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Abstract. This study examines how immigrants in the European Union adapt to their
neighboring host countries. We analyze Estonians in Finland, the country’s largest group
of foreign nationals, with surveys of 2398 adult Estonians, covering six per cent of this
population. Finnish-language proficiency, intermarriage with Finns, and raising children
in Finland strongly predict Estonians’ deeper adaptation and matter more than duration of
residence. After many years in Finland, Estonians’ adaptation trajectories have diverged:
only a small minority are fully adapted, and even fewer remain fully separate from the
Finnish society. Despite Estonians’ having linguistic proximity and familiarity with local
norms in Finland, their active online interaction and frequent visits to Estonia sustain
belonging to their country of origin, moderating and slowing progress toward full adaptation.
Domain-specific lens better captures variation in adaptation than a single overall score:
partial adaptation of the majority of Estonians unfolds differently across accommodation,
employment, and free-time social life.
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1. Introduction

Labor-related migration usually happens from less affluent to wealthier
neighboring member states within the European Union (EU). Some migrants
circulate or stay only briefly abroad, but others establish long-term residence in
the host country (Barslund et al. 2014). When immigrants’ everyday life stabilizes
abroad, many end up remaining in the host country for long, especially if they are
able to maintain meaningful ties to the country of origin (Windzio et al. 2011). Initial
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linguistic and cultural proximity ease immigrants’ adaptation (Snel et al. 2000).
Over time, sustained residence abroad generally deepens connections to the
host society: host-country language proficiency, friendships with natives, and
intermarriage and family formation with host-country citizens support adaptation
further (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Nagayoshi et al. 2023, Song 2009). On the
other hand, frequent socially significant ties to the home country, combined with
greater linguistic and cultural distance to the host communities, tend to complicate
and slow adaptation trajectories (Janska et al. 2021). Nevertheless, adaptation does
not require assimilation, so immigrants’ cultural differences need not impede their
successful inclusion. Perceptions of immigrants as culturally close or distant are
produced through boundary-making that highlights some similarities or differences
while ignoring others (Bloemraad et al. 2023).

This study examines migration from one EU member state to its neighboring
EU host country and the extent of immigrants’ adaptation there over time. The case
focuses on Estonians in Finland who in the early 2020s were the largest foreign-
citizen group and the second-largest immigrant group there, constituting almost
one percent of the population of Finland; three percent of Estonian citizens, 52,000
individuals of whom 40,600 adults, resided then in Finland (Statistics Finland 2025).

Finland’s geographic proximity, higher salaries, and cultural affinity have made
it an attractive migration destination for Estonians. Their daily lives in Finland are
of academic and societal interest and are a frequently discussed topic in the media
of both countries. Academic research on Estonians’ adaptation to Finland typically
is based either on the use of accurate population register of Finland or on intensive
qualitative studies of a small number of interviewees. Most research predates the
COVID-19 pandemic that was a major rupture in otherwise smooth mobility and
migration between these two countries (Alho and Kumer-Haukandmm 2020, Alho
and Sippola 2019, Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Anniste et al. 2017, Jarv et al. 2021,
Lagerspetz 2020, Telve 2019). In this article, we study Estonians’ adaptation to
Finland by using two comprehensive surveys conducted on both sides of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The research questions are: What factors shape variation
in Estonians’ adaptation to Finland? How do length of stay and family situation
in Finland influence Estonians’ adaptation? How digital and physical contacts to
Estonia impact Estonians’ adaptation to Finland?

The article proceeds with a conceptual discussion of adaptation in the era of
a digitalized society. On the one hand, we utilize broader frameworks of adaptation,
paying also attention to immigrants’ digital and physical interaction with the country
of origin. On the other hand, we address adaptation through domains, such as
accommodation, employment, and social life in the host country (Kukk et al. 2018).
The materials and methods section draws on semi-structured surveys conducted in
2019 (pre-pandemic) and 2022 (post-peak pandemic), with responses from 2398
adult Estonian residents in Finland. Descriptive statistics and cross-tabulations were
implemented as methods.

The results indicate that despite many years in Finland, only a few Estonians
were fully adapted, and even fewer remained fully separated from the Finnish
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society. The vast majority were in between, but partial adaptation unfolds differently
across accommodation, employment, and free-time social life. Finnish-language
proficiency, intermarriage with Finns, and raising children in Finland strongly predict
Estonians’ deeper adaptation and matter more than the duration of residence there.
Estonians’ active online interaction and frequent visits to Estonia sustain belonging to
the country of origin, moderating and often slowing progress toward full adaptation
despite initial linguistic proximity and familiarity with local norms. The conclusion
synthesizes the main findings, acknowledges limitations, and outlines directions for
further research.

2. Immigrants’ adaptation processes to the host country

Having left their country of origin and settled elsewhere, immigrants become
part of the receiving society, adapting through daily social interactions and proper
settlement and employment (Penninx and Garcés-Mascarenas 2016). Adaptation is
a dynamic, multi-domain process shaped by the interplay of individual agencies,
material and digital social practices, and structural conditions. Immigrants continu-
ously negotiate between personal resources and constraints, the host society’s
opportunity structures, and transnational engagements. Adaptation outcomes depend
on both the receiving society’s and immigrants’ openness and assets, legal regimes,
rights, and security of status, while restrictions in these domains and xenophobia
impede adaptation (Ager and Strang 2008, Berry 2017).

Socio-cultural adaptation, often divided into cultural, social, and identity dimen-
sions, concerns immigrants’ learning and use of host-society norms through contact
with natives and development of a sense of belonging, frequently without reciprocal
institutional change in the host society (Berry 2017, Favell 2019, Heckmann
2005). Structural adaptation refers to effective access to rights and positions in
employment, education, housing, healthcare, and political participation — not merely
formal entitlements but also awareness and practical capacity to use them (King and
Skeldon 2010). Legal citizenship acquisition by immigrants typically facilitates their
structural incorporation via extended civic rights and fuller labor-market access,
though it requires language proficiency and residence duration (Baubdck et al. 2013).

Immigrants’ initial migration motivations and intentions matter. Those with
long-term settlement plans in the host country invest more in language learning
and social participation, whereas initially economically motivated movers often
attain faster material incorporation but shallower socio-cultural adaptation (de Haas
and Fokkema 2011). Those planning to stay engage more with natives, achieve
higher language proficiency, and consume host-country media; such socio-cultural
adaptation reduces return intentions (Wachter and Fleischmann 2018).

Consistent adaptation drivers include immigrants’ length of stay in the host
country, host-language proficiency, familiarity with local norms, and their level of
education (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Snel et al. 2006). Adaptation to the host
society spans individual psychological well-being and belonging, socio-cultural
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functioning in the labor market and in daily social interactions, and intercultural
relations marked by mutual respect and low prejudice (Berry 2017, Ward 2024).
Cultural proximity generally eases adaptation, whereas strong origin attachments
can hinder it, especially amid cultural or political distance (Janska et al. 2021).

Gendered and domain-specific barriers to adaptation persist, in particular through
marriages. Women in some groups adapt more in socio-cultural domains, but patterns
vary by context and life stage (Cheung and Phillimore 2017, Dalgard and Thapa
2007, de Haas and Fokkema 2011). Family situations are pivotal: intermarriage with
natives is often associated with deeper structural and socio-cultural incorporation,
though the link is not automatic (Dribe and Lundh 2008, Jadskeldinen 2003,
Nagayoshi et al. 2023, Song 2009). Having children can either slow adaptation by
tightening time and resource constraints or accelerate it by connecting parents to
schools and peer networks (Anniste et al. 2017, Janska et al. 2021).

Finally, immigrants’ cross-border practices impact adaptation in non-linear ways,
particularly between neighboring host and home countries. Early in settlement,
limited language and unfamiliarity with norms can push newcomers toward co-
national networks both in host and home countries, which may slow broader
adaptation (O’Reilly 2007). In today’s digital environment, daily online ties with
diaspora and home-country networks increasingly impact also adaptation (Jauhiainen
2026, van der Zee and van Oudenhoven 2022). Strong country of origin-directed ties
can dampen socio-cultural adaptation to the host society (Janska et al. 2021), yet
such engagement may also grow alongside attachment to the host country over time
(Schunck 2011).

Rather than reducing adaptation to a single indicator, a domains approach
to immigrants’ adaptation ties these strands together by examining key elements
in the host society: immigrants’ accommodation (housing), functional activities
(employment and education), and free time uses (social/leisure/family) as interlinked
over time and across places (Kukk et al. 2018, van Ham and Tammaru 2016). A focus
on domains, drivers, and contexts offers a coherent framework for analyzing and
explaining why some immigrants adapt swiftly, others do it slowly, and many unevenly
across different spheres of daily lives. Domains often evolve asynchronously: stable
employment can coexist with social distance from natives, while rich social ties may
pair with precarious jobs. Across domains, host-language proficiency is the strongest
predictor: it unlocks labor-market access, enables interaction with natives and local
media use, and visibly signals adaptation (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Shields and
Price 2002). However, language acquisition alone does not produce shared social
spaces, as only the most adapted immigrants tend to form informal leisure-time ties
with natives. Opportunity structures and everyday interactions within each domain
are shaped by neighborhood composition, workplace norms, and free-time contacts,
impacting meaningful adaptation (Kukk et al. 2018).

Contemporary approaches toward adaptation processes are nuanced and
multidimensional. These insights move beyond linear, end-state models toward
a realistic account of adaptation as contingent, domain-specific, and co-produced.
J. W. Berry (2017) has fine-tuned a reciprocal acculturation framework over decades:
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there immigrants’ strategies and practices for adaptation vary by domain and over
time, as the host society responds to these. Assimilation entails adopting host-culture
norms while discarding heritage practices, frequently reflecting power asymmetries
in a “melting pot society.” Integration combines immigrants’ adoption by active
engagement in the host society while maintaining their heritage; critically, it requires
host-side recognition of immigrants’ rights and their inclusion across social, cultural,
structural, and spatial dimensions (Ager and Strang 2008, Zandi-Navgran et al. 2025).
Separation allows immigrants to preserve heritage while minimizing host contact; it
can be protective but risks segregated isolation. Marginalization denotes immigrants’
weak ties to both heritage and host contexts, often driven by legal precarity and social
exclusion. This reciprocal, multi-domain view reframes adaptation not as a single
path but as ongoing negotiations among individual agencies, opportunity structures,
and societal responses, allowing for shifts across strategies, as conditions and life
stages change. For immigrants, it may be feasible to combine high heritage-culture
maintenance and high mainstream-culture adoption (Berry 2017, Zandi-Navgran
etal. 2025).

3. Materials and methods

This study draws empirically on 2398 survey respondents who were adult
Estonian citizens residing officially in Finland. Eligibility for this study required
being at least 18 years old, reporting Estonian as the first language, arriving
in Finland between 1999 and 2021, and providing gender and age in the survey.
The material was collected on two occasions: before the COVID-19 pandemic in
2019 (1607 respondents) and after the pandemic peak in 2022 (791 respondents).
Respondents in the two waves were different individuals. In the samples, women
were overrepresented in 2019 relative to 2022 (65% vs. 55%), and respondents aged
60+ were slightly underrepresented (13% vs. 17%). To improve comparability across
the waves and the representation of the data of adult Estonians in Finland, a weighting
procedure was applied to the 2019 sample to align its gender—age composition with
that of 2022.

Finally, the sample consisted of 55 per cent women and 45 per cent men. Of them,
14 per cent were 18—34 years old, 39 per cent 35-49, 42 per cent 50-64, and 5 per cent
had reached the retirement age of 65. Regarding educational background, a minority
(21%) held tertiary degrees. Nearly all (96%) arrived in Finland when they were
adults and of working age; 4 per cent migrated when they were minors, 84 per cent
when they were 1849 years old, and only 0.1 per cent at or above retirement age
(65+). More than half (57%) had lived in Finland for over 10 years, 32 per cent 6—10
years, 10 per cent 2-5 years, and very few (1%) less than 2 years.

To analyze Estonians’ adaptation trajectories in Finland, we grouped the respond-
ents using four observable indicators deriving from earlier discussed theories and
studies regarding immigrants’ adaptation to the host society. These were: (1) Finnish-
language proficiency (self-assessed), (2) long-term settlement intention (remain in
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Finland, return to Estonia, or unsure about return), (3) free-time sociality (spending
leisure primarily with Finns, primarily with Estonians, or mixed), and (4) media
consumption (frequency of following Finnish media). Each indicator was coded
into harmonized categories; missing values were rare and handled pairwise in cross-
tabulations and listwise when constructing composite profiles. Individuals were
classified into three profiles: least adapted, partially adapted, and most adapted.
The category of partially adapted could include full adaptation in some domains
without equivalent depth in others, consistent with a domain-based approach.
Domain-specific motives, such as employment and family composition, frequently
co-occur, so their joint association with profiles was examined. For example, many
respondents had economy as their main motivation to migrate to Finland, mainly to
get better employment, but they subsequently formed families in Finland or reunited
with the family there, suggesting cumulative embedding. Furthermore, later sections
of the article consider how digital interaction moderates adaptation to Finland.

Regarding methods, descriptive statistics summarize the distribution of motivations
and adaptation indicators across surveys. Methodologically, cross-tabulations
are well suited for assessing patterned differences across multiple nominal and
ordinal variables and remain robust when group sizes are uneven. Cross-tabulations
compared adaptation profiles across Estonian immigrants’ demographic (age,
gender), social (household composition, intermarriage with Finns), and functional
characteristics (employment status, length of residence). Chi-square test results were
presented, reporting exact p-values and, where expected frequencies fell below five,
Fisher’s exact test was used. To aid interpretation beyond significance, effect sizes
(Cramér’s V) and 95 per cent confidence intervals were presented where applicable.

Two additional steps strengthened inference. First, we conducted stratified cross-
tabulation by survey year to check potential effects for the pre-pandemic context in
2019 vs. the post-peak pandemic context in 2022, ensuring observed relationships
were not artifacts of structural changes in the opportunity context. Second, we
performed sensitivity checks using alternative thresholds for the three-category
adaptation profile, e.g., requiring higher language proficiency or more frequent
Finnish media use to qualify as the most adapted. However, substantive conclusions
remained stable across these specifications.

4. Empirical results

Finland remains a key migration destination for Estonians: since regaining
Estonia’s independence in 1991, Finland’s higher wages, short distance, and cultural
affinity have drawn steady inflows. In the past 30+ years, net migration balance has
been always negative to Estonia, except in 2019. Over years, migration inflows from
Estonia to Finland have remained modest but steady, ranging annually from 500
to 6000, in recent years between 1400 and 2400, while return migration to Estonia
has rarely exceeded 2000, being in recent years between 1200 and 1900 (Statistics
Finland 2025). The result is that in 2022, about 52,000 Estonian citizens resided
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in Finland, alongside substantial short-term circular mobility for employment and
leisure (Anniste et al. 2017, Statistics Finland 2025, Telve 2019).

Geographical, cultural, and linguistic proximity shape how Estonians adapt in
Finland. Compared with many other immigrants in Finland, Estonians’ Finnic roots
facilitate socio-cultural adaptation through easier routine interaction with natives
(Alho and Sippola 2019, Heckmann 2005). Because this migration occurs within
the EU, Estonian citizens also enjoy extensive rights in employment, education,
healthcare, and local political participation, supporting their structural integration
(King and Skeldon 2010). These advantages shorten typical “entry costs” of
settlement, lowering barriers to first jobs and public services relative to many other
foreign nationals in Finland.

Strong Finnish-language proficiency gives Estonians a labor-market advantage
and contributes to their high employment (Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Lagerspetz
2020). Combining that with the high share of working-age population results in
Estonians in Finland being among immigrants proportionally least dependent
on unemployment benefits and public subsidies. In fact, among the respondents,
the dominant trigger for migration to Finland was economic considerations. They
most often cited securing employment, improving earnings, and accessing social
guarantees (e.g., predictable contracts, social insurance, and public services) as
primary migration motivations. Family-related reasons, such as joining a partner,
coordinating childrearing across borders, or supporting ageing parents, were also
salient: typically as a secondary but a reinforcing factor alongside employment. In
open comments, the respondents frequently framed migration decisions as household
strategies rather than individual choices, indicating that family priorities shaped
destination, timing, and anticipated length of stay, even when the initial move was
employment-led.

In Finland, many Estonians seek to blend in and adapt, helped by cultural and
ethnic similarity, but only rather few attempt full assimilation. Finns tend to view
Estonians more positively than other immigrant groups, and Estonians generally
appraise their migration journey as successful, even when they start to plan eventual
return (Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Helander 2020, Jaakkola 2009, Jauhiainen and
Smolander 2025, Lagerspetz 2020). This pattern contrasts with Estonian immigrants
whose mother tongue is Russian, for whom adaptation trajectories and perceptions
are markedly different: they rarely know Finnish well and they tend to have only
few Finnish friends and more connections to Russian-speaking diaspora both in
Finland and elsewhere, thus refusing to identify themselves with Estonia and Finland
concurrently and, in some cases, with any state at all (Vorobeva and Jauhiainen 2023).

Geographical proximity of Estonia can, however, hinder deeper adaptation.
Mobility back and forth between Finland and Estonia is relatively easy, and
geographical nearness combined with advanced digital infrastructures enables
Estonian immigrants’ frequent contact with family and friends in Estonia, fostering
cross-border lifestyles and flexible settlement intentions (Anniste et al. 2017).
Regular visits across the 80-km Gulf of Finland and constant online connectivity
allow many to coordinate work, care, and social life across borders, which may
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moderate full immersion in Finnish social worlds (Telve 2019). Moreover, as many
Estonians move primarily to improve their economic situation, their socio-cultural
adaptation may have less interest, echoing patterns observed in and beyond the EU
(Alho and Kumer-Haukandmm 2020, de Haas and Fokkema 2011). Overall, deeply
embedded transnational lifestyles integrating elements from Estonia and Finland and
sharing daily lives rather equally between these countries is not very common: in the
later 2010s, before the COVID-19 pandemic, about 20,000 such individuals were
identified through their mobility patters: both Estonian and Finnish citizens (Silm
etal. 2021).

4.1. Most and least adapted Estonians in Finland

To identify Estonians’ adaptation to Finland, as mentioned, four observed
indicators were utilized, namely Finnish-language proficiency, long-term intention
to remain in Finland vs. return to Estonia or being unsure about it, free-time sociality
as time spent with Finns vs. Estonians, and frequency of following Finnish news
media. Three groups were formed: the adapted (fluent Finnish, no stated return
intention, Finn-dominant leisure ties, and at least almost daily Finnish media use),
the least adapted (limited or no Finnish language skills, an expressed return intention,
Estonian-dominant leisure networks, and Finnish media use weekly or less), and
everyone else who formed the partial adaptation category, often exhibiting mixed
adaptation patterns across domains.

The resulting distribution is strongly tri-modal, indicating that only a few
Estonians are fully or not at all adapted (Table 1). The adapted group includes
188 individuals (7.8% of the sample), and the least adapted group comprises 65
individuals (2.7%). The large residual category (2,135 respondents; 89.5%) shows
asynchronous, domain-specific adaptation: many of them were well embedded in
some domains but not in others. The imbalance between the tails is notable even
though the criteria for the least adapted group were intentionally looser to yield
a sufficient comparison group. This asymmetry points to generally high but still
internally different adaptation among Estonians in Finland.

Analyzing the background characteristics of Estonians along their adaptation,
no major differences were found between the tails in the distribution of current age
or gender per se, nor in the presence of children in the household. However, some
statistically significant differences were evident. The most adapted respondents are
overrepresented among the youngest (<35 years: 10%) and oldest (65+ years: 11%)
cohorts, whereas the least adapted are spread relatively evenly across working-
age groups (2—4%) and absent among those 65+ (p = 0.009). Women are modestly
overrepresented in the most adapted category (9% of women vs. 5% of men), while
the least adapted shares are similar by gender (2.7% of women; 2.4% of men)
(p <0.001). As expected, longer residence increases the likelihood of falling into the
most adapted profile, but it is neither necessary nor sufficient in the absence of other
supports (see below).
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Table 1. Most and least adapted Estonian immigrants in Finland (%)

Most Least Total
adapted adapted (%/N)
(%/N) (%/N)

Educational attainment (p = 0.014)
Secondary or lower 70/123 90/55 78/1874
Tertiary 29/51 10/6 21/504

Household monthly income (p = 0.004)

<2000 EUR 13/21 22/13 20/446
2000—4000 EUR 45/72 60/35 47/1041
4001-6000 EUR 31/49 14/8 27/585
> 6000 EUR 11/18 32 6/137

Nationality of spouse (p < 0.001)
Finnish 60/72 0/0 20/322
Other 40/49 100/40 80/1324

Visit frequency to Estonia (p <0.001)

At least almost weekly 2/4 16/10 7/164
At least almost monthly 7/12 44/27 22/526
Around 4-7 times a year 19/33 26/16 28/664
1-3 times a year or less 72/126 15/9 44/1041

Correspondence between work and educational level (p = 0.004)

Work matches education 78/99 53/25 69/1285
Do not match, education superior 3/4 0/0 4/77
Do not match, education inferior 8/10 32/15 17/318
Cannot answer 11/14 15/7 10/188

The contrasts between the adaptation tails are sharp across several correlates.
In the most adapted group, keeping in touch with Estonia tends to be infrequent
(typically weekly or less), visits are limited (at most a few times per year), and
length of stay in Finland typically exceeds a decade. Educational attainment and
job matching are higher: 29 per cent hold tertiary degrees and 78 per cent report
employment aligned with their education/skills. Household incomes are also higher
on average. Among those who are married or cohabiting, 60 per cent have a Finnish
partner, consistent with deeper socio-cultural embedding. They typically report
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strong Finnish-language skills, regular engagement with Finnish media, mixed or
Finn-dominant leisure networks, and a stated intention to remain in Finland.

In the least adapted group, intensity with Estonia is much greater: 75 per cent
contact family/friends in Estonia daily or nearly daily, and 48 per cent travel there
monthly or almost monthly. Their overall education level is lower: only 11 per cent
hold tertiary degrees, and just 52 per cent report a job commensurate with their
education/skills. None report a Finnish spouse. This group also contains a larger share
of non-employed respondents (unemployed, at home with children, or otherwise out
of the labor force). They more often intend to return or are unsure about it, spend free
time mainly with Estonians, and report lower Finnish proficiency.

The very large partially adapted category warrants emphasis. It reflects the
domains’ logic: linguistic, functional, and social trajectories rarely move in lockstep.
A typical pattern is a respondent who speaks Finnish fluently and uses it at work
with Finnish colleagues but spends most free time in Finland with Estonian friends,
communicates with family in Estonia almost daily, often using digital tools, and visits
it several times a year. Such profiles align with selective or segmented adaptation:
strong workplace incorporation coexisting with co-ethnic leisure networks and
sustained country of origin attachments. They also illustrate why small tail groups do
not imply weak overall adaptation; rather, they highlight the rarity of fully convergent
outcomes across all domains.

Longer residence in Finland increases the probability of Estonians’ partial or
full adaptation, yet it is neither necessary nor sufficient on its own. Intermarriage
with Finns and raising children in Finland are associated with deeper adaptation,
in line with prior research, but there are notable exceptions, underlining the
asynchronous adaptation development of domains. Two qualifications temper
common assumptions. First, earlier studies often find that economically motivated
immigrants adapt less on socio-cultural dimensions than those moving for family or
lifestyle reasons. In our material, however, many respondents reporting job, salary,
social guarantee, or pension motives nonetheless display deeper adaptation on the
composite profile. This suggests that linguistic proximity, EU rights, and family
formation in Finland can offset initially more instrumental migration orientations.
Second, intensity of communication with the country of origin does not map neatly
onto adaptation: for example, there are most adapted respondents who communicate
with Estonia multiple times a day or even travel weekly there (e.g., due to child or
partner residence), alongside least adapted respondents who rarely contact Estonia
but remain socially anchored in co-ethnic circles in Finland. The country-of-origin
contacts modulate, rather than determine, adaptation outcomes.

4.2. Estonians’ length of stay in Finland and their adaptation to Finland

Consistent with prior research (Martinovic et al. 2009, Miglietta and Tartaglia
2008), longer residence in the host country Finland was associated with deeper
adaptation there. Among the most adapted, 70 per cent had lived in Finland more
than 10 years and only 6 per cent less than 6 years (Table 2). In the least adapted
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Table 2. Estonian immigrants’ length of stay in Finland and their adaptation (%)

Most adapted Least adapted Others Total
(%/N) (%/N) (%/N) (%/N)
<2 years 1/1 8/5 1/19 1/25
2-5 years 5/9 16/10 10/10 10/244
6-10 years 23/40 52/32 32/690 32/690
> 10 years 71/125 24/15 57/1232 57/1372
p <0.001 100/175 100/62 100/2166 100/2403

group, 20 per cent had less than 6 years’ residence and 52 per cent had 610 years’
residence. Mean duration was 13 years for the most adapted versus 8 years for the
least adapted, a statistically significant difference (p < 0.001).

The respondents were grouped by length of residence in Finland to trace which
domains of adaptation change first and how quickly they do so. First, Estonians’
Finnish language skills develop rapidly after arrival. Among those in Finland for less
than two years, the largest share (32%) rated their Finnish as moderate. Among those
with 2—5 years’ residence, the largest share (36%) reported good proficiency that is
evidence of early, substantive gains that underpin wider adaptation.

Second, Estonians’ settlement intentions crystallize with time. Uncertainty about
returning to Estonia declined from 50 per cent among the most recent arrivals to
39 per cent in the 2—5 year group, and thereafter it hovered around the same level
(40%). As stays lengthened, both the desire to return to Estonia and the inclination
to remain in Finland increased, indicating a gradual polarization of intentions rather
than linear convergence on a single outcome.

Third, Estonians’ social life diversifies beyond co-ethnic networks, particularly
after the early years in Finland. Among those with 2—5 years in Finland, 43 per
cent spent leisure time exclusively with Estonians, while 28 per cent reported mixed
circles of Finns, Estonians, and others, and 23 per cent exclusively Finns. Over
time, the share of socializing only with Estonians fell, the mixed-nationality share
grew, and the “only Finns” share changed little. In short, many maintained ties with
Estonians in Finland even as they built friendships with Finns and other groups;
progressing in one domain of social adaptation did not require shedding co-ethnic
connections.

4.3. Estonians’ family situation and their adaptation to Finland

Family structure and location are closely intertwined with Estonians’ adaptation
in Finland. In our sample, 69 per cent of the respondents were married or cohabiting,
16 per cent were single, and 15 per cent were divorced or widowed; 43 per cent
had underage children in the household (57% did not). Specific configurations of
partnership, spousal nationality, and the residence of partners and children were
examined in relation to adaptation outcomes.
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The clearest marker of Estonians’ deeper adaptation was having a Finnish spouse
resident in Finland, and, where applicable, underage children also in Finland. This
arrangement characterized 41% of the most adapted respondents and none of the
least adapted. By contrast, the least adapted respondents were most commonly
partnered with a non-Finnish (Estonian) spouse who also lived in Finland (40%;
Table 3). Among those least adapted who reported a spouse’s nationality (62% of
that group), almost all (98%) had an Estonian spouse and none had a Finnish spouse.
Having a non-Finnish spouse residing outside Finland, often with underage children
likewise abroad, was characteristic of 23 per cent of the least adapted group. All had
Estonian spouses, and their children lived in Estonia. Only very few (3%) of the
most adapted fell into this category; with one exception, their spouses also lived in
Estonia. Across these three configurations, differences between the most and least
adapted groups were statistically significant (p < 0.001). By contrast, there were no
significant differences between the tails for having no spouse or no children.

Spousal origins beyond Finland and Estonia were comparatively rare and largely
neutral with respect to adaptation. Overall, very few (5%) of the respondents had a
spouse of neither Estonian nor Finnish nationality — most commonly Russian (45%
of this subgroup, i.e., 2.3% of all respondents). Within this “third-country spouse”
set, 3.1 per cent of the full sample fell into the most adapted category and 1.5 per cent
into the least; nearly all (95%) were in the large middle. Correspondingly, within
each adaptation category, the share with a third-country spouse was similar (from
2.4% 10 2.6%).

Taken together, the results align with prior research on intermarriage and
incorporation to the host society (Jddskeldinen 2003, Rodriguez-Garcia et al. 2015).
An Estonian immigrant having a Finnish spouse is associated with their deeper
adaptation across domains — language use, social networks, and everyday participation
— whereas partnerships with non-Finns, frequently Estonians, often coincide with

Table 3. Estonian immigrants’ family situation in Finland

Most Least Total
adapted adapted (%/N)
(“/N) (%IN)
Finnish spouse in Finland, possible underage children 40/70 0/0 13/307
in Finland (p <0.001)
Non-Finnish spouse in Finland, possible underage 23/41 34/21 42/992
children in Finland (p < 0.001)
Non-Finnish spouse outside Finland, possible underage 3/6 28/17 12/288
children outside Finland (p < 0.001)
No spouse or no underage children (p = 0.933) 24/43 26/16 24/580
No spouse and no underage children (p = 0.940) 7/13 7/4 7/162

Total 100/173 100/58 100/2329
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more temporary orientations and sustained ties with Estonia, which can moderate
incentives and opportunities to adapt even when residence and employment are in
Finland. At the same time, the absence of systematic differences for “no spouse”
or “no children” indicate that family configuration is not destiny: it interacts with
other domains and elements, such as language proficiency, duration of stay, and job
matching, to shape uneven, domain-specific pathways into Finnish society.

5. Conclusions

Migration within the EU is widespread and facilitated by the principle of free
mobility across borders: individuals move in search of better livelihoods, and host
countries address their labor shortages with intra-EU migration. Some migrants
return after relatively short stays; others settle long-term or permanently, even
when initial plans pointed to eventual return. Immigrants’ adaptation matters for
themselves, local communities, and the wider society. Immigrants’ adaptation means
getting closer to prevailing norms and structures of the host society along different
domains, and full adaptation or assimilation is rare (Berry 2017, Favell 2019).

Estonian immigrants in Finland are an example of intra-EU migration to a
wealthier neighboring EU member state in the context where initial geographical and
linguistic proximity facilitate migration. Based on surveys among 2398 registered
Estonian residents in Finland, only a few (7.8%) presented full adaptation (fluent
Finnish, Finn-dominant leisure, daily Finnish media use, no return intention) and
even fewer (2.7%) fell into the very low adaptation profile (limited Finnish skills,
Estonian-dominant leisure, infrequent Finnish media use, clear return intention).
Geographical nearness and the possibilities to be in active contact with the country
of origin tend to limit Estonians’ full adaptation or assimilation. The cases of full
separation into co-ethnic communities along all domains in Finland are also rare.
Therefore, an overwhelming majority (89.5%) exhibited partial adaptation —in some
domains stronger and in others weaker. Progress in one domain does not require
retreat in another, highlighting the importance of domain-based approach to study
immigrants’ adaptation (Kukk et al. 2018, van Ham and Tammaru 2016). Many
Estonian respondents used Finnish at work yet sustained co-ethnic leisure networks
and ties with Estonians in Finland and Estonia; others built mixed friendship circles
while still navigating less skill-matched employment. The domain framework thus
captures the fine-grained interplay between daily practices and broader adaptation
outcomes.

Overall, this study confirms the results of many earlier studies on immigrants’
adaptation in the EU, discussed in the introduction and conceptual part of this
article (e.g., Dribe and Lundh 2008, Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Rodriguez-Garcia
et al. 2025, Song 2009). Time does not solve adaptation development: Estonians’
duration of residence in Finland mattered but not deterministically. Those residing
for less than two years were, on average, less adapted, yet some long-term residents
(10+ years) remained only partially adapted. However, family configuration was a
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stronger correlate: respondents with a Finnish spouse and children in Finnish schools
were strongly represented among the most adapted, whereas those with an Estonian
spouse in Finland or Estonia, and especially those with children in Estonia, were
more often in the least adapted group. Learning the local language, opportunities
for ethnically mixed social networks, and family-based incorporation are key
elements in adaptation, while sustained ties to the country of origin can moderate
the adaptation path. In particular, the ubiquitous and continuing digital connection
facilitate immigrants’ social presence in the country of origin despite living abroad.
Furthermore, for Estonians it is easy and rather inexpensive to visit the country of
origin, explaining also their maintenance of rather intensive social ties to Estonia.

The limitations of the article include respondents’ subjectivity in self-assessing
their Finnish language proficiency and media use, category thresholds that privilege
clear-cut cases, and the constraints of cross-sectional data on causal claims. Even so,
the consistency of patterns across multiple indicators and the large size of the partial
group supports a central conclusion: among Estonians in Finland, adaptation is
widespread but layered, with language, intermarriage/partnership, and job-matching
acting as strong levers, and with sustained origin-directed ties often moderating but
not precluding progress toward fuller adaptation.

Future research should compare similar EU contexts (short distance, linguistic
proximity, income differentials) that would clarify which patterns are general and
which are context-specific to the Estonian—Finnish context, informing policy designs
that move beyond generic models and engage the differentiated adaptation realities
of immigrant lives.
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