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Men and Women in the Estonian Labour Market

In a modern society, men and 
women should have equal 

opportunities to succeed. Any 
difference between the wages 

paid to men and women is 
considered an essential indicator 

of the non-existence of equal 
opportunities. On average, 

women earn less than men in all 
countries, and this by 

approximately one quarter less in 
Estonia.



There is evidence in Estonia 
that during the first years of 
transition (between 1989 
and 1995) the employment 
shares for the least-
educated groups fell 
relatively less (from 37 to 18 
percent) for men and 
relatively more (from 35 to 
12 percent) for women.
The decrease in the gender 
wage gap has hitherto first 
of all been fostered by 
structural changes of the 
labour market in Estonia. 

The average gender wage gap has 
decreased since the time Estonia regained 
its independence, but nonetheless exceeds 

the wage gap in most other Central and 
Eastern Europe countries and EU member 

states. The decrease in the wage differential 
has arisen primarily from structural changes 

in the labour market, as a result of which 
industries employing more women than 

men, and in which education is appreciated 
more, have grown.



A greater than average gender wage gap existed among non-Estonians and employees who did not speak Estonian. In 
addition, the wage differential was greater among employees aged 30-40 years. One-third of the gender wage gap can be 
explained by differences in male and female human capital and occupational choices. Two-thirds of the gender wage gap 
cannot be explained by these factors. Hence, neither the reduction of segregation nor changes in other observable 
differences between men and women would contribute to a substantial reduction of the wage differential.

The gender wage gap may be caused by the fact that women are paid less than men even if their productivity and occupation 
are the same. The part of the wage differential that cannot be explained by observable differences in the factors that affect
male and female earnings is called the unexplained portion of the gender wage gap. The unexplained wage gap is generally 
interpreted as discrimination.

In Estonia, the male-female wage ratio has decreased since Estonia regained its independence. Structural changes in the 
labour market worked in favour of the reduction of the wage differential. On the one hand, the wages of high-skilled 
employees increased comparatively faster, and the average education level of women was higher than that of men. On the 
other hand, the industries where women dominate (mainly various fields of services) developed more rapidly. The gender 
wage gap is wider in Estonia than the average in Central and Eastern European countries and EU member states, which may 
partly have been caused by the greater-than-average general wage inequality in Estonia.

http://praxis.ee/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/2004-Men-and-women-in-the-estonian-labour-market.pdf

http://praxis.ee/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/2004-Men-and-women-in-the-estonian-labour-market.pdf


The most commonly mentioned observable 
differences in the work and human capital of 
women and men are the following: 
• Different working time 
• Horizontal segregation of the labour market 
• Vertical segregation of the labour market 
• Differences in education 
• Different length of employment

• Working time is the principal 
factor affecting the explained 
portion of the wage gap. Women 
usually work less than men ––
that is, there are more part-timers 
among women than among men, 
and thus women’s wages are 
lower.
• When compared to working full-

time, working part-time is more 
suitable for reconciling one’s 
professional life with raising 
children.
• The choices that women make are 

imposed on them by society, and 
women work in lower-paid 
occupations not because of free 
choice, but because they find it 
difficult to find jobs in the so-
called “male occupations” due to 
barriers caused by various norms 
and attitudes.



Conditions of employment

New forms of flexible employment require additional care to specifying the 
nature, volume or duration of work. 

Decentralised, self-organised forms of work can increase worker autonomy 
and boost business development, but can also lead to lower awareness of 
rights and unclear information requirements for employers.

Minimum wages with an adequate level ensure a decent standard of leaving 
for workers and their families and contribute to tackle the incidence of in-
work poverty.

New challenges for health and safety at work have emerged in light of less 
stable employment relationships, new working patterns and an ageing 
workforce.

Well-functioning social dialogue requires autonomous and representative 
social partners with the capacities to reach collective agreements. Given the 
decreases in terms of organisational density and representativeness, social 
partners need to further build their capacities to engage in a better 
functioning and effective social dialogue.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/fair-working-conditions_en
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• Gaps in hourly wages between 
similarly qualified women and men 
remain significant, ranging between 
10% and 20% in most OECD countries.
• On average, women earn about 15% 

less per hour than men.
• In Northern and Western Europe the 

gap is largely a consequence of 
childbirth, ‘glass ceiling’.
• In Central and Eastern Europe it is due 

more to social norms, gender 
stereotyping, and discrimination, or 
‘sticky floors’.
• COVID-19 has made addressing gender 

wage gaps as even more pressing, as 
most of the increased household 
responsibilities have fallen to women.
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