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1 Introduction  

Provision of local social services is an important measure to alleviate poverty, support 

vulnerable groups and promote citizens' independent living. Access to such services is 

inevitably the outcome of a complex interplay between several actors with different 

expectations, obligations and rights, and can be impeded by various obstacles. These include 

shortage of resources and legislative and implementative fragmentation (Daly, 2002; Rauch, 

2005). While legislative fragmentation is about dispersion of authority in legislative processes 

resulting in ambivalent or unclear regulations, the implementative fragmentation entails 

distribution of power and resources across levels of government, as well as fragmentation of 

authority in the implementation process. Both types of fragmentation can be decisive for 

access to social services; legislation is a crucial precondition for provision, yet, it does not 

guarantee that a service actually is provided at local level. Implementative fragmentation 

refers to the authority of local social services and social workers create organisational 

solutions that can promote or limit access (Minas, 2005). Local conditions in terms of 

population density, size of municipality or distance to county centre, as well as financial 

resources have also been discussed as playing a decisive role in access to local social services. 

This issue of spatial access is important all over Europe and elsewhere, especially in small 

countries such as Sweden, Finland and Norway, or in sparsely populated areas, e.g. East 

Germany (Gustafsson, 1980; Larsen, 2002). In some countries, the discussion about the 

principle of proximity and capacity has emerged with renewed strength and reforms in form 

of mergers of municipalities have been introduced in Finland, Denmark and Norway (CEMR, 

2008; Nordregio, 2015). Greater proximity to social service providers is thought to increase 

the likelihood that individuals in need will receive or apply for support, as shorter distances 

reduce the burden of commuting (Allard, 2004), whereas too small municipalities do not 

always live up to demands of tasks performance. The urgency of this issue is stressed by a 

projected overall population decline in rural areas by 2050, especially in the new EU Member 

States that in many countries will be accompanied by a decline in social services and in 

infrastructure (European Commission, 2008). That would adversely affect the situation of the 

most vulnerable. Consequently, it will be more difficult and costly to deliver social services to 

poor people in areas characterised by dispersed population and problems of remoteness 

(OECD, 2010). Thus, ensuring that citizens in general and vulnerable groups in particular 

have access to services irrespective of where they live, is of crucial importance for modern 

welfare states and for their ambition of upholding social rights. So far, however, existing 

studies on access to local social services have often concentrated on one target group (e.g. 

elderly, children) or on one type of services (e.g. care services), and do not provide a 

comprehensive picture of access to locally offered social services that municipalities are 

obliged or expected to provide. Furthermore, most studies concerned with access begin with 
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the provision of existing services, ignoring the question of which services are provided at all 

(and which are not). This study will fill that gap by using Estonia as a case. Estonia is one of 

the smallest East European countries, but it is divided into a large number of municipalities, 

often with very low population density. The extremely high level of decentralisation of public 

and social service provision to the local level of government that enjoys an almost unlimited 

discretion in its decisions, sets an example for the importance of local structural features that 

may play a decisive role in access to local social services (van Mechelen & De Maesschalck, 

2009; OECD, 2011).  

The focus of this study is to analyse access to local social services and the impact that the 

structural conditions of Estonian municipalities have on it. More precisely, we will analyse 

the impact of local conditions, using indicators like remoteness, resources and spending, on 

the extent of (in terms of quantity) and the additional demand for local social services. We 

include all social services in Estonia, which the municipalities are expected to finance and 

administer locally, and where local authorities have full discretion to decide to whom, how 

and by whom these services are delivered. Empirical data on the extent of and additional 

demand for social services comes from a survey among local social workers, whereas data on 

structural conditions derives from Statistics Estonia and Ministry of Finance. Analytically, 

this article follows the discussion on social rights (Marshall, 1950).  

The article consists of three parts. The first part deals with theoretical and conceptual 

considerations about social rights, as well as with access to social services and local 

conditions influencing that. The second part gives an overview about the Estonian welfare 

state’s institutional frame with emphasis on the social service provision. The third part 

includes empirical study about local social service provision in Estonia based on an online 

survey and administrative data. The paper ends with a discussion.  

2 Access to local social services – universal social rights  

As European societies developed, the introduction of social rights came to be associated with 

social citizenship. The provision of a minimum set of social rights ought to guarantee a 

minimum of welfare, according to the standards prevailing in society, to all citizens regardless 

of their position on the labour market or in society (Marshall, 1950). Social rights are often 

realised through social policy such as various social insurance programs and social services 

(Daly, 2002). Yet, unlike civil or political rights, social rights are based on limited resources 

and are not distributed freely among citizens. An important distinction between social 

insurance and social services is, however, the distribution principle behind them. Whereas 

social insurance compensations are contribution-based and their distribution follows the same 

rules all over the country, the access to social services is often based on an individual needs 

test proving a person’s eligibility. At the same time, it is expected that all citizens are treated 

equally, including equal access and eligibility standards irrespective of the citizens’ residence. 

In other words, access to social services should not depend on which part of the country a 

citizen lives (Elster, 1992). The provision of local social services can be contrasted to 

nationally provided services. While the latter aim to deliver uniform standards throughout the 

nation and deviations from those standards therefore produce illegitimate inequalities, the 

municipalities provide local services by responding to the demands of the local population 

within local context. This implies a trade-off between local conditions and local capacity to 

fulfil assignments given by the central government (Powell & Boyne, 2001). Kröger (1997) 

denotes this as the ‘dilemma of municipalities’. Regarding access to local social services, the 

question of social rights is thus of particular importance.  
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In general, knowledge about the spatial access to welfare and local strategies of equality and 

equity is fragmented between various research traditions, for example geography (e.g. Mohan, 

2003), research on the commons (Young, 1990; Gyuris, 2014), research on poverty and social 

exclusion (e.g. Atkinson, 2000) or research on multi-level governance (Kazepov, 2010). 

These research traditions all cover important aspects of access to social welfare on various 

spatial levels, yet some crucial dimensions are still under-researched. Research on local social 

service provision is so far mostly concentrated on specific target groups, such as children (e.g. 

Belanger & Stone, 2008), or a type of services (e.g. Trydegard & Thorslund, 2001; Minas, 

2005), whereas the package of locally provided services is ignored. Often it is crucial for a 

person to receive several services at the same time such as counselling, social transport, 

housing, etc. (Ferrera, 2005). Also missing are studies that start a step earlier and investigate 

local social services that municipalities are obliged or expected to provide, instead of looking 

at existing services. Therefore, an important part of the local welfare system has been 

understudied. We will fill that gap by including all social services in Estonia which the 

municipalities are expected to finance and administer locally, and direct attention at the 

impact of local conditions (remoteness, resources and spending) on the extent of (in terms of 

quantity) and the additional demand for local social services. Andreotti et al. (2012) talk about 

local welfare systems as representing dynamic arrangements in which the specific local socio-

economic and cultural conditions prompt different mixes of welfare provision. In the 

following, access to social services will be conceptualised and operationalised.  

3 Access to social services – extent of and additional demand for local social services  

At first sight, the simplest way to measure access to social services would be to count the 

number of social services in each of the Estonian municipalities. This, however, would only 

partly cover the range of access to social services. The mere number of available social 

services does not necessarily reflect the demand and/or need for services at municipality level. 

Therefore, in this study, the access to social services is defined by two components: the extent 

of provided social services and their additional demand. Extent of services can imply two 

things: firstly, a local service is indeed provided and delivered by a municipal agency, and 

secondly, the municipality just provides the financial and administrative framework but the 

actual delivery occurs by another, e.g. private actor. The number of provided social services 

reflects the range of existing services and may indicate something about the prioritisation 

within the municipality. However, a smaller number of provided services should not per se be 

interpreted as a sign that people in need of specific services do not receive help. In order to 

reflect that, we use the concept of additional demand for social service provision. 

Demand for social services as such is a complex and multidimensional concept and difficult 

to operationalise. In general, eligibility for local social services is based on place of residence 

and specific individual needs. However, these needs are not always related to certain 

demographic criteria or specific target groups. Following Young (1990), this category also 

allows to capture the differences in identity or activity in urban and rural areas, meaning that 

people cluster according to a variety of affinities or needs depending upon the engagement of 

people, which does not necessarily follow demographic criteria or defined target groups. In 

addition, municipalities have the discretion to react to individual needs with alternative 

measures: they can for example meet the need with a cash benefit or other services. 

Particularly for small municipalities it can be much more cost-efficient to meet needs 

individually instead of introducing a standard service (Riigikontroll, 2012; Ainsaar & Soo, 

2009). Therefore, the concept of additional demand used in this study implies that a service is 

not provided but needed, or that a service is provided but not to a sufficient extent. Extent of 
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and additional demand for social services in Estonian municipalities are the dependent 

variables in our study, measuring access to local social services. We will use that definition to 

study access to all major social services that the municipalities are expected to provide. 

Variation in access to these services between the municipalities, and variation between local 

social services will be explained by the following local factors: remoteness, resources and 

spending on local social protection. 

4 The local context  

Previous studies about local social services in other countries point out a large variety of 

variables explaining local disparities (Trydegård & Thorslund, 2001; Lien & Pettersen, 2004; 

Jensen & Lolle, 2013). In this study, we will use the concepts of remoteness, resources and 

spending to reflect socio-economic differences in local conditions. 

4.1 Remoteness  

Remoteness is an overarching concept including dimensions such as size of population, low 

population density, dispersion of villages and distance to county centre (Allard & Cigna, 

2008; OECD 2010; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2004). The concept allows us 

to broaden the discussion beyond focussing on population size (which is dominant in political 

discussion). Size of population is, however, crucial: a large number of inhabitants implies 

resources in the form of tax income, but it also means additional expenditure because of a 

need for more and diversified public and/or social services. Since local social services are 

sometimes provided only in county centres or other larger municipalities, distance to service 

provision is often pointed out as a risk factor for access to social services (Powell & Boyne, 

2001; Pinch, 1997; Daly, 2002), as is distance to municipality’s central village/town. The 

geographical distance from the main centre of economic, political and cultural activity 

(OECD, 2010) is not only connected to municipality’s low population density, but also to 

other aspects of remoteness. Distance in time (e.g. traffic situation in larger cities can result in 

longer driving measured in time and not in kilometres) as well as administrative regulations 

regarding space are also important dimensions but will not be considered in this paper. An 

additional territorial factor often mentioned is the type of municipality, i.e. the distinction 

between urban and rural municipalities. Previous studies in Estonia (Ainsaar & Soo, 2009; 

Medar, 2004), as well as in UK and US (Pugh, 2003; Turbett, 2009; Belanger & Stone, 2008) 

have pointed out that social service provision differs considerably between urban and rural 

areas for various reasons.  

4.2 Resources and spending  

Resources in the form of revenues as well as infrastructure are a prerequisite for service 

provision. Yet, evidence on the impact of resources on local social service provision is 

scattered. Larger municipalities (by population size) are often assumed to have a better 

capacity in providing a wider range of public services, to raise the quality of the provided 

services and to deliver services more cheaply (Swianiewicz, 2010; Daly, 2002). This has been 

shown by Ainsaar & Soo (2009) in the case of local services for children and for families with 

children in Estonian municipalities. Reiljan et al. (2012), on the other hand, showed that 

municipalities with higher earning-related income have a lower share of social protection 

spending.  

5 The institutional framework of the Estonian welfare state  

Estonia is one of the smallest Eastern European countries both in terms of geographical size 

(45,227 km²) and population (about 1.3 million in 2013) (Statistics Estonia, 2016). At the 
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same time, Estonia is divided into a relatively large number of municipalities (226)1. The 

median population size of Estonian municipalities in 2013 was about 1,600 inhabitants, 

having decreased from about 1,800 in 2006. In 2013, the smallest municipality had less than 

60 inhabitants while the largest municipality – the capital city of Tallinn – had over 400,000 

inhabitants. Hence, the number of inhabitants in Estonian municipalities differs by more than 

6,000 times. Estonian municipalities consist of 193 rural and 33 urban municipalities (towns). 

This distinction is based on an administrative categorisation regulated within nationwide 

legislation, where it is defined that urban municipalities only consist of one settlement (e.g. a 

town), whereas rural municipalities consist of two or more settlements – mainly villages. 

Rural municipalities are often large sparsely populated areas. Several authors (Sootla et al., 

2009; Swianiewicz, 2010) have pointed out that compared to other European countries 

Estonian municipalities have one of the smallest average population size and the lowest 

density, while the range of functions is one of the widest. Thus, the issue of access to and 

provision of social services is essential for the local population. The division of 

responsibilities between the central and the local government regarding the provision of social 

services is regulated by the Social Welfare Act and the Local Government Organisation Act. 

However, national regulations only provide an ambivalent and unclear description of the 

municipalities’ tasks. The Social Welfare Act defines in a very general way the range of 

social services that the municipalities are expected to provide. Recommended guidelines 

published by the Ministry of Social Affairs in 2010 define the minimum standards for local 

social services, but do not reduce the general ambiguity and uncertainty. A further 

characteristic of the Estonian local welfare scheme is the far-reaching local decision-making 

power with respect to the administration of local social services. This is a very important 

aspect in access to social services. Some of the services that the municipalities are expected to 

provide are mentioned in the legislation without a definition of the target group, and the 

municipalities can decide upon that by themselves. Fiscal autonomy is limited and local 

financial resources are mainly depending on the decisions by central government (Trasberg, 

2009). A mismatch between local fiscal capacities and devolved responsibilities resulting in 

variation and fragmentation of local social service provision has also been pointed out (e.g. 

OECD, 2011; Riigikontroll, 2012; 2015).  

Financing and administration of social services in general falls within the responsibility of 

local municipalities (whereas the actual delivery of a service can be organised in various 

ways). The municipalities finance and administrate for example services related to 

counselling, social housing, personal assistance, social transport, care and other services 

aimed at supporting independent living, improving the quality of life and promoting social 

integration. Child day-care centre services are, in contrast to many other countries, defined as 

a municipal responsibility categorised under educational services and not considered as a 

social (care) service. Main eligibility criteria for receiving local social services are the 

person’s place of residence and the existence of specific individual needs and/or belonging to 

certain target groups defined in local legislation. Overall, local social services are part of a 

complex structure of vague central government steering, local autonomy and financial 

scarcity.  

As in other countries, the problem of capability deficit of small municipalities in Estonia is 

high on the political agenda (Sootla et al., 2009; Swianiewicz, 2010); the tasks that the local 

                                                 

1 This was the number of the municipalities at the time the study was conducted in 2013. By 2016 the number of 

municipalities has decreased to 213, due to some voluntary mergers. 
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government should to carry out are under-resourced, and local governments are often too 

small to be able to fulfil their responsibilities and functions. Hence, the issue of reorganisation 

of the local level by merging municipalities is an important political issue. So far, the political 

discussion about reorganising the municipal level in Estonia is mostly concerned with 

merging municipalities in order to increase the population size in the municipalities. Yet, as 

Sootla et al. (2009) have pointed out that the amalgamation of municipalities might result in 

increasing the territorial area of a municipality even more, raising the costs of communication 

and in the long term even jeopardising accessibility to local services. Thus, the merging of 

municipalities is only one strategy among others, and it might be just as important to reform 

the municipalities’ financing structure and mandatory duties (European Commission, 2015; 

OECD ,2011; Reiljan & Ülper, 2011; Riigikontroll, 2012; Sootla et al., 2009).  

6 Data and methods 

The data used for analysing access to local social services in Estonia (extent and additional 

demand) is based on an online survey conducted in 20132. The survey gathered information 

about local social service provision in Estonian municipalities and includes data from 225 of 

226 municipalities. The survey consisted of questions concerning the provision of the 18 main 

local social services that municipalities are expected to offer; the social workers were also 

asked to assess if additional provision is necessary. This survey compensates for a lack of 

systematic data on Estonian social service provision. So far, empirical data on local social 

services is fragmented. The Ministry of Social Affairs regularly collects data on six local 

social services from the municipalities (home care services, support person for adults and 

children, personal assistant, child care, social housing), while data about social centres, 

elderly care homes or shelter services is only collected from non-municipal service providers, 

and for some services (e.g. social counselling, social transport, etc.) no systematic data exists 

at all.  

In the survey, local social workers were asked to describe the extent of and any additional 

demand for each of the 18 local services during the period of 2010–2013. The survey was 

directed at local social workers who were assumed to know the situation in the respective 

municipality and to be able to estimate the met and unmet needs for social services in the 

local area. It is difficult to estimate the validity of the answers of social workers. A rough 

comparison with data from the Ministry of Social Affairs showed that the extent of services 

provided was about 10% higher in the survey. However, the survey included service provision 

over three years in total, whereas official data is collected for single years. In addition, the 

official data collection does not include alternative ways of service provision. Furthermore, 

previous studies (Groenningsaeter & Kiik, 2009; Mitendorf & van Ewijk, 2015) have pointed 

out to local social workers’ dissatisfaction with service provision mainly due to lack of 

resources. Therefore, we assume that the local workers have not much underestimated nor 

overestimated the extent of and the demand for social services. Overall, the survey provides a 

unique opportunity for a description and an analysis of local social service provision in 

Estonia.  

The independent variables are taken from administrative data from Statistics Estonia (distance 

to county centre and capital city), Ministry of Finance (resources and spending) and the 

Population and Housing Census conducted in 2011 (population size and density). In 

                                                 

2 The authors thank Merle Piho who as a social work doctoral student at Tallinn University significantly 

contributed to data collection from social workers of local municipalities by means of a questionnaire. 
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accordance with the commonly used definition of remoteness, we use the following indicators 

in our analysis: population density, distance to county centre and distance to the capital city 

(Tallinn). Resources are measured by income tax per capita in the local budget and by general 

spending per capita. We are further interested in social spending priorities as an indicator of 

local politicians’ willingness to invest in local social needs. This is reflected by taking into 

account the proportion of social protection spending in local budget and social protection 

spending per capita. However, high spending on social protection is an indicator that should 

be used with caution since high spending is not necessarily equivalent to efficient service 

provision (Green-Pedersen, 2007). Furthermore, besides spending on social services, it 

includes spending on social cash benefits, investments in local social policy (large-scale 

funding from European Union and/or state budget), administrative spending on local social 

policy, etc.  

The resources and spending variables are calculated as average values for the years 2006–

2013 to avoid a bias due to occasional funding in single years (single large-scale investments 

from central government and/or from European Union budget). Municipalities are divided 

into urban and rural categories.  

The analysis has been conducted in two stages. In the first stage, the dependent variables 

(extent of and additional demand for local social services) are studied by combining all 18 

local social services. This stage of analysis presents descriptive statistics (table 1), bivariate 

correlation analysis distinguishing between rural and urban municipalities (table 2) and 

multivariate regression analysis (table 3). In the second stage, the dependent variables are 

studied separately for each of the 18 local social services. In this stage of the study, we 

analyse differences in social service provision between urban and rural areas for each local 

social service separately (table 4). Mean comparisons (t-tests) are provided for subgroups of 

municipalities where the service is provided and where it is not, as well as for municipalities 

where additional demand is assessed and where it is not (tables 5 and 6). 

7 Results  

We start with a general description of the municipal characteristics and local social services. 

Table 1 shows that Estonian municipalities differ in average only slightly according to the 

extent of and the additional demand for social services, but more as regards remoteness, 

resources and spending. On average municipalities provide 11 social services – 13 in urban 

and 11 in rural municipalities, respectively. In the opinion of the social workers, there is an 

additional demand for 7 social services, on average; this is lower in rural (7) than in urban 

areas (9). Thus, social workers in rural municipalities tend to be somewhat more satisfied with 

the social service provision compared to social workers in urban municipalities. However, the 

differences between rural and urban municipalities are rather small when looking at all 

services combined. As expected, population size, as well as distance to county centre and to 

capital city (remoteness) also differ considerably across the country, especially with respect to 

population density. The lowest population density is only 1.6 persons per square km; the 

highest is 2515.5 inhabitants per square km.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

 

Table 1 illustrates further that urban municipalities have higher income tax per capita than 

rural municipalities. Based on average values of all municipal resources and spending, it 

seems that rural municipalities have on average more financial resources to provide local 

public services. However, if we compare the median values of all three spending indicators 

between urban and rural municipalities, we can observe that more than half of the rural 

municipalities spend less both in terms of general as well as social spending than half of the 

urban municipalities. This may indicate that single large-scale strategic investments from the 

government and/or EU budget have a larger influence on rural municipalities’ budget, even 

when we observe the average values of eight years. 

In the next step, we will analyse the relationship between municipal characteristics and local 

social services (table 2).  

  

Min Max Median Mean Median Mean Median Mean

Extent 3 18 11 11.2 14 13.0 11 10.9

Demand 0 18 7 7.3 9 8.8 7 7.0

Size of population 53 393222 1603 5737.1 5634 24777.5 1466 2464.5

Distance to county centre 0 75.2 25.7 26.6 18.7 19.7 26.2 27.8

Distance to capital 0 291.3 155.9 151.0 143.9 141.3 156.5 152.7

Density 1.6 2515.5 9.6 147.7 769.9 876.0 8 22.6

Income tax per capita 157.9 769.8 398.9 411.5 438.3 428.4 396.4 408.6

Spending per capita 647.4 3372.6 1023.5 1077.5 1035.9 1027.7 1023.2 1086.0

Social spending (%) 1.3 28.4 6.1 7.5 5.9 6.3 6.1 7.8

Social spending per capita 22 417.5 61.6 81.8 63.8 64.2 61.5 84.8

Rural (N=192)Urban (N=33)All (N=225)
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Table 2. Spearman correlations between access to local social services and local conditions 

 

 A strong positive correlation can be found between the extent of services and the size of the 

population; thus, the more inhabitants there are, the more social services exist for them. In 

addition, population density correlates positively with the number of provided services, 

although less strongly. Distance to the capital city and to the county centre have a negative 

effect on service provision; less so for distance to the capital city. This might be explained by 

the fact that there are several so-called metropolitan municipalities in Estonia; for example, 

besides Tallinn in the north of Estonia, the second largest town is located in the southern part 

of Estonia. The correlation with distance to county centre is considerably stronger in urban 

areas than in rural areas. Municipalities with higher income tax per capita provide more 

services, especially in urban areas. However, municipalities with higher spending per capita 

provide fewer services. Neither of the social protection spending indicators are correlated with 

the extent of social services. 

The additional demand for services and the chosen municipal characteristics are only weakly 

correlated; they show, however, the same direction as for the extent of social services. The 

weak but statistically significant positive correlation between the extent of provided social 

services and the number of services that need additional provision indicates that the more 

services there are provided, the bigger need for additional provision is expressed. Distance to 

county capital, income tax in budget per capita and social protection spending have no 

statistically significant correlation with additional demand for services. For urban 

municipalities, no statistically significant correlation at all can be noted.  

  

Extent Demand Extent Demand Extent Demand

Demand 0.15* 1 0.07 1 0.13 1

Size of population 0.60** 0.23** 0.56** 0.11 0.59** 0.20**

Distance to county -0.40** -0.16* -0.56** 0.02 -0.35** -0.16*

Distance to capital -0.15* -0.10 0.11 0.04 -0.18* -0.12

Density 0.38** 0.23** 0.45** -0.08 0.36** 0.19**

Income tax per capita 0.22** 0.06 0.44* -0.09 0.17* 0.09

Spending per capita -0.17** -0.17* 0.18 -0.10 -0.23** -0.17*

Social spending (%) -0.01 0.02 0.14 -0.10 -0.03 0.03

Social spending per capita -0.10 -0.07 0.24 -0.15 -0.12 -0.06

**- Correlation is  s igni ficant at the 0.01 level  (2-ta i led).

*- Correlation is  s igni ficant at the 0.05 level  (2-ta i led).

All (N=225) Urban (N=33) Rural (N=192)
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Table 3. Multivariate regression models for the extent of local social services. Standardised regression (beta) 

coefficients and explained variance  

 

In order to exclude the possible multicollinearity issue between local contextual factors, 

multivariate models on the extent of the provided services were calculated (table 3). The 

multivariate models emphasise the relevance of the distance to county centre in social service 

provision over other local context factors chosen, especially in urban areas. More services are 

provided in municipalities with higher population size or population density, but the 

increasing spending per capita reduces the number of provided services. For social services 

with additional demand, it was not possible to calculate any statistically significant and/or 

meaningful multivariate model that would have explained more than 8% of variations. 

So far, looking at all services jointly, the analysis brings out a clear picture regarding access 

to local social services, and supports our assumption that local conditions play an important 

role. Particularly the remoteness indicators and resources are decisive indicators for access to 

social services. The supply of services is somewhat larger in urban than rural areas, but so is 

the demand for additional support. Nevertheless, how does the picture look like when we 

unpack the cluster of social services? In table 4, access to social services (extent of services 

and demand for additional support) is examined separately for each of the 18 services. 

  

Urban (N=33) Rural (N=192)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Demand Not incl. Not incl. Not incl. Not incl.

Size of population Not incl. 0.13* Not incl. 0.35**

Distance to county -0.30** -0.32** -0.54** -0.20**

Distance to capital Not incl. Not incl. Not incl. Not incl.

Density 0.13* Not incl. Not incl. Not incl.

Income tax per capita 0.16* 0.159* Not incl. Not incl.

Spending per capita -0.20** -0.20** Not incl. -0.16*

Social spending (%) Not incl. Not incl. Not incl. Not incl.

Social spending per capita Not incl. Not incl. Not incl. Not incl.

R² 0.235 0.235 0.289 0.268
** p<0.01
*p<0.05
Not incl . - not s tatis tica l ly s igni ficant or not correlated with dependent variable (left out of model)

All (N=225)
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Table 4. Local social services' extent and additional demand in urban and rural municipalities 

 

The table reveals that the extent of and the additional demand for all 18 local social services 

varies considerably. Three groups of services can be distinguished; one group of services that 

are provided to a high extent and two groups of services that are provided to a low extent. 

Social services most commonly provided in all municipalities are social counselling (in 98% 

of municipalities), general elderly care home services (in 95% of municipalities), social 

transport (in 91% of municipalities) and home care services (in 90% of municipalities). These 

services are provided to a large extent in both urban and rural areas, except for social transport 

which is considerably more relevant in rural areas. Additional demand for these services is 

generally low.  

A second interesting group of local social services consists of those with more limited access, 

which are therefore provided in relatively few municipalities. These groups are furthermore 

divided into two subgroups. The first subgroup contains services such as personal support (for 

children and adults) and personal assistance services. These services are provided in around 

50% of all municipalities, but at the same time, a majority of the municipalities claim that the 

demand for these services is higher than the municipalities are offering. In urban 

municipalities, the extent of and additional demand for these services are proportionally 

higher than in rural areas. This indicates problems with access to personal support (for 

children and adults) and to personal assistance services. The second subgroup of local social 

Extent 

(%)

Demand 

(%)

Extent 

(%)

Demand 

(%)

Extent 

(%)

Demand 

(%)

Social counselling SC 98 19 97 18 98 19

General elderly care home GECH 95 29 94 42 95 27

Social transport ST 91 39 76 48 93 38

Home care services HCS 90 34 88 30 91 35

Social housing SH 88 45 85 61 89 43

Personal support for children PSC 57 61 61 73 56 59

Personal support for adults PSA 44 58 55 70 42 56

Personal assistant PA 37 49 42 58 36 47

Shelter service for children SSC 53 14 82 24 48 13

Shelter service (homeless etc.) SSH 37 17 67 33 32 14

Shelter service for victim of violence SSV 35 16 55 36 31 13

Childcare CC 49 28 64 45 46 23

Debt counselling DC 76 60 88 73 74 57

Family mediation FM 65 52 73 58 64 52

Social centre for elderly SCE 60 47 82 33 57 49

Social centre for disabled persons SCD 58 59 76 52 55 60

Adaption of dwelling AD 50 51 64 76 47 47

Social centre for children SCC 41 51 58 52 39 51

Low extent and high demand

Low extent and low demand

Other local social services

Local social service

All (N=225) Urban (N=33) Rural (N=192)

Common local social services (high extent)
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services (shelter services and childcare) is also provided to a low extent; however, only 

around 20% of the local social workers claim that the provision is not sufficient. Interestingly, 

there is a large difference between urban and rural areas. It seems that the need for shelter 

services is more pronounced in the former.  

How does then access to the 18 local social services look like when it comes to the local 

context in terms of remoteness, resources and spending? This is presented in table 5 and table 

6. 

Table 5. Differences in municipalities’ remoteness according to the extent of and the additional demand for local 

social services 

 

The extent of and the demand for additional social services is analysed through mean 

differences for all included remoteness indicators. The general picture that emerges shows 

that distance to county centre but also to capital city and population density are of particular 

relevance for the extent of services, whereas population size is of minor relevance. This 

picture differs from the results of the previous analysis of the joint services that indicated a 

very high impact of population size on the extent of local social services (table 2). The effect 

of distance to county centre and to capital city on extent is negative, meaning that the farther 

from the county centre a municipality is located the lower is the probability of service 

provision. Proximity to county centre is relevant for the extent of all the local social services’ 

that are provided in less than 50% of the municipalities. For the frequently accessible 

services, the t-tests are generally not statistically significant; that might be a consequence of 

the relative smallness of the municipal subgroups where those services do not exist.  

Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff.

SC 5823.7 3901.8 3416.5 -2853.2 26.3 -12.2* 27.5 1.1 149.9 -52.1* 157.5 7.9 149.9 96.9 90.3 -70.7

GECH 5885.0 3025.3 4926.4 -1140.0 26.7 2.8 26.1 -0.7 151.8 14.7 151.2 0.2 146.7 -21.1 213.6 92.7

ST 5823.7 928.1 9232.9 5741.3 26.2 -4.6 25.8 1.4 149.8 -12.9 143.1 -13.0 132.4 -164.1 189.2 68.2

HCS 6181.2 4542.6 4074.8 -2527.0 25.8 -8.6** 26.7 0.1 150.2 -8.5 159.1 12.2 150.7 30.5 120.5 -41.4

SH 6063.0 2820.4 5204.4 -974.4 25.1 -13.4*** 26.0 -1.0 148.8 -19.2 149.4 -3.1 150.5 23.7 166.4 34.1

PSC 8363.7 6092.7* 7922.9 5653.1* 21.8 -11.2*** 24.7 -4.9** 144.4 -15.5* 141.6 -24.3*** 179.9 74.6 175.1 70.8

PSA 9902.3 7379.4* 7660.9 4604.9 21.2 -9.6*** 24.8 -4.2* 139.5 -20.5** 149.1 -4.6 202.7 97.4* 173.7 62.1

PA 10352.2 7312.7 8967.1 6319.7* 22.5 -6.5*** 25.5 -2.1 151.9 1.4 137.3 -26.8*** 204.6 90.0 187.5 77.7

SSC 9237.4 7500.6** 5035.1 -818.4 22.5 -8.8*** 22.2 -5.1* 143.6 -16.0* 140.9 -11.8 226.0 167.6*** 167.3 22.8

SSH 11810.8 9623.8* 5058.3 -816.7 20.3 -10.0*** 23.4 -3.9 148.1 -4.7 152.2 1.3 276.0 203.2*** 215.9 82.0

SSV 10818.6 7777.9 7125.6 1661.8 22.0 -7.0*** 24.0 -3.1 142.2 -13.5 144.0 -8.4 241.0 142.7** 259.8 134.1*

CC 9202.9 6781.0* 6916.7 1638.4 23.1 -6.9*** 22.2 -6.2** 146.4 -9.1 135.3 -21.9** 211.2 124.2** 236.3 123.0*

DC 6979.1 5175.1 4461.0 -3155.2 24.9 -7.2*** 25.3 -3.2 145.5 -23.0** 157.6 16.3* 169.8 91.7** 168.8 52.1

FM 7755.7 5749.3** 5184.8 -1161.3 25.3 -3.8* 25.4 -2.6 143.8 -20.5** 150.5 -1.1 171.6 68.0 178.2 63.9

SCE 8047.8 5841.6* 3612.8 -3983.0 24.0 -6.5*** 27.4 1.4 144.6 -16.3* 142.1 -16.8* 192.6 113.4** 102.2 -85.3*

SCD 8180.1 5786.1* 4044.3 -4095.3 23.2 -8.1*** 25.9 -1.6 155.2 9.8 145.4 -13.7 196.4 115.1** 116.3 -76.1

AD 9134.0 6763.9* 5329.7 -833.2 24.5 -4.1* 24.3 -4.8** 135.4 -31.2*** 147.9 -6.5 211.7 127.4** 203.7 114.5**

SCC 10075.0 7394.3* 3977.3 -3599.4 24.6 -3.4 25.9 -1.5 136.3 -25.1*** 146.1 -10.2 208.9 104.2* 123.1 -50.4

Common local social services (high extent)

Low extent and high demand

Low extent and low demand

Other local social services

Diff.  - mean di fference between provis ion (Yes) and provis ion (No) or between demand (Yes) and demand (No)

*** - t-test p<0.01

** -  t-test p<0.05

* - t-test p<0.1

Mean - mean provis ion (Yes) or demand (Yes)

Demand Extent DemandExtent Demand Extent Demand Extent

Population size Distance to county centre Distance to capital city Density
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The remoteness factors differ less in the additional demand for social services. Table 4 

highlights that for personal support services and childcare services the additional demand is 

lower in remote areas.  

Table 6. Differences in resources and spending according to the extent of and the additional demand for local 

social services  

 

The importance of resources and financial priorities for the extent of and the additional 

demand for all individual local social services is presented in table 6. The previous analysis of 

all services together indicated that resources explained some of the variations of local social 

service provision, whereas social protection spending patterns did not have any impact at all. 

Analysing all local social services separately confirms that finding. Social protection spending 

is of minor or no importance for the provision of local social services. The resource 

dimension has larger impact. An interesting point is that services provided to a low extent, 

e.g. personal support services and personal assistance services (although with high additional 

demand) as well as shelter services for children and childcare (low additional demand) are 

provided more often in municipalities with higher income tax per capita. Other shelter 

services (all belonging to the group of services that are provided to a lesser extent and with 

low additional demand) are in turn less likely to be provided in municipalities with higher 

spending per capita. 

In this part, we wanted to analyse the impact of local conditions on access to every local 

social service separately. The analysis emphasised pointed out the importance of local 

conditions for access to local social services, particularly the remoteness indicators and 

resources. Distance to county centre and to capital city as well as population density are more 

relevant indicators of accessibility of local social services than mere population size. At the 

same time, we found that personal support services and personal assistance services are more 

Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff. Mean Diff.

SC 410.8 -31.2 386.0 -31.3** 1071.0 -289.0 1047.5 -36.9 7.6 1.0 7.9 0.5 81.8 2.3 83.5 2.1

GECH 410.3 -24.7 427.8 22.9 1071.9 -114.3 1064.5 -18.2 7.7 2.2 6.8 -1.0 82.9 23.0 72.6 -12.9*

ST 414.3 30.5 408.1 -5.5 1083.0 59.1 1027.2 -82.6** 7.7 1.2 7.4 -0.2 83.4 17.7 77.9 -6.3

HCS 415.0 35.4* 397.2 -21.7 1073.5 -40.6 1086.0 13.1* 7.7 2.0* 7.8 0.3 83.4 17.2 83.4 2.5

SH 414.9 29.4 413.7 4.0 1072.7 -40.9 1019.2 -106.5*** 7.7 0.9 7.2 -0.7 83.2 12.8 73.8 -14.6*

PSC 427.1 36.1*** 416.7 13.5 1051.0 -61.4 1053.7 -61.3 7.0 -1.2* 7.8 0.6 75.8 -13.8* 85.0 8.4

PSA 432.6 37.4*** 411.5 0.1 1028.6 -86.6** 1073.9 -8.6 7.1 -0.8 7.9 0.8 73.5 -14.6* 85.9 9.9

PA 430.3 29.9** 422.9 22.4* 1064.5 -20.5 1029.4 -94.1** 7.2 -0.6 7.2 -0.7 74.4 -11.7 74.0 -15.2*

SSC 423.2 25.0** 395.6 -18.5 1043.4 -72.9* 1011.9 -76.5** 7.3 -0.5 6.4 -1.3** 77.9 -8.4 64.6 -20.0***

SSH 424.5 20.6 395.5 -19.2 1020.3 -90.6*** 1047.6 -36.0 7.3 -0.4 6.6 -1.1 74.9 -10.8 69.0 -15.4*

SSV 419.9 12.9 398.3 -15.8 1037.8 -60.7 1039.0 -46.0 6.9 -1.0* 7.2 -0.4 71.7 -15.4** 76.4 -6.4

CC 426.7 29.7** 425.7 19.8 1024.6 -103.4*** 998.8 -109.3*** 7.5 -0.1 7.6 0.03 78.0 -7.4 76.5 -7.3

DC 415.4 16.2 401.2 -25.6** 1079.4 8.1 1035.1 -104.6** 7.5 -0.4 7.6 0.02 81.8 0.2 78.7 -7.4

FM 417.7 17.7 409.0 -5.2 1027.7 -141.8*** 1040.2 -78.4* 7.6 0.1 7.3 -0.5 78.5 -9.3 76.4 -11.2

SCE 421.8 26.0** 416.2 8.9 1070.7 -17.1 1047.6 -56.0 7.2 -0.97 7.5 -0.03 77.5 -10.8 80.0 -3.4

SCD 412.2 1.8 414.8 8.0 1024.6 -125.1*** 1055.2 -53.8 7.3 -0.5 7.5 -0.2 75.5 -14.8* 80.8 -2.4

AD 424.9 26.7** 411.7 0.3 1033.9 -86.7** 1019.9 -117.6*** 7.1 -1.0 7.4 -0.4 74.6 -14.2* 76.0 -11.7

SCC 418.1 11.2 414.1 5.4 992.9 -144.2*** 1069.1 -17.0 6.8 -1.3** 7.8 0.6 67.4 -24.5*** 86.0 8.8

Common local social services (high extent)

Low extent and high demand

Low extent and low demand

Other local social services

Mean - mean provis ion (Yes) or demand (Yes)
Di ff.  - mean di fference between provis ion (Yes) and provis ion (No) or between demand (Yes) and demand (No)
*** - t-test p<0.01
** -  t-test p<0.05
* - t-test p<0.1

Social protection spending 

in budget (%)

Social protecion spending per 

capita

Income tax in budget per 

capita

Demand Extent Demand Extent DemandExtent Demand Extent

General spending per capita
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likely provided in municipalities with higher income tax per capita. Spending indicators had 

in contrast of minor essentiality. The analysis also showed that access to some services (social 

counselling, general elderly care home services, social transport and home care services) is 

widespread both in urban and rural areas, whereas access to other services is more limited. 

Services that are provided less likely are personal support for adults and children and personal 

assistance services. Yet, in a majority of the municipalities, social workers claim that demand 

for these services is higher than the municipalities provide. Shelter services and childcare 

service are also provided rarely but with minimal need for more provision. In this group, we 

have the largest differences between urban and rural municipalities. 

8 Discussion and conclusions 

The purpose of this study was twofold. We wanted to analyse access to local social services 

and the impact that municipal conditions have on this, but also to broaden the analysis by 

including the range of services municipalities are expected to provide. This allowed us to go 

beyond studying single target groups or individual services and to raise the issue of the access 

to local social services in general. Spatial access, as an expression of local capacities and 

central requirements to provide social services is an important topic, especially in small 

countries or sparsely populated areas. It directly concerns people’s lives and particularly 

affects the situation of the most vulnerable and their access to social rights. Estonia is a 

particularly interesting case. It is divided into a large number of municipalities. Its 

institutional frame of local social service provision can be characterised by an unclearly 

defined assignment from the national level, by limited local financial resources and by large 

local discretion regarding services administration. This frame sets local structural conditions 

in terms of remoteness, resources and spending in focus.  

The range of possible factors explaining variations in access to local social services is wide 

and only a small fraction of these are included in this study. Yet, we believe that with our 

focus on remoteness, resources and spending we can add crucial knowledge to the discussion 

about spatial access to social rights. In addition, the data used are unique to Estonia, and they 

provide for the first time an opportunity to gain more detailed insights in the pattern of access 

to local social services. Access was defined as the extent of and the additional demand for 

social services.  

All Estonian municipalities are expected to provide every local social service included in this 

study. Like previous studies (e.g. Pugh, 2003), we found considerable variations in access to 

local social services, both in general and when distinguishing between individual services. 

Certain services are provided almost everywhere, while others are provided less often, 

particularly in rural areas. Among the latter, for some services there was additional demand, 

while for others the supply was felt to be sufficient. Explanations for the varying access 

pattern to local social services might be: a) target groups and character of services can be 

varying, b) local social services can be provided more economically elsewhere, and c) local 

social services can be substituted by alternative measures.  

In the first case, access to services is related to the target group size and character of service. 

Thus, we can see that access to services directed at broad target groups is more common than 

access to those directed toward smaller groups. Home care services or counselling services 

are for example directed at broad groups, whereas personal support services are targeted to 

smaller groups (e.g. disabled with specific needs). Also, social transport is a service that is 

used by various groups, and is particularly important for people living in rural areas. In 

general, rural municipalities provide more rarely services that are targeted at smaller groups. 
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With respect to the services' features, some need to be delivered near or at the residence of the 

target group, as for example personal support services for disabled people since these are not 

as mobile as non-disabled. Proximity is here a crucial feature, both for service provision and 

the support person or personal assistant who needs to originate from the neighbourhood. 

These services are staff intense and costly and municipalities might not prioritise them. Small 

and remote municipalities may not always have the resources and capability to deliver 

services of this kind (and they might also have difficulties in finding staff), whereas it may be 

easier for larger municipalities and municipalities closer to county centres to organise 

personal support services. Another explanation for (limited) access could be that local social 

services can be provided more economically elsewhere. This explanation might apply to 

services that are provided to a lesser extent, but where the local demand for additional 

delivery is also low (e.g. shelter services). Municipalities far from county centres and those 

with low population density rarely provide those services. Services might be too costly; staff 

competence is not available or it is not as crucial that service delivery take place close to 

people's homes. Thus, it might be more economical to pool resources and provide these kinds 

of services in form of institutions. A similar pattern but with different explanation can be 

found in the case of childcare services. Also, these are only provided in few municipalities 

and additional demand is assessed as low (especially in rural areas). Many families with small 

children have in recent years moved to urban or rural municipalities close to larger towns or 

county centres. Those municipalities, however, have not been able to react to these changes 

and to provide sufficient number of day-care centre places, the main care service for small 

children. This has resulted in an increased demand for alternative local services – mostly 

childcare services. In contrast, rural municipalities were mostly able to provide child day-care 

centre service (Riigikontroll, 2015), and consequently express lower additional demand for 

alternative (childcare) services.  

The impact of local conditions was shown to be strong in particular with regard to remoteness 

indicators and resources. Distance to county centre and to capital city, as well as population 

density were in our analysis more relevant for access to local social services then mere 

population size. The only indicator that is of minor or no importance is spending. A reason for 

that may be that the indicator of local social protection spending is a basket including various 

items such as spending on social cash benefits, social services, investments in local social 

policy, administrative spending on local social policy, etc. In addition, this indicator does not 

say anything about how efficiently or inefficiently the local social services are provided. The 

role of remoteness and local resources is an important finding and relates directly to the 

current discussions in Estonia and elsewhere about territorial-administrative reforms of local 

governments. Voluntary mergers of municipalities are an ongoing process and the main 

argument for the amalgamation of (small) municipalities is improved access to and quality of 

local services. Discussions of territorial-administrative reforms often solely focus on 

population size, whereas the division of resources and functions between the territorial levels 

is absent. However, the present study has pointed out that with respect to provision and 

delivery of local social services, proximity to county centre and capital city is an even more 

important factor than mere population size. Thus, it is necessary to broaden the so-far narrow 

focus of the debate to include several dimensions. Furthermore, this narrow focus on 

population size when debating the merging of municipalities can even have reverse effects in 

the sense that the distances within the municipality increase and the way to the municipal 

centre where locally provided services are usually delivered in fact gets even longer. That 

means new obstacles for access to local social services and an even bigger risk of jeopardising 

the already exposed situation of vulnerable groups in remote areas.  
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The study also shows that the connection between social rights and access to local social 

services is not uncomplicated. Local capacities and needs confronted with requirements to 

offer local social services demand creative and innovative solutions from local politicians, 

social workers and even local inhabitants; particularly in remote areas where resources are 

limited and population is spread out. There is an obvious risk that efforts to solve the 

‘dilemma of the municipalities’ may result in certain target groups having to pay the price. 

Local services that need to be delivered individually and close to the needy person’s home are 

often targeted at the most vulnerable, while being also the most easily neglected or delivered 

in other (less costly) forms. This confirms our suggestion that studying the realisation of 

social rights at the local level requires a more nuanced approach.  
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