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ABSTRACT

This study provides insights into measuring immigration-related con­
flict risk in diverse societies, using Estonia as a case study. Employing the 
Measuring Immigration-Related Conflict Risk Index (MICRI), which is 
designed to measure this type of risk, the study analyses risk scores for 
75 Estonian municipalities. Additionally, cluster analysis is used to char­
acterise various risk typologies within these municipalities.

The findings indicate an overall low level of immigration-related risk in 
Estonia (6.53 on average), with specific municipalities showing height­
ened risk levels due to factors such as significant immigrant influx and 
discrimination. Approximately one-third of the municipalities fall into 
higher risk categories. These municipalities experience notable immi­
gration levels and already host multiple ethnic groups, often reporting 
instances of discrimination, perceived injustice and economic dispari­
ties. Regionally, all municipalities in north-eastern Estonia fall into 
the highest risk groups, reflecting the long-standing grievances of the 
Russian-speaking minority in Estonia. Most municipalities show lower 
risk levels due to ethnic homogeneity and minimal immigrant influx, 
although attitudes towards immigrants vary.

Despite the overall low risk levels, critical risk factors persist in Estonian 
society. Understanding these vulnerabilities is crucial for informed 
policymaking to foster peaceful coexistence and promote positive inter­
actions between ethnic groups. Therefore, this study serves as a valuable 
monitoring tool for policymakers and security analysts, aiding in the 
early identification of potential tensions at the sub-national level.
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INTRODUCTION

In many nations, ethnic diversity is on the rise primarily due to sig­
nificant increases in immigration. However, this growing diversity also 
brings the challenge of potential intergroup tensions, a phenomenon that 
is not unfamiliar in European and Baltic societies. Studies have shown 
that immigration and ethnic diversity can diminish social solidarity 
and generate negative attitudes toward immigrants (Karreth et al., 2015; 
Putnam, 2007). Building upon this understanding, this study aims to 
measure the potential conflict risk arising from immigration within 
society, using Estonia as a case study. Our focus is on understanding the 
risk level and its contributing factors at the municipality level to support 
policymakers in adjusting their strategies based on local vulnerabilities.

Immigration-related ethnic conflicts can be defined as tensions that 
arise from the complex interplay between immigration processes and 
pre-existing ethnic divisions within societies (Enos, 2014; Dancygier & 
Laitin, 2014; Collier & Hoeffler, 2004). These tensions typically manifest 
between newcomers from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds and 
the established population, encompassing issues from discrimination to 
violence.

Within this context, Estonia, a small nation with a complex historical 
backdrop and rapidly evolving demographics, stands as a compelling 
case study. Estonia already experienced significant shifts during the 
Soviet occupation, when the proportion of ethnic Estonians fell from 
88% in 1940 to 62% in 1989 (Tiit, 2011, pp. 59–60). Thus, by the time 
Estonia regained its independence in 1991, over a third of the popula­
tion was a Russian-speaking minority, mainly Russians (30.3%) and 
Ukrainians (3.1%) (Tiit 2011, p. 61). While the share of Russians has 
since decreased to 23.7% as of 2021 (Statistics Estonia, 2021), the war in 
Ukraine has led to a tenfold increase in the number of Ukrainians resid­
ing in Estonia (Arenguseire Keskus, 2023). Over the years, Estonia has 
increasingly become an attractive destination for immigrants, both from 
the former Soviet bloc and beyond (Anniste, 2018, pp. 27–28).

Another important aspect of Estonia’s demographic landscape is its 
ethnic segregation. The country is divided into 79 municipalities. 
Almost half of the Russian-speaking population lives in a linguistically 
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homogenous (Russian-speaking) region in the north-east of Estonia. For 
example, the 2021 census revealed that in Narva, a city near the Russian 
border, ethnic Estonians make up just 5% of the population, with the 
majority identifying as Russians. In the capital, Tallinn, approximately 
53% of the population is of ethnic Estonian descent (Statistics Estonia, 
2021).

According to conflict theory, conflicts are more likely to emerge when 
two roughly equal-sized groups with opposing goals coexist (Horowitz, 
1985). Following this perspective, the risk of conflict exists mainly 
between ethnic Estonians and Russians, the two major groups rep­
resented in Estonia. However, in light of Estonia’s evolving status as a 
destination for immigrants from various nations, including beyond the 
former Soviet bloc, it becomes imperative to assess potential threats to 
social cohesion.

Therefore, this research investigates the following questions:

1.	 What is the risk level of immigration-related ethnic conflicts in 
Estonian municipalities?

2.	 How do different municipalities in Estonia vary in terms of risk 
factors?

To answer these questions, we analysed a sample of 75 out of 79 Estonian 
municipalities.1 We then assessed their potential risk of immigration-
related conflicts using the Measuring Immigration-Related Conflict 
Risk Index (MICRI) (Maasing et al., 2021), which is specifically designed 
to measure risk at the sub-national level, capturing regional differences. 
Given that tensions usually begin at the local level, predicting conflict risk 
by looking at national data is not sufficiently precise (Halkia et al., 2020). 
Unlike most other available indexes that measure anti-immigration atti­
tudes (Marozzi, 2016; Hellmann et al., 2022) or conflict risks (Halkia 
et al., 2020; Hegre et al., 2019) at the national level, often using macro-
level data, the MICRI index includes subjective indicators characteris­
ing groups’ grievances. Based on the MICRI scores, municipalities were 
clustered into groups to describe their dominant risk factors.

1	 Four municipalities were left out of the sample because not enough data was available for 
them.
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The data used for the MICRI index was drawn from the European Social 
Survey (ESS), specifically from three rounds (2014, 2016 and 2018), 
which gave us a sufficient sample size for analysis. Data on the munici­
palities’ ethnic composition and immigration flows was taken from the 
2021 national census.

The article begins with a theoretical exploration of the sources of 
immigration-related ethnic conflicts, followed by an overview of poten­
tial conflict factors within Estonian society. The third section outlines 
the data sources and methodology used to calculate the scores for the 
MICRI index, followed by its application to Estonian municipalities and 
the delineation of municipality typologies. The article concludes by sum­
marising key findings and offering insights into the broader implications 
of the study’s results.

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: UNDERSTANDING 
IMMIGRATION-RELATED ETHNIC CONFLICTS

In the academic field, there is broad consensus that no single factor or 
theory explains the origins of rebellion. Theoretical frameworks for 
understanding immigration-related ethnic conflicts often draw on social 
identity theory, Allport’s (1958) contact hypothesis and relative depri-
vation theory. Social identity encompasses an individual’s self-concept 
derived from their awareness of belonging to one or more social groups, 
alongside the significance and emotional value attached to this mem­
bership (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Ethnicity, religion or immigration sta­
tus may be the identity markers that individuals use to categorise group 
memberships. The ethnic or social identities of immigrants develop 
through their interactions with members of the host community (con­
tact theory). Positive interactions encourage assimilation or integration, 
whereas negative interactions can lead to feelings of marginalisation, 
increased prejudice or racialised identities that are associated with eth­
nic segregation and intergroup conflict (Schimmele & Wu, 2015; Allport, 
1958).

Usually, individuals tend to perceive their group as superior or more 
favourable than out-groups, a phenomenon that contributes to the “us 
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v. them” mentality frequently observed in intergroup conflicts. When 
this mindset is combined with competition for limited resources, such 
as jobs, housing, social services and political representation, it can cause 
tensions between groups (Jo & Choi, 2019; Kern Marien & Hooghe, 2015). 
This concept draws from relative deprivation theory (Adams, 1965), 
which suggests that feelings of frustration and discontent arise when 
individuals perceive that their circumstances are worse than those of 
other similar individuals or when they experience a discrepancy between 
their expectations and actual outcomes (Schulze & Krätschmer-Hahn, 
2014). Conflict becomes particularly likely in situations where resources 
are insufficient to meet everyone’s needs, leading one group to view the 
presence of another as a threat to their way of life and security (Esses, 
Jackson & Armstrong, 1998; Glas, Jennissen & Engbersen, 2021). Indeed, 
negative attitudes towards immigrants tend to rise in adverse economic 
situations. Isaksen’s (2019) analysis reveals that poor economic perfor­
mance in Europe during the 2007–2008 financial crisis correlated with a 
rise in pessimistic attitudes towards immigrants. Similar findings were 
reported by the International Organization for Migration (IMO, 2010), 
suggesting that perceptions of immigrants’ impact on the economy tend 
to become more negative as unemployment rises.

Importantly, immigration-related conflicts are not solely a result of 
immigration but are often associated with abrupt shifts in population 
size, exacerbated by disparities in group size (Jakobsen et al., 2016; 
Costalli & Moro, 2011; Collier & Hoeffler, 2004). Hopkins (2010) intro­
duced another factor into this equation: for an influx of immigrants to 
provoke increased hostility from natives, immigration must first become 
politically salient at the national level. When both these conditions – 
political salience and rapid immigration – are met, hostility towards 
immigrants is more likely to emerge.

Furthermore, the mobilisation of different groups often involves actors 
seeking specific objectives. Horowitz (1985) argues that conflicts fre­
quently arise as deliberate political strategies used by leaders and groups 
to further their interests. Thus, conflicts are not solely the outcome of 
deep-rooted grievances but also calculated decisions by actors to mobi­
lise groups in support of their interests. Historically, immigration has 
been strategically used to alter a country’s population composition and, 
consequently, influence its policy or security (Bachmann & Paphiti, 
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2021, p. 120). Greenhill (2010, p. 117) has identified 56 instances where 
immigrants were used as “weapons” to exert influence over other coun­
tries’ policies. For example, Russia leveraged this approach in the lead-up 
to its occupation of Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in 2014 and again in 
2022 before its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, by facilitating the acquisi­
tion of Russian citizenship for Ukrainian citizens primarily as a means 
to influence and destabilise Ukrainian society, ultimately culminating 
in territorial occupations (Gridina & Kasyanova, 2019, p. 36). Similarly, 
Juurvee and Mattiisen (2020) argue that the ethnic composition result­
ing from the occupation of Estonia played a pivotal role in the outbreak 
of the Bronze Night riots in Estonia in 2007.

In summary, these theoretical perspectives are not isolated; rather, they 
interact in complex ways to shape the dynamics of conflicts. Social iden­
tity theory sheds light on the psychological foundations of intergroup 
biases and perceptions (group identities, interpersonal trust deficits and 
disparities in fundamental values), while relative deprivation theory 
provides insight into the socio-economic factors driving these tensions 
(competition for resources). Furthermore, political strategies provide a 
framework for understanding how power dynamics influence the mani­
festation of conflicts. Specifically, when minority groups, especially 
those with unresolved grievances, attain a significant demographic 
presence, the potential for their mobilisation in conflicts becomes more 
pronounced.

2. PREVIOUS UNDERSTANDINGS OF IMMIGRATION-
RELATED ETHNIC CONFLICT IN ESTONIA

According to conventional wisdom, Estonia would have been a likely 
candidate for ethnic turmoil after regaining its independence in the 
early 1990s. The country’s ethno-demographic composition was such 
that some leading experts in ethnic conflict have regarded it as a high-
risk environment. The titular ethnic group – Estonians – represented 
just over half of the population, while the remainder belonged to another 
distinct linguistic and cultural community (Kolstø, 2002). In such bicul­
tural and bipolar societies, according to Donald Horowitz (1985), ethnic 
peace tends to be unstable.
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In the 1990s, Estonia’s ethnopolitical landscape indeed exhibited pro­
nounced conflictual elements (Kolstø, 2002, p. 4), including an attack 
on the parliament building in the spring of 1990 and an autonomy ref­
erendum in Russian-speaking enclaves like Narva and Sillamäe in 1993. 
Furthermore, non-favourable “language laws” limited the use of Russian 
in civic life and employment, and citizenship was withheld from thou­
sands of ethnic Russians, which only added to the discontent felt by the 
Russian-speaking community. However, unlike some post-communist 
regions (e.g. former Yugoslavia, Moldova and Ukraine), these events did 
not escalate into large-scale violence or prolonged conflicts.

The most recent violent episode involving the Russian minority in 
Estonia, known as the Bronze Night riots, occurred in 2007 and high­
lighted the lingering ethnic tensions stemming from the Soviet past. 
Over three nights in April 2007, street riots took place in the capital 
Tallinn and several cities in the north-east of Estonia (Narva, Jõhvi, 
Kohtla-Järve, Kiviõli and Sillamäe). Most of the participants in the riots 
were of Russian nationality or descent. Juurvee and Mattiisen (2020) 
described this as a hybrid conflict in which, besides Russian diplomatic 
pressure, media propaganda and cyberattacks, the ethnic divisions in 
society were exploited. Grievances among Russian speakers in Estonia, 
such as differing interpretations of history, as well as perceived discrimi­
nation and inequalities, were used by Russia to heighten discontent in 
Estonian society. Solska (2011) and Cheskin (2015), in their analysis of 
the event, pointed out that many protesters who waved Russian flags and 
shouted pro-Russian slogans felt that Estonians had better access to jobs, 
education, and political and community life due to their ethnic status.

Vetik et al. (2020) identify three main inequalities in ethnic relationships 
in Estonia: political-legal (a great number of Russian-speaking popula­
tion), socio-economic (lower incomes, higher unemployment rate and 
lower probability of obtaining higher positions for ethnic minorities) 
and regional (with the less developed north-east containing a significant 
concentration of Russian speakers). Ethnic segregation remains high, as 
the majority and minority groups often live in separate linguistic and 
occupational environments  (Petsinis, 2016). Since the 1990s, segregation 
has continued, and Russian speakers have concentrated more around 
areas with large Russian-speaking populations (Leetmaa, Tammaru & 
Hess, 2015), which may further influence ethnic relations.
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For ethnic Russians, the main grievances are related to perceived social 
inequality and discrimination, low trust in government institutions, 
and unequal opportunities for public participation and recognition 
(Vihalemm & Kalmus, 2009; Korts, 2009). Russian speakers seek to pro­
tect their heritage, language and culture, and demand equal rights and 
a fair chance for a good life in Estonia (Włodarska-Frykowska, 2016). 
According to the 2020 Estonian Integration Monitoring Report (Anniste 
& Sepper, 2020), about 29% of ethnic minorities in Estonia felt unwel­
come in the country and 38% felt like second-class citizens. More than 
two-thirds (73%) believed that Estonians have better job opportunities, 
and more than half (57%) thought Estonians have better educational 
opportunities. The 2017 report (Anniste, 2017) revealed that 73% of 
ethnic minorities felt that the preservation of their ethnic culture was 
endangered.

Objective indicators also indicate disparities in employment rates, with 
Estonians more likely to be employed. In 2019, 25% of ethnic minorities 
and 18% of ethnic Estonians belonged to the lowest income quintile, and 
15% of ethnic minorities found themselves in relative poverty (Melesk & 
Masso, 2020). In 2020, only a third (34%) of the minorities considered 
their income fair, compared to 48% of Estonians (Melesk & Masso, 2020).

On the other hand, Estonians’ concerns about ethnic conflict are often 
linked to loyalty and trust issues within the Russian-speaking minority.  
A key concern in post-Soviet nation-building has revolved around the 
categorisation of Soviet-era settlers, who are sometimes collectively 
referred to as “the coloniser” by Estonians (Peiker, 2016). Although ethnic 
assessments by both the majority and minority groups were rather nega­
tive in the early 1990s (Kelley, 2004, p. 95), these have softened a decade 
later, giving way to arguments downplaying any possibility of overt eth­
nic tensions and highlighting trends towards “pragmatic accommoda­
tion”. However, the 2007 Bronze Night conflict revealed a deeper clash 
over values tied to interpretations of World War II (Peiker, 2016).

Russian imperialism continues to pose a challenge to Estonian sover­
eignty, particularly following Russia’s aggression in Ukraine since 2014. 
Russia has attempted to influence Estonia’s legislative processes and 
interethnic relations between Estonian and Russian speakers in Estonia, 
using Russian media channels. The Russian-speaking population 
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remains exposed to Russian media influence due to the widespread con­
sumption of Russian media channels (Vihalemm, Juzefovičs & Leppik, 
2019). According to the Estonian Integration Monitoring Report 2020, 
61% followed Russian TV channels (Seppel, 2020, p. 74). Interethnic con­
tact remains limited: only 36% of ethnic minorities and 38% of Estonians 
report engaging in conversations with individuals of different nationali­
ties several times a month in the preceding six months (Kivistik, 2020).

While Estonia has managed to avoid major ethnic clashes since 2007, 
this stability is not guaranteed. As Kivirähk points out, “the present state 
of affairs offers plentiful opportunities for the regime in the Kremlin to 
deepen and exploit ethnic divisions and integration failures to its own 
benefit” (2014, p. 2). This statement still applies a decade later, as factors 
that could lead to tensions, including demographic differences, com­
munication gaps, language issues, historical interpretations, mutual dis­
trust, perceived discrimination and socio-economic disparities persist in 
Estonian society.

3. RESEARCH METHOD

The aim of this article is to test the MICRI index using data from Estonian 
municipalities to evaluate potential vulnerabilities to immigration-
related ethnic conflicts. Although MICRI is a novel index, reliability 
tests have yielded promising results. Internal consistency is ensured by 
carefully selecting indicators that measure relevant dimensions of con­
flict risk, such as identity, economic resources and social interactions. 
Cronbach’s alpha was used to verify the internal consistency of these 
measures, showing a good level of reliability with a score of 0.698. The 
comprehensive methodology for constructing the index is detailed in 
Maasing et al. (2021).

The data for the MICRI indicators (see Table 1) were sourced from the 
European Social Survey (ESS) rounds conducted in 2014, 2016 and 2018, 
specifically focusing on Estonia. These rounds were chosen as they were 
the most recent available at the time of the study. Municipality-level 
data from the ESS encompassed indicators DT1-2, V1-3, TH1-3, IN, D, 
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PC, LNO and LER1. Data for indicators ID1, ID2, LER2 and IM were 
obtained from the 2021 Estonian population census.

First, we calculated the MICRI values for 75 municipalities in Estonia. 
Four municipalities were excluded due to limited data availability (these 
were mainly very small municipalities, such as small islands). The for­
mula for calculating the MICRI risk score for each municipality is as 
follows:

MICRIn = w1n * Indicator1 Score + w2n * Indicator2 Score +... + w17n * 
Indicator17 Score

where w1, w2,..., wn are the assigned weights for each indicator, and 
Indicator1 Score, Indicator2 Score,..., Indicatorn Score represent the 
weighted scores of each indicator. The indicators are described in the 
first column of Table 1.

Table 1. Indicators used to assess potential ethnic conflict risk in Estonian 
municipalities (minimum, maximum, arithmetic mean and standard devia-
tion in normalised and standardised modes for risk index calculations)

INDICATOR MIN MAX MEAN ST_D

ID1: Ethnic groups (15–85% of inhabitants identify as 
titular ethnic group; 1 = yes; 0 = no)

0.00 1.00 0.31 0.46

ID2: Religious groups (At least two groups form 5% of 
population) (1 = yes; 0 = no)

0.00 1.00 0.37 0.49

DT1: Generalised trust (% of people who do not trust 
others / 100)

0.00 0.42 0.23 0.09

DT2: Institutional trust (Mean % of people with low (< 5) 
trust in country’s parliament, legal system, police, politi-
cal parties, politicians / 100)

0.14 0.79 0.49 0.12

V1: Negative immigration attitudes (Mean % of people 
allowing few or no immigrants of (1) same race or ethnic 
group as majority, (2) different race or ethnic group from 
majority, (3) from poorer countries outside Europe / 100)

0.27 0.81 0.52 0.10

V2: Negative stereotypes (% of people who believe im-
migrants make country worse place to live / 100)

0.20 0.86 0.46 0.14

V3: Value gap (Difference between % of locals and im-
migrants who disagree that gay men and lesbians should 
be free to live as they wish / 100)

0.00 0.88 0.23 0.21
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INDICATOR MIN MAX MEAN ST_D

TH1: Cultural threat (% who think immigrants undermine 
cultural life / 100)

0.07 0.69 0.35 0.12

TH2: Economic threat (% who think immigration is bad 
for economy / 100)

0.17 0.77 0.43 0.14

TH3: Physical threat (% who feel unsafe walking alone in 
local area after dark / 100)

0.00 0.48 0.15 0.11

IN: Perception of injustice (% who think they belong to a 
discriminated group in the country / 100) * 10

0.00 3.11 0.48 0.64

D: Dissatisfaction (% dissatisfied with life as a whole / 
100) * 5

0.00 1.67 0.59 0.34

PC: Poor communication skills (% who think it is of little, 
no or no importance at all for them to understand differ-
ent people / 100)

0.00 0.50 0.15 0.09

LNO: Low norm obedience (Mean % who say it is not 
important to them to (1) do what they are told and follow 
rules, and (2) behave appropriately / 100)

0.19 0.54 0.34 0.07

LER1: Poverty (% who find it difficult or very difficult to 
live on current income / 100)

0.00 0.69 0.27 0.15

LER2: Average registered unemployment rate over last 4 
years / 100 * 10

0.17 0.67 0.31 0.10

IM: Average international immigration rate over last 4 
years / 100 * 10

0.50 2.40 0.87 0.29

Next, we used cluster analysis to group municipalities with the most 
similar characteristics using RStudio, we applied hierarchical cluster 
analysis (Ward’s method with squared Euclidean distance), a widely 
used approach for identifying natural groupings within data. This 
method minimises within-cluster variance while maximising between-
cluster variance, resulting in distinct and meaningful clusters. The pro­
cess began by computing the means for all variables within each cluster, 
followed by calculating the squared Euclidean distance to the cluster 
means for each object (municipality). The results were visualised in a 
dendrogram. Based on visual inspection, we identified four distinct 
and meaningful clusters in the dendrogram (Figure 1). Cluster analysis 
helped us to identify the main patterns of risk factors in different types of 
municipalities. The characteristic features of each cluster are described 
in the “Results” section.
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Figure 1. Cluster dendrogram of Estonian municipalities. Each municipality 
is assigned an ID based on its geographic region (N = north; NE = north-
east; W = west; C = central; S = south).

4. RESULTS: CONFLICT RISK LEVELS AND 
TYPOLOGIES OF ESTONIAN MUNICIPALITIES

We calculated the levels of immigration-related risk in 75 Estonian 
municipalities, comprising 15 urban and 60 rural municipalities. The 
average MICRI value across municipalities was 6.53, with scores ranging 
from 3.59 to 12.80 (Figure 2). Overall, the average risk levels in Estonian 
municipalities are relatively low.

Several factors contribute to the overall risk index with varying degrees 
of significance (see Table  1). On average, immigration intensity (IM) 
is clearly the most salient ethnic conflict risk factor in Estonia. The 
external immigration rate varies from 0.5 to 2.4 across municipalities. 
The second most influential risk factor is dissatisfaction with life (D), 
which also varies greatly across municipalities (min = 0.00, max = 1.67). 
Other notable ethnic conflict risk factors include negative attitudes 
towards immigrants (V1), distrust in state institutions (DT2), percep­
tion of injustice (IN), negative stereotypes about immigrants (V2) and 
perceived economic threats (TH2) attributed to immigration. Among 
these indicators, only perception of injustice (IN) varies substantially by 
municipality (min = 0.00, max = 3.11).
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Figure 2. Risk scores of Estonian municipalities

The least influential conflict risk factors in Estonia are poverty (LER1), 
distrust of other people or groups (DT1), conflicting values (V3), per­
ceived threats to physical security (TH3) and poor communication 
between groups (PC).

URBAN V. RURAL AREAS

A comparison of urban and rural areas reveals a slightly higher conflict 
risk in cities. The average index value in urban areas is 8.24 (min = 5.45, 
max  =  12.80), while rural areas have an average of 6.01 (min  =  3.59, 
max  =  9.88). Notably, 23  municipalities (including 9  cities), mainly 
located in the north, north-east and some in the south of Estonia, 
had multiple strong ethnic groups, often accompanied by religious 
heterogeneity.

In urban areas, residents tended to exhibit lower levels of distrust towards 
others and a heightened perception of threats to their physical security 
compared to rural municipalities. In north-eastern Estonia, concerns 
about physical security threats due to immigration were nearly three 
times higher. Distrust of others was more pronounced in the north-
eastern and some southern municipalities, while trust levels were high­
est in western and northern Estonian municipalities.
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Furthermore, feelings of injustice and dissatisfaction were somewhat 
more prevalent in urban areas than in rural municipalities. City resi­
dents reported nearly four times more feelings of injustice on average 
compared to their rural counterparts, with the highest levels found in 
north-eastern Estonia. This indicator exhibited a positive correlation 
with economic well-being, as municipalities facing higher poverty and 
unemployment rates tended to report heightened feelings of injustice.

Cities also experienced a higher rate of immigration compared to rural 
areas, especially in northern and southern municipalities with larger, 
more diverse cities.

In rural areas, negative attitudes and stereotypes towards immigrants 
are more prevalent, as are indicators such as perceived threats to culture 
posed by immigrants and conflicting values. Negative attitudes towards 
immigrants were most prominent in north-eastern, central and southern 
municipalities, while negative stereotypes about immigrants were most 
prevalent in southern Estonia. Concerns about immigrants posing a 
threat to culture were relevant in some municipalities in central Estonia.

5. TYPOLOGIES OF ESTONIAN MUNICIPALITIES

Based on the cluster analysis, four types of municipalities were dis­
tinguished in Estonia. Table 2 shows that total risk levels are lowest in 
Type 1 and Type 2 municipalities and highest in Types 3 and 4. Close 
to two-thirds of the municipalities belong to Type 1 or Type 2, which 
are the least risk-prone groups. Only five municipalities belong to 
Type 4, which exhibits the highest risk on average. The Type 3 includes 
20 municipalities.
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Table 2. MICRI indicator arithmetic mean values and MICRI indicator val-
ues by municipality types

AVERAGE TYPE 1 TYPE 2 TYPE 3 TYPE 4 

ID1: Groups with different 
ethnic identity

0.31 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.60

ID2: Groups with different 
religious identity

0.37 0.00 1.00 1.00 0.00

DT1: Distrust of other 
people

0.23 0.23 0.18 0.24 0.30

DT2: Distrust of state 
institutions

0.49 0.49 0.44 0.50 0.57

V1: Negative attitudes 
toward immigrants

0.52 0.49 0.58 0.53 0.63

V2: Negative stereotypes 
toward immigrants

0.46 0.46 0.46 0.47 0.40

V3: Conflicting values 
(value gap)

0.23 0.22 0.26 0.24 0.19

TH1: Feelings of cultural 
threat

0.35 0.34 0.30 0.39 0.35

TH2: Feelings of economic 
threat 

0.43 0.42 0.48 0.42 0.46

TH3: Feelings of threat to 
physical security

0.15 0.10 0.14 0.18 0.38

IN: Perception of injustice 0.48 0.26 0.19 0.56 2.43

D: Feelings of 
dissatisfaction

0.59 0.49 0.55 0.70 1.01

PC: Poor communication 0.15 0.14 0.26 0.11 0.12

LNO: Low norm/rule 
obedience

0.34 0.35 0.41 0.30 0.28

LER1: Poverty 0.27 0.24 0.29 0.25 0.50

LER2: Unemployment 0.31 0.28 0.31 0.31 0.54

IM: Municipality with in-
tensive immigration rate

0.87 0.74 0.93 1.06 1.02

Average conflict risk 6.53 5.26 6.79 8.29 9.79

Number of municipalities 
belonging to this group

75 42 8 20 5
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Four distinct types of municipalities can be characterised based on the 
MICRI index:

Type 4 municipalities – cities with a significant foreign population 
facing multiple grievances

The ethnic conflict risk level is highest in Type 4 municipalities, but 
it does not differ significantly (95% CI) from Type 3 municipalities 
(Figure 2). With an average MICRI value of 9.79, Type 4 municipalities 
considerably exceed the national average risk level. These municipalities 
can be characterised as religiously homogeneous, predominantly multi-
ethnic communities with relatively high immigration rates.

Only five municipalities belong to this group, all of which are cities, pri­
marily located in northern and north-eastern Estonia. Many are (former) 
industrial centres that host substantial immigrant populations, which 
can reach as high as 95% of their total population. These areas face age­
ing demographics, with a median population age close to 50 years (the 
national median is 42 years). Additionally, a significant portion of the 
residents in Type 4 municipalities lack proficiency in foreign languages, 
and their media consumption patterns differ from the rest of Estonia, 
with a preference for Russian-language media sources.

Economic well-being indicators in these municipalities lag behind other 
areas. The average monthly gross salary was around 1,100 euros in 2021, 
compared to 1,600 euros in wealthier municipalities. Notably, most of 
Type 4 municipalities belong to regions where the unemployment rate is 
nearly double the national average, standing at 11.5% compared to 6.2% 
(Statistics Estonia, 2021).

According to MICRI, the most prominent risk factor in Type 4 munici­
palities is the perception of injustice (IN), which is four times higher 
than the national average. General dissatisfaction with life (D) is almost 
double the national average. Factors such as distrust of other people/
groups (DT1) and distrust of state institutions (DT2), negative attitudes 
towards immigrants (V1), and perceived threats to physical security 
(TH3) are highest in this group among all the municipalities. Alongside 
these grievances, economic disparities are more pronounced, with 
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higher poverty rates (LER1) and unemployment rates (LER2) compared 
to other municipality types.

In summary, Type 4 municipalities face a multitude of grievances and 
economic disparities. Despite having a resident population with an 
immigrant background, they may exhibit limited openness and trust 
towards newcomers. Distrust in state institutions, potentially influenced 
by their news sources or lack of interaction with the majority population, 
is a notable feature.

Type 3 municipalities – multi-ethnic and multi-religious municipali-
ties with elevated immigration rates

Type 3 municipalities exhibit an average MICRI value of 8.29, which 
exceeds the national average risk level. These municipalities are char­
acterised by the coexistence of multiple groups with strong ethnic (ID1) 
and religious (ID2) identities, alongside a significant influx of immigra­
tion (IM). This group includes 20 municipalities, a third of which are 
cities, with the remainder being rural areas, often situated close to urban 
centres. More than half of these municipalities are in northern and 
north-eastern Estonia, and some are also in the southern and western 
regions. Notably, this category includes several of Estonia’s major cities, 
which are frequent destinations for new immigrants.

The composition of the existing immigrant population varies across 
these municipalities, with foreign-background populations reaching 
as high as 88% in some, though most fall within the 15–50% range. 
The average population age is similar to the Estonian median age of 42 
years, with these municipalities averaging 45 years (min = 39, max = 52). 
Economically, Type  3 includes both relatively poorer municipalities, 
primarily rural areas, and economically prosperous ones, including cit­
ies and municipalities near major urban centres. In 2021, the average 
monthly gross salary in these municipalities ranged from 1,100 euros to 
1,600 euros, depending on the region (compared to the national aver­
age of 1,400 euros). Unemployment rates fluctuated from 4.2% to 11.5% 
(compared to the national average of 6.2%).

According to MICRI, the most prominent risk factors in Type 3 munici­
palities are a high immigration rate (IM), high general dissatisfaction 



257

Navigating Ethnic Frictions

with life (D) and a strong perception of injustice (IN). While the levels of 
dissatisfaction and injustice are slightly above the national average, the 
immigration rate is notably higher, and immigration rates from exter­
nal migration vary greatly (SD  =  0.45) among Type  3 municipalities. 
Some fall below the national average, while some reach maximum levels. 
Compared to other municipality types, Type 3 municipalities score low­
est for poor communication (PC), suggesting that various ethnic groups 
within these communities engage in positive interactions. This increased 
social interaction with immigrants appears to mitigate negative attitudes 
or apprehensions towards immigration.

In summary, Type 3 municipalities are ethnically diverse and multi-
religious communities experiencing substantial immigration. Different 
ethnic groups have positive intergroup interactions and attitudes towards 
immigration are relatively less negative. Yet, these areas tend to exhibit 
higher levels of general dissatisfaction and heightened perceptions of 
injustice.

Type 2 municipalities – ethnically homogeneous rural areas with 
immigration apprehensions

With a MICRI value of 6.79, Type 2 municipalities are close to the national 
average risk level (Table 2). This category includes eight municipalities, 
most of which are rural areas in southern Estonia. Type 2 municipalities 
are characterised by ethnic homogeneity, being predominantly inhab­
ited by ethnic Estonians, with no other ethnic group constituting more 
than 15% of their populations, but these municipalities also host vari­
ous groups with strong religious identities (ID2). The age distribution in 
Type 2 municipalities closely mirrors the national average, at approxi­
mately 43 years. Economic conditions in some of the municipalities 
fall below the national average, with monthly gross salaries averaging 
around 1,100 euros, compared to the national average of 1,400 euros. 
Notably, although unemployment rates are low in these areas, averaging 
5.3% compared to the Estonian average of 6.2%, monthly gross salaries 
remain relatively low.

According to MICRI, the risk indicators for Type 2 municipalities largely 
align with the national average (Table 2). However, a prominent risk fac­
tor is negative attitudes towards immigrants (V1), followed by feelings 
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of threat to economic resources attributed to immigration (TH2) and 
limited intergroup communication (PC). On average, residents in Type 
2 municipalities tend to have fewer interactions with other groups, with 
the PC indicator nearly twice as high as in any other municipality type 
(Table 2). The perception of injustice (IN) is the lowest among all munici­
pality types, and general satisfaction with life tends to be high.

In summary, MICRI results indicate that Type  2 municipalities are 
characterised by ethnic homogeneity, with limited interactions between 
native and immigrant groups. Residents of these municipalities tend to 
have some apprehensions about immigrants, despite experiencing rela­
tively low levels of immigration.

Type 1 municipalities – ethnically and religiously homogeneous 
municipalities with low immigration rates and positive attitudes 
towards immigration

Type 1 municipalities exhibit the lowest ethnic conflict risk level, with a 
MICRI value of 5.26, which is below the national average. Out of the 75 
Estonian municipalities, 42 belong to this group, primarily rural areas 
and some small cities. These municipalities are evenly distributed across 
Estonia, with the exception of the north-eastern region, which registers 
higher conflict risk values.

Type 1 municipalities are characterised by the ethnic and religious 
homogeneity of their residents, the majority being ethnic Estonians, 
with a relatively low level of religiosity. The age distribution in this group 
averages around 39 years, which is younger than the national average. 
Most risk indicators in these municipalities align closely with or fall 
below the national average. Similar to Type 2 municipalities, the percep­
tion of injustice (IN) is notably low, under half of the average MICRI 
score. These municipalities feature a low rate of external immigration 
(IM) and lack significant concerns related to immigration. Additionally, 
low values for economic indicators (LER1 and LER2) suggest that eco­
nomic well-being in these areas surpasses that of other municipalities. A 
characteristic feature of this municipal type is a low score for feelings of 
dissatisfaction (D), which may be associated with their ethnic and reli­
gious homogeneity and economic well-being.
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In summary, Type 1 municipalities pose the lowest risk as they are 
characterised by homogeneity, low immigration rates, predominantly 
positive attitudes towards immigrants and minimal concerns related to 
immigration.

6. DISCUSSION 

The primary aim of this study was to assess the susceptibility of Estonian 
municipalities to immigration-related ethnic conflicts using the MICRI 
index and to identify factors that may contribute to potential conflict 
risk. The analysis involved calculating risk scores for 75 Estonian munici­
palities, revealing varying degrees of vulnerability. Our findings indicate 
that, on average, Estonia maintains a low level of immigration-related 
risk, but specific municipalities exhibit higher risk levels, with varying 
risk factors prevailing in different areas.

The MICRI index results identified four distinct municipality types in 
Estonia, each with a unique risk profile. Approximately one-third of 
municipalities fall into Type 4 or Type 3, characterised by the highest 
susceptibility to conflict. These municipalities experience a substantial 
influx of immigrants and host multiple ethnic groups with strong iden­
tities. Residents in these areas report feelings of discrimination, higher 
dissatisfaction with life, and, in Type 4 municipalities, economic chal­
lenges such as elevated unemployment rates and economic dissatisfac­
tion. Studies have shown that economic disparities (Isaksen, 2019) and 
increased immigration (Weber, 2015) contribute to negative attitudes 
towards immigration, which is also reflected in our results (Type 4). 
Notably, positive intergroup communication mitigates some negative 
attitudes and fears surrounding immigration, as observed in Type 3 
municipalities, whereas this is lacking in Type 4 municipalities.

All municipalities in north-eastern Estonia belong to either Type 4 or 
Type 3. This result is consistent with previous research by Ehala and 
Zabrodskaja (2011), which showed that regional perceived stability 
was lowest in the eastern part of Estonia, where the Russian-speaking 
community forms an absolute majority. One significant risk factor in 
Type 4 is the sense of injustice, which is significantly higher compared 
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to other municipalities. Feelings of injustice, discrimination and distrust 
are core elements that, according to Adams (1965), might fuel conflicts. 
Particularly, we observed heightened feelings of injustice, mistrust and 
dissatisfaction, as well as increased concerns about physical security, in 
urban municipalities in the north-eastern region.

Type 1 and Type 2 municipalities, constituting two-thirds of all munici­
palities, exhibit lower risk levels. These areas are characterised by eth­
nic homogeneity and minimal immigrant influx. The key distinction 
between Type 1 and Type 2 municipalities lies in their attitudes toward 
immigrants and intergroup communication. While Type 1 municipali­
ties harbour positive attitudes towards immigration, Type 2 municipali­
ties exhibit negative attitudes and limited intergroup contact, reflecting 
the paradox of the contact hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that 
increased contact between different ethnic groups reduces prejudice, 
stereotypes and tensions, whereas limited contact amplifies fears (De 
Coninck, Rodríguez-de-Dios & d’Haenens, 2021). Type 1 and Type 2 
municipalities are evenly distributed across Estonia, with no predomi­
nant regional concentration.

CONCLUSION

Despite variations in risk levels among municipalities, the risks generally 
remain relatively low. The results of this study may provide additional 
insights into why Estonia has avoided major intergroup conflicts since 
2007. Our study shows that Estonia can be characterised as a stable and 
relatively peaceful country with no imminent conflict risks. However, 
critical risk factors are present in all municipalities, and should these 
factors intensify, particularly in Type  4 municipalities, the emergence 
of immigration-related ethnic conflicts or tensions cannot be ruled out. 
As highlighted by Horowitz (1985), conflicts are often a deliberate politi­
cal strategy employed by leaders and groups to advance their interests. 
Therefore, we cannot discount the possibility of (state) actors exploit­
ing these vulnerabilities within Estonian society. Given the difficulty 
of finding a stable indicator to measure an actor’s intent to mobilise a 
group, such assessments should complement the results of this study.
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Our research identified that urban areas in northern and north-eastern 
Estonia are the most risk-prone. This finding may explain why the 2007 
Bronze Night street riots in Estonia occurred primarily in the capital 
city and north-eastern urban areas. Groups living in these regions have 
many vulnerabilities, which were exploited by the Russian regime to 
create instability in Estonia. Therefore, monitoring regional stability 
is imperative for national and public security, especially considering 
Russia’s potential interest in influencing the politics of countries with 
significant Russian compatriot populations.

While acknowledging that assessing immigration-related conflict risk is 
inherently complex and not an exact science, the MICRI index remains 
a valuable tool for risk evaluation. The results of this study are consistent 
with previous findings regarding the interethnic landscape in Estonia, 
which affirms the validity of the MICRI index in this context. It could, 
therefore, be cautiously applied to measure conflict susceptibility in 
other interethnic and immigration-prone settings.
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