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Introduction

For a nation of around 1.318 million inhabitants,
Estonia has made a real impression on the world
stage since regaining its independence in 1991. In
the mid-1980s, it was known, if at all, as a Soviet
backwater, but the collapse of Soviet Union saw
the emergence of a republic determined to make
up for lost time and establish itself as a forward-
thinking state. The economy has been growing at a
rate other nations can only observe with envy; the
capital, Tallinn, has become a magnet for tourists
and foreign investors alike; membership in the
European Union and NATO has been achieved
with ease; and Estonians have embraced the digital
age with almost maniacal fervor.

At the same time, this is a nation distinct
from its Baltic and Scandinavian cousins, with a
language and culture very different from that of
most European states. For all their love of Wi-Fi,
entrepreneurship, and cell phones, Estonians are
quiet and reserved, hardworking, fiercely jealous of
their privacy, and lovers of nature. They can seem
distant, almost rude on first meeting, but if you
make the effort to get to know them, their sincerity
and self-deprecating humor shine through. As
one businessman who works in Tallinn observed,

“an Estonian friend is a friend for life.” Adding
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flavor is the country’s substantial Russian-speaking
community, something of a world unto itself, but
more gregarious and outgoing than the natives.

If Estonian reserve can be in part attributed
to five decades of Soviet era, and the consequences
of not keeping your counsel, other aspects of
the national character derive from the many
occupations Estonia has endured, and the locals’
stubborn refusal to be subdued. Germans,

Danes, Swedes, and Russians, both Tsarist and
Soviet, have all had their turn at the reins over
the centuries, and Tallinn’s time as a Hansa port
has left its mark. Yet traditions run deep in this
forested, sparsely populated land, and in the
folk-inflected music that has become one of its
international calling cards.

Culture Smart! Estonia aims to help you navigate
these swirling waters. It is for any visitor—whether
businessperson, student, or tourist—who wants
to understand Estonian society and encounter it
with sensitivity and poise. We trace the country’s
turbulent history and try to see how the past
has shaped the collective and personal values of
today’s Estonians. We look at the Estonian people
at work, at play, and at home, and offer tips to
help you get along with Estonian colleagues and

acquaintances—without any awkward silences!




