
at how life satisfaction changed during

1.1 | Life satisfaction in Estonia



Figure 1.1.1. Average life satisfaction among people aged 15 and over in European
countries in 2008 and 2018 (scale: O — extremely dissatisfied, 10 — extremely satisfied; a
linear trendline is shown in red)
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SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on ESS data from 2008 and 2018

Between 2008 and 2018, the
life satisfaction of Europeans
generally increased. In Estonia,
this increase was even faster
than in other countries.

this period (Figure 11.2). We used data
from the 2019 Estonian Health Interview
Survey and the 2021 and 2022 Estonian
National Mental Health Study. The sam-
ples of these studies and their questions
about life satisfaction differ from those of
the ESS and thus are not comparable to
them. Nevertheless, these data enabled
us to conduct a more targeted temporal
analysis of the COVID-19 pandemic era.
The analysis revealed that the share of
respondents who are at least somewhat
satisfied with life has statistically signifi-
cantly decreased between 2019 and Feb-
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ruary 2021 (90% in 2019, 76% in early 2021,
79% in the spring/summer of 2021, 72%
in early 2022). The decrease in life satis-
faction between 2019 and 2021 was likely
brought on by the COVID-19 crisis and re-
lated socioeconomic problems. The dif-
ferences were smaller but also statistical-
ly significant between the three waves
of the Estonian National Mental Health
Study conducted in 2021 and 2022. In
May and June 2021, the share of peo-
ple satisfied with life was slightly higher
than in the first winter months of 2021
and 2022, when the coronavirus caused
greater problems and society was under
more pressure (Figure 1.1.2).

The decrease in life satisfaction
between 2019 and 2021 was likely

brought on by the COVID-19 crisis and

related socioeconomic problems.
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Figure 1.1.2. Life satisfaction among the Estonian adult population in 2019, 2021 and 2022
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SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on data from Estonian Health Interview Survey 2019 (online respondents) and Estonian National

Mental Health Study 2021-2022

Life satisfaction
varies across socio-
demographic groups

n the following, we will examine the re-

lationship between life satisfaction and

age, employment status, income and
health. There have been no systematic
studies on differences in life satisfaction
in Estonia based on gender. However,
empirical data show that in some years,
women and men report the same level
of life satisfaction, while in other years,
women are more satisfied with life than
men. As we could find no clear pattern
in this category, we concluded that this
topic requires separate, in-depth treat-
ment.

One of the models often cited in the
literature is the U-shaped curve in satis-
faction — the idea that younger and older
people are more satisfied with life than
middle-aged people (Easterlin 2006).
Realo and Dobewall (2011) have also

found signs of U-shaped life satisfaction
in Estonia, attributing it to both contem-
porary and generational effects. Howev-
er, the long time series shows that while
the life satisfaction of older people in Es-
tonia has grown at the same pace as that
of working-age people, it is not as high
(Figure1.1.3). Itisonly during the few years
of crises in the early 1990s and again in
2008 and 2009 that the life satisfaction
of older people is relatively close to that
of working-age people. Although life sat-
isfaction increased in both older people
and working-age people between 2018
and 2021, the gap between the two age
groups did not change.

Life satisfaction follows

a U-shaped curve, where
younger and older people are
more satisfied with life than
middle-aged people.
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Figure 1.1.3. Share of people at least somewhat satisfied with life in different age
groups in Estonia between 1990 and 2021
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As expected, young people have the
highest life satisfaction ratings of all the
groups. And out of all the groups, theirs
changed the least after 2008. The high
life satisfaction of young people has
also been observed in past studies, both
in Estonia and internationally (Ainsaar
2008a). The share of people aged 15 to 24
in Estonia who are not satisfied with life
is remarkably small: 5% in 2021.

In the following, we will compare life
satisfaction between social groups with
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different employment statuses, looking
at students, unemployed people and re-
tired people versus working people (Fig-
ure 1.1.4). Although work-related activities
are related to age, this relationship is not
definitive. In Estonia, many people con-
tinue to work after reaching retirement
age, not all young people are students,
and working-age people include not only
those who are employed but also those
who are unemployed and out of the la-
bour market. The number of people with

Figure 1.1.4. Share of people at least somewhat satisfied with life in groups with
different employment statuses in Estonia between 1990 and 2021
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different employment statuses and these
groups’ life satisfaction directly impacts
the country's average life satisfaction in-
dicators. For example, a large number of
unemployed people can quickly reduce
average life satisfaction.

Working people are the largest group
in Estonia, and over the years, their life
satisfaction has reflected the gener-
al life satisfaction trends in society: the
year 1990 was followed by a decline that
lasted until the mid-1990s, and the rise
of the early 21st century was temporarily
halted by the economic crisis of 2008-
2009. When the economic crisis subsided,
satisfaction continued its rapid growth,
which did not stop even during the chal-
lenging years brought on by COVID-19.

Even though the overall level of life
satisfaction has increased, the gap be-
tween the life satisfaction of the wealth-
iest and the poorest continues to be
significant (Figure 11.5). Between 2018
and 2021, life satisfaction increased in all
income groups. Remarkably, even the
poorest people were able to improve
their life satisfaction.

Life satisfaction has a strong rela-
tionship with self-rated health (Ainsaar

2008a). Figure 1.1.6 shows that life satis-
faction has increased in all groups and,
as expected, differs depending on per-
sonal health. From 2018 to 2021, life sat-
isfaction increased mainly in groups with
good or satisfactory health, and the gap
with the life satisfaction of the group
with the worst health widened. It is note-
worthy that, among people with the
worst health, the rise in life satisfaction
stopped.

Regional differences in
life satisfaction in Estonia
are rather small

here in Estonia are people

most satisfied with life? In

early 2022, the county with
the highest level of satisfaction was
Laanemaa, where 82% of respondents
were satisfied or somewhat satisfied
with life. There were five regions with a
statistically significant difference from
Laanemaa: lIda-Virumaa (59%), Parnu-
maa (73%), Podlvamaa (71%), Tallinn (71%)
and Vorumaa (70%). Regional differences

Figure 1.1.5. Share of people at least somewhat satisfied with life (score 6-10)
in different income groups in Estonia between 1990 and 2021
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in life satisfaction (especially in Ida-Viru-
maa) can be largely - but not entirely
— attributed to regional socioeconomic
differences (e.g. different income and
education).

Several mental health
factors influenced life
satisfaction in 2022

e have seen that life satisfac-
tion depends on several dif-
ferent factors, such as age,
education, income and health. But what
is the contribution of these factors in in-
teraction with and relative to each other?
To find out, we used data compiled in
early 2022 for the Estonian National Men-
tal Health Study, which, in addition to the
factors listed above, measured various
mental health indicators. The COVID-19
pandemic led to increased mental health
problems in the population (Consortium
of the Estonian National Mental Health
Study 2022), making it particularly rele-
vant to include mental health indicators
in a model analysing life satisfaction.
Figure 1.1.7 shows that, out of the fac-
tors discussed above, self-rated health

The only mental health indicator that
predicted the level of life satisfaction
was depressiveness, and this associa-

tion was extremely strong.

had the strongest association with life
satisfaction. Self-rated health has about
as much influence as regional and social
background, employment status (stud-
ying/working/unemployed) and income
combined. The only mental health indi-
cator that predicted the level of life sat-
isfaction was depressiveness, and this
association was extremely strong. The
other indicators featured in our model
are optimism and a hopeful view of the
future (‘optimism’ in the figure), the level
of stress the respondent experienced in
connection to the COVID crisis (‘COVID
stress' in the figure) and the level of
trust the respondent has in other peo-
ple (‘trust’ in the figure). Taking all these
variables into account, the model
accounts for about 45% of the variability
in life satisfaction.

Figure 1.1.6. Share of people at least somewhat satisfied with life (score 6-10)
in different self-rated health groups in Estonia between 2004 and 2021
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Figure 1.1.7. The relative influence of life satisfaction factors on life satisfaction in 2022
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SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on weighted data compiled in January and February 2022 for the Estonian National Mental Health Study

NOTE: The figure is based on a linear model. The relative influence of factors has been modelled using dominance analysis (Budescu 1993).

SUMMARY

his article aimed to provide an over-

view of changes in Estonians’ life
satisfaction over three decades and

to analyse the factors that influenced life
satisfaction specifically in 2021 and 2022.
The data showed that life satisfaction has
increased in Estonia as well as Europe,
both in the long term and over the last
decade, and that the increase in Estonia
has been even faster than in other coun-
tries. In general, the life satisfaction of
Estonians falls within the European aver-
age. The COVID-19 pandemic had a neg-
ative impact on life satisfaction: average
life satisfaction fell slightly from the be-
ginning of 2021 to the beginning of 2022.
Life satisfaction in Estonia depends

on age, income, health, employment sta-
tus and several other factors. In 2022, for
example, the factors with the strongest
influence on life satisfaction were related
to mental health and included depres-

sive tendencies, COVID stress, and opti-
mism and a hopeful view of the future.
Employment status and income com-
bined have a stronger influence on life
satisfaction than demographic factors.
Health is a more important factor than
income in influencing satisfaction.

Employment status and
income combined have a
stronger influence on life
satisfaction than demographic
factors. Health is a more
important factor than income
in influencing satisfaction.
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