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Abstract
This article compares the dissemination and usage of mobile phones in post-Soviet,
transitional Estônia with patterns in Sweden (a long-time Western democracy). Using
a domestication perspective, the study examines the use of voice calls compared with
texting by youths (aged 18-24) to probe the role of Estonia's transition from a state-
controlled to a market economy in shaping mobile usage. Results show that while the
dissemination of mobiles among young Swedes and Estoníans is similar, the patterns of
texting and calling are not. In Sweden (as in Japan and even the USA), young people text
more than they call, while the reverse is true in Estônia.These findings reflect the fact
that unlike Swedes, many Estonians obtained mobile phones before getting landlines, and
again unlike Swedes, Estonians are likely to give up landlines in favour of mobiles.
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When Estônia regained its independence as a sovereign nation-state in 1991, its
government soon set out to restructure the country in several ways. The country's fírst
prime minister, Mart Laar (in offíce 1992-4 and 1999-2002), launched an economic
policy he himself considered to be 'shock therapy' (Laar, 2007). Politically and cultur-
ally, the nation strove to 'return to the Western world' (Lauristin and Vihalemm, 1997).
Not only did the economic restructurings, the political renewal and the cultural re-
branding of Estônia happen concurrently, but the processes mutually informed each
other in an intricate web of relations. For example, cultural technologies were adopted
to reach political and economic goals through the massive 'Brand Estônia' campaign
that was initiated by the Estonian government in 2001, prior to the Eurovision Song
Contest (ESC) held in Tallinn in May 2002, and with the specifíc purpose of branding
the country in connection to the ESC (Bolin, 2006a, 2006b).
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Shortly after the turn of the millennium, new images of Estonia started to appear in
Western mass media, images that were far from the picture of an Eastern European poor
cousin, which had long predominated (Ekecrantz, 2004). Estonia was now described as a
success story, as a country that had recovered remarkably well - and quickly - after years of
Soviet rule. Prime Minister Laar has said, in retrospect, that the country 'took advantage of
a narrow window of opportunity to radically reform its economy' (Laar, 2007:1). The Index
of Economic Freedom1 described Estonia as one of the most 'free' economies in the world.
The Economist (13 December 2006) suggested that Estonia was a role model for European
Union application states and one of Europe's fastest growing economies. Newsweek (11
March 2002) wrote about the 'hot' Baltic market of Estonia; and Laar (1996) placed articles
in respected academic journals describing 'Estonia's Success Story'.

A prominent feature of all these stories was that Estonia was advanced in the use of mod-
ern information and communications technologies (ICTs), especially mobile technology. It
was reported, for example, that 90 percent of all banking transactions were made over the
internet in 2002, and that Swedish corporations such as Bonnier, Ericson and Telia were
investing in Estonia (e.g. Dagens Nyheter, 18 June 2002). At the same time, the Estonian
political infrastructure was reported as being a leader in the use of ICTs, with its parliament
becoming the first paperless parliament in the world (Newsweek, 11 March 2002).

One aim of the post-1991 reforms in Estonia was to catch up with modernization
processes in the West. The goal of bringing Estonia into post-modernity through digital
technology was implemented through projects such as the Tiger's Leap campaign (www.
tiigrihype.ee), initiated by the Ministry of Education in 1997 to enhance computer liter-
acy among Estonian schoolchildren (Runnel et al., 2009). This application of the 'leap-
.frog' process (Howard, 2007) included additional education for teachers as well as the
introduction of computers into schools on a large scale.3

The leap-frog hypothesis is a useful tool for a macro-analysis of degrees of techno-
logical and economic development of a country (Howard, 2007: 133ff.). The hypothesis
builds on the idea that transitional or developing countries, with poor or non-existent
technical infrastructure, can jump over stages of technological development that other
countries have gone through (for example, jumping directly to a digital, wireless com-
munication infrastructure, avoiding intermediary investments in wired technology). In
his analysis of the leap-frog hypothesis, Philip Howard concludes that there are 'a rela-
tively small number of countries that really do leap-frog ahead' (Howard, 2007: 136).
This conclusion is reaffirmed by Kas Kalba, who, in his analysis of the adoption of
mobile phones in emerging markets, concludes that 'the correlation between fixed con-
nectivity and its mobile cousin remains quite high' (Kalba, 2008: 642).

The developmental focus of the leap-frog hypothesis, accompanied by its teleological -
and thus linear - perspective on historical processes, might be a good indicator of
economic growth, but it does not address cultural variations in the use and adaptation of
a particular technology. The Tiger's Leap campaign, along with other efforts to introduce
and establish ICTs in Estonia, are, of course, powerful tools in the modernization process.
But they are also culturally-laden technologies, harnessed to reach political, economic
and social goals and to restructure Estonia in a globalized world at the time Estonia was
working to enter the EU. As is the case with all cultural technologies, ICTs are strongly
embedded in the broader context of historically grounded cultural perceptions, values,
and discourses that all affect the ways in which a specific technology might be used in a



particular cultural and historical context. The leap-frog hypothesis cannot account for
cultural variables, and we thus need to consider other explanatory perspectives.

A useful approach for analyzing the introduction and establishment of new technolo-
gies in social and cultural settings is the domestication perspective. The concept of
domestication, developed by Roger Silverstone and his colleagues (Silverstone et al.,
1992:20ff.), refers to the ways in which a technology becomes socially embraced, 'tamed'
and incorporated into everyday living. In its original formulation, this process involves
the appropriation, objectification, incorporation, and conversion of objects. An object
gets appropriated when 'it leaves the world of the commodity and the generalized system
of equivalence and exchange, and is taken possession of by an individual or household
and owned' (p. 21). Objectification is expressed in the usage of the object, while incorpo-
ration involves the various ways in which the object is used. Lastly, conversion

defines the relationship between the household and the outside world - the boundary across which
artefacts and meanings, texts and technologies, pass as the household defines and claims for itself
and its members a status in neighbourhood, work and peer groups in the "wider society", (p. 25.)

Appropriation and conversion thus relate to the boundaries between the household
and the outer world, while objectification and incorporation deal with how a certain
technology gets socially adapted in the household setting. The concept of domestication
was explicitly developed as an alternative to the perceived linearity of previous
approaches, most notably the 'diffusion of innovations' perspective of Everett Rogers
(2003), which has been (and still is) an influential perspective since its first publication
inl962(Berkeretal.,2006:5).

Domestication theory has since been discussed and developed by, among others, Leslie
Haddon (2004) and Maren Hartmann (2006, 2009). While the concept of domestication
was designed to be useful in analyzing micro-social settings in households, Haddon (2006:
11 Off), for example, has noted that digital media transgress the boundary between the
household and the workplace, where laptops and mobile phones mediate between the two
spaces. Consequently, Maria Bakardjieva (2006: 68) has argued for replacing the concept
of the household as a basic unit of analysis with the concept of home, as the notion of
home extends the analysis of media use and appropriation outside the physical boundaries
of specific households, although still in a controllable, safe and protected space.

These qualifications of the concept of domestication notwithstanding, domestication has
mainly been analysed through ethnographic work, with a firm focus on micro-social set-
tings. This means that it has not been used for cross-cultural comparative analysis, although
Bakardjieva (2006: 72) has called for the analyses of 'numerous homes across society', that
would help show 'how these micro patches of social fabric could be woven into a larger
whole' (p. 71). And it has certainly not been used to analyse cross-cultural comparisons
across national contexts. Accordingly, I have adopted the notion here to analyse macro pro-
cesses of domestication on the national level. In this article, I refer to domestication as the
process via which a certain technology (mobile-phone technology) is successively appropri-
ated, objectified, incorporated and converted within the framework of a national communi-
cation structure. The theoretical aim in this article is, then, to explore the extent to which the
concept of domestication can be used to analyse macro-social processes. Empirically, I will
try to find out if this analysis can also be made through the use of quantitative data.
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My aim, however, is not to account for whether the mobile phone has been appropriated
and objectified in Estonia: to that question the answer is decidedly 'yes' Rather, my goal
is to analyse the incorporation process and see in what way the mobile has been domes-
ticated, against what historical media landscape, and how we can explain differences in
usage patterns between Estonia and other countries. For this reason, parts of the analysis
focus on young adults, as they have grown up with mobile technology as a natural part
of their lives. Moreover, their first-hand experience of the Soviet past, if any, is vague at
best. If we find that this past still has effects on their behaviour, we can conclude there is
a cultural influence on the usage patterns developed.

Estonia's rapid development of ICTs, and the degree to which the mobile phone has
been domesticated in that national context, can be understood more clearly through con-
trast with one of Estonia's close neighbors, Sweden. The historical unfolding of experi-
ence with ICTs (such as computers and mobile phones) in the two countries is set against
striking differences in material resources and political traditions. The fact that Sweden
has been a stable democracy and a welfare state for many years (compared with the much
shorter democratic experiences of Estonia) is but one example of the historical differ-
ences. Less affected than its neighboring countries by the second world war, Sweden was
enjoying industrial prosperity by the 1950s and 1960s. The economy has since deterio-
rated somewhat, although in 2008, Sweden still held fourth place in the Global
Competitiveness Ranking by the World Economic Forum.4 For this reason, Sweden is a
country with which Estonia identifies in its own restructuring process after 40 years of
Soviet rule, striving to create a modern, Western capitalist economy.

Estonia has been an independent nation-state during two periods in its history:
between 1918 and 1940, and then for the second time from 1991 onwards, after the
collapse of the Soviet Union. Estonia's recent shift to a market economy did not occur
overnight. In the early 1990s, living standards and purchasing power were very low,
compared with neighboring countries such as Finland and Sweden, which had longer
histories of market economy participation. Technologically, Estonia was also less
advanced compared with its neighbors. For example, access to landline telephones was
not as widespread in Estonia as it was in Sweden at the time when mobile phones were
introduced. In 1993, when mobile phone penetration was only 1 percent in Estonia,
landline phone penetration was 44 percent; radio, 69 percent; and colour television sets,
69 percent (BMP, 1994). Comparable figures for Sweden in the same year were all
95-100 percent (Kratz, 1994).

It is also important to distinguish Estonia and its fellow Baltic states (Latvia and
Lithuania) from other post-Soviet countries. The Baltic states always have been considered
a Soviet West, where, in the words of an Estonian media researcher, Margit Keller (2005:
218), 'the Iron Curtain appearfed] more transparent for those looking outwards'. Of these
three countries, the most transparent part of the curtain was alongside the northern Estonian
border towards Finland, where Estonians were able to access Finnish television.

These historical facts mean that Sweden and Estonia share many historical features,
but there are also substantial differences between them. All of this, however, makes a good
starting point for cross-cultural comparisons. To compare phenomena across cultures is
a methodological strategy that helps point to the cultural specificities in global or trans-
national phenomena. Given the fact that mobile technology is disseminated on a global basis



(Baron, 2008: 127ff.), this comparative strategy is specifically beneficial for evaluating
the dissemination and usage of mobile phones in Estonia.

There are, of course, other cross-cultural analyses of mobile-phone diffusion and use
that can inform our examination of Estonia. James Katz and his colleagues (Katz and
Aakhus, 2002; Katz et al., 2003) approach the issue of cross-cultural comparison through
the concept of Appamtgeist, by which they mean 'the strategies or principles of reason-
ing about technology evident in the identifiable, consistent and generalized patterns of
technological advancement throughout history' (Katz and Aakhus, 2002: 307). Their
analyses involved conceptions of the mobile by university students from the USA,
Korea, Norway and Namibia. This perspective has also been adopted by Scott Campbell
(2007), who studied the perceptions of the mobile of university students from Hawaii,
Japan, Sweden, Taiwan and the USA. However, as the concept of Apparatgeist aims at
capturing perceptions (rather than actual usage or appropriations) of the mobile, it is less
applicable to the present discussion. Its ambition of capturing notions of 'historical
movement' (Katz and Aakhus, 2002: 306) is also beyond the scope of what we try to
accomplish in our analysis.

Other culturally-based discussions are potentially informative as well, particularly
those concerning forms of mobile technology in transitional countries, especially post-
communist countries in transition from planned to market economies. Valentin Varbanov
(2002) has described the introduction of the mobile phone in post-communist Bulgaria,
and the social connotations that developed around it, as it was introduced in the early
1990s. However, Varbanov's account is mostly anecdotal, and of little help in a quantita-
tive cross-cultural analysis.

A more theoretically-grounded basis for comparison is the 'global perspective' on
mobile phone use given by Manuel Castells et al. (2007). Castells and his colleagues
review mobile-phone studies worldwide. Although the authors note that not all areas of
the globe are covered by research equally well, they are able to point to trends in
mobile-phone dissemination and use that serve as reference points for the analysis
presented in this article.

Overview of research questions and analysis

Our goal in this article is to analyze the domestication of mobile phones in Estonia, with
specific cross-cultural reference to neighboring Sweden. As we will see, the overall
direction of mobile-technology development in Sweden and Estonia has been essentially
similar. However, these developments have played out in the two countries against dif-
ferent historical pasts, yielding significant national variation with regard to patterns of
diffusion, access and use, most notably regarding divergent use of voice and text com-
munication via the mobile.

Our analysis focuses on the extent to which Estonian historical circumstances and
cultural initiatives such as the Tiger's Leap campaign - and the Brand Estonia campaign
more generally - have affected the domestication process of ICTs in Estonia. Therefore,
comparison between a transitional country such as Estonia (that is, in transition from a
state-controlled planned economy towards a capitalist market economy) and a stable
long-time democracy and capitalist economy such as Sweden is particularly useful.



After describing our data sources and research methods, we present a comparative
analysis of Estonian and Swedish mobile-phone use, beginning with some background
on the overall development of mobile-phone access and use in the two countries. We then
turn to comparative data, focusing on the cohort of 18-24-year-olds. Our concluding
section discusses possible explanations for differential development between countries,
including consideration of the extent to which the mobile phone has become domesti-
cated in Sweden and Estonia.

Data sources on Swedish and Estonian mobile-phone use

The main empirical data derive from two sources. The first, the Variable Media
Landscapes study, is a cross-cultural, biannual survey with a national Estonian sample
and a regional Swedish sample. The second, the SOM (Society - Opinion - Mass Media)
study, is an annual national Swedish sample.

The Variable Media Landscapes data

The first two data sets were gathered as part of a biannual survey, carried out from 2002
onwards under the author's direction, simultaneously in Estonia and the region of South
Stockholm in Sweden. The aim of these periodic samples was to compare processes of
change in regions of intense social, cultural and economic restructuring, that is, the aim
was not simply to compare two countries in general. The questionnaire was constructed
through cooperation between Sodertorn University (Sweden) and the University of
Tartu (Estonia).

In Estonia, the national survey was implemented through personal visits during which
1500 respondents completed questionnaires themselves. To facilitate data collection,
we partnered with two Estonian survey bureaux (Faktum and Turu-uuringute AS). The
Estonian survey was a national, random, data sample, weighted for the 15 counties in
Estonia. Two-thirds of the sample was distributed in the Estonian language, and one-third
in Russian (to the large minority population of Russian-speaking inhabitants in Estonia).
More details about methodology, fieldwork and responses for the Estonian part of the
study can be found in Lauristin and Vihalemm (2004).

In Sweden, the questionnaire was distributed as a postal survey to a random sample of
3000 respondents in the nine municipalities in the South Stockholm region (including the
city of Stockholm). The survey was administered by Sodertorn University. Response
rates varied between 51 percent and 53 percent, a reasonable outcome, considering that
South Stockholm is a metropolitan area with large numbers of non-Swedish-speaking
inhabitants. The questionnaire was in Swedish, but language help was offered to those
not proficient in Swedish. More details about methodology, fieldwork and responses for
the Swedish part of the study can be found in Bolin and Notini (2005).

The SOM data

In order to compare national (rather than regional) data in Sweden and Estonia, questions
regarding mobile telephony from the cross-national Variable Media Landscapes study
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were included in a yearly national Swedish sample directed by the SOM Institute, yielding
the third data set. Since 1986, the SOM Institute at Goteborg University has been gathering
data on media use and opinion formation. Questionnaires have been sent since 1986 to a
sample of 3000 respondents, with a net response rate of 60-67 percent.5 Detailed questions
on mobile telephony have been included since 2003. The language of the questionnaire
is Swedish. No language help has been offered to respondents.

In the SOM surveys, questions about mobile phones have been asked each year,
though new questions have been added as the functions of mobile phones have evolved.
Among the questions are whether one has one's own mobile, how many subscriptions
one has, how often one sends and receives voice calls and text messages, and how often
one sends and receives MMS. Other questions involve general media access and use.

The fieldwork period for all three sets of data takes place between October and
December. Unfortunately, there are no relevant SOM data for 2002 (only for 2004, 2006
and 2008). Moreover, questions on mobile access and use in the SOM questionnaire
were framed within a different context from questions in the Variable Media Landscapes
study. Consequently, to help interpret the data from these studies, we introduced addi-
tional statistical information from other sources.

Diffusion of mobile phones in Sweden and Estonia
Figure 1 summarizes the comparative diffusion of mobile phones in Estonia and Sweden
between 1993 (when the first survey was made of mobile telephony in Estonia) and 2008.

In Estonia, the growth rate of mobile-phone ownership has been dramatic: from just
1 percent in 1993, to 7 percent in 1997, and then to 33 percent in 1998 and 52 percent in
1999. Between 1997 and 1999, almost half of the Estonian population became owners of
a mobile phone. In comparison, increase in mobile-phone ownership in Sweden between
1993 and 1999 was more gradual.

Figure I. Percent ownership of mobile phones in Estonia and Sweden, 1993-2008
Source: Estonian data are from Runnel et al. (2006), from the Variable Media Landscapes Project and ITU
(for the years 2001 and 2003). Swedish data are from the SOM Institute surveys.'
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Figure 2. Monthly income in Estonia, 1993-9 (US$)
Source: BMP (1996,2001).

How can this dramatic increase in Estonian access to mobile phones be explained? An
obvious first hypothesis involves changes in income level. As we see in Figure 2, monthly
income in Estonia increased substantially between 1993 and 1999.

Although the increase in average monthly income per head from the equivalent of
US$81 to $262 is dramatic, we note that the increase is steady and without sudden leaps,
that is, the steady rise in income during this period does not correspond to the statistical
jump we saw in access to mobile phones. Therefore, we will need to look for additional
explanations for the sharp rise in mobile-phone diffusion between 1997 and 1999.
Obvious targets for such explanations include cultural or technical factors connected to
the surrounding media landscape.

One such techno-contextual perspective from which to view mobile-phone diffusion is
the relationship between mobile phones and landlines. Statistics from the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU) indicate that access to landline telephones has stagnated
in Estonia. In 2002, landline penetration was around 60 percent, from an earlier 43 percent
in 1993, when mobile phones were introduced on the Estonian market. In 2007, landline
access was still 60 percent (ITU, 2009: 24). Therefore, we can reasonably ask: did mobile
phone users initially have landlines but then give them up after acquiring a mobile phone?
Table 1 presents relevant comparative data for 2002 from Estonia and Sweden.



As of 2002, when landline dissemination had stagnated to around 60 percent,
Estonians were far more likely to have given up their landline phones after gaining
access to mobiles than were Swedes. At the same time, Swedes were far more likely to
have had landlines in the first place, that is, the landline was more domesticated as a
technology in Sweden than it was in Estonia, accounting at least in part for the dramatic
rise in mobile-phone adoption in Estonia in the late 1990s.

Mobile-phone use by Swedish and Estonian young adults

Thus far, we have been looking at mobile-phone data in Estonia and Sweden for a wide
age span. We now focus on young adults, ranging from age 18 to 24. Our data span the
years 2002-8, and are drawn from the Variable Media Landscapes study and the SOM
study described above.

It is important to remember that Estonians who were between age 18 and 24 in the
samples analysed (i.e. between 2002 and 2008) were bom during the time of the Soviet
occupation of Estonia. Since most were quite young during the Soviet era, they may have
only vague memories from that time. If we assume, following generation theory (e.g.
Mannheim, 1928/1952), that the late teenage years are particularly formative, and that the
way in which one relates to phenomena one is confronted with is through fresh contact
during these years, then all Estonian subjects in these studies would have experienced their
formative period within the framework of Western rather than Soviet consumer culture.
This means that they will as a generation have developed a specific media grammar
imprinted by that commodity culture, a grammar through which all subsequent uses of
commodities (such as mobile phones) will be interpreted (Gumpert and Cathcart, 1985).

Table 2 summarizes mobile-phone access among Estonian and Swedish young adults
over the years 2002-8.

Differences in access rates between Estonians and Swedes were quite small in 2002
and 2004, and disappear after 2006. Moreover, differences between young Swedes and
Estonians were not as dramatic in 2002 as was the case for the broader age range for the
two populations (see Figure 1).

Beyond comparing Estonian and Swedish access rates, it is instructive to compare the
mobile-phone functions of texting and talking by young adults in each country. Figure 3
summarizes the percentage of uses for each cohort between 2002 and 2008.



Figure 3. Percentage of Estonian and Swedish 18-24-year-olds using text and voice mobile

functions daily, 2002-8
Source: Variable Media Landscapes (2002—8).'

'Sample size varied as follows for the age group 18-24 year-olds: 2002: Sweden 126—129 and Estonia
168-173; 2004: Sweden 127-129 and Estonia 182-186; 2006: Sweden 145-147 and Estonia 228; 2008:
Sweden 102 and Estonia 161 .The variation in sample size is explained by the fact that unequal numbers
of respondents replied to each item.Thus, for example,'Sweden 126-129' should then be read as 126
respondents for calling and 129 for texting.

For each of the four survey years, young Estonian mobile owners were more likely
to talk on a daily basis on the mobile phone than were their Swedish counterparts. By
contrast, Swedes were far more likely than Estonians to use text messaging on a daily
basis. The difference between the two national samples is substantial and consistent
over the period studied. If we look at heavy use (defined here as four or more times a
day) of voice-calling and texting, this differential pattern becomes yet more stark, as
seen in Figure 4.

Although frequent texting increases over the years for both national groups, Swedes
engaged in frequent texting considerably more often than did Estonians, for each year
sampled. Similarly, Estonians were consistently more likely than Swedes to make frequent
use of voice functions. How can we explain these patterns?

Other cross-cultural comparisons of talking compared with texting

In attempting to make sense of differences between Estonian and Swedish texting com-
pared with voice patterns, it is instructive to compare the Estonian and Swedish results
with other cross-cultural data to see if differential usage patterns appear elsewhere. Table 3
presents a comparison of high-volume usage (more than 20 calls or text messages per day)
by 18-24-year-olds in Sweden and Estonia with similar data from the USA and Japan,
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Figure 4. Percent of Estonian and Swedish 18-24-year-olds using text and voice mobile
functions frequently (>4 times a day), 2004-8
Source:Variable Media Landscapes (2004-8)'

'For the 2002 data, the highest frequency of texting measured was 'daily', so we do not know how many
subjects engaged in texting more than once a day.



taken from a study of university students in those two countries (Baron and Hard af
Segerstad, 2008).

Of the four national groups of 18-24-year-olds, the Estonian group stands out as the
heaviest users of mobile voice calls, with the Japanese group at the lowest end of the
spectrum. Estonian respondents were three times as likely to make very frequent use of
voice functions on their mobile phones (7.5%) than were Americans (2.5%), twice as likely
as Swedes (3.8%) and more than 10 times more likely than Japanese (0.6%). By contrast,
Estonians were far less likely than the three other cohorts to be very frequent users of text
messaging. Although there is considerable variation among the three other countries,
Swedes are the closest to Estonians (9.2% of Swedes made frequent use of texting func-
tions). Japanese subjects made the highest use of frequent texting (26.8%), with Americans
in between Swedes and Japanese. While Swedes, Americans and Japanese were all more
likely to be frequent texters than frequent talkers, the opposite was true for Estonians.

Data for the USA and Japan represent 18-24-year-old university students, while the
Swedish and Estonian data were not restricted to subjects who were at university. We should
note that in Sweden, nearly all 18-year-olds are still in high school, whereas in the USA,
Estonia and Japan, 18 is a normal age for entering the university or starting work.7 Compared
with other national student groups, Swedish university students are generally older.

We next distinguished between Estonian and Swedish subjects who were and were
not students (Table 4). Since these sample sizes become fairly small, we need to be cau-
tious in drawing conclusions.

As Table 4 indicates, 18-24-year-old students in Estonia as well as in Sweden both
text less and make fewer voice calls than non-students in their age cohort. This finding is
consonant with previous research that suggests that students, who have less money than
their working contemporaries, are more careful about the costs for mobile phone use
(Castells et al., 2007: 60ff.). In Sweden and Estonia, students almost exclusively have to
pay their own bills, while young people who work might have their mobile-phone bills
covered by their employers.

Table 4 also confirms overall results from Table 3: Estonian young adults (regardless
of whether or not they are students) talk more and text less, while the opposite is true of
Swedish young adults. The ratio between Swedish students and non-students is the same
for both voice-calling (1.5:4.7=0.32) and texting (4.5:14.1=0.32), which seems consistent:
Swedish students cut down on their calling just as much as they reduce texting,
in comparison with non-students. This is not true for Estonian young adults, though.



While for texting the ratio between Estonian students and non-students is similar to the
Swedish ratio (1.3:3.6=0.36), this is not true for Estonian voice-calling, where the ratio
is (6.5:8.3=0.78). Estonian young adults who are students do not talk much less over the
mobile than Estonian non-students.

Explaining national differences between talking and texting

One possible explanation for differences in usage patterns between Sweden and Estonia
may lie in the pricing structure for talking versus texting in the two countries.
Unfortunately, it is not always easy to assess actual costs. In the 1990s, it was clearly
expensive both to make voice calls and to send text messages. However, over the period
studied (2002-8), pricing in both Sweden and Estonia became more complicated, as the
number of options for both calling and texting and a range of mobile providers among
which to choose proliferated. Some carriers in Sweden offer customers free texting and/
or voice calls to other mobile owners using the same carrier (although one must pay to
call and text people on other networks). In Estonia, there were no free texting services as
of early 2009, but prices have generally been quite low (usually less than EEK1, or around
€0.06/50.09). As in Sweden, many providers have offered free voice time for communi-
cating with a user subscribing to the same service provider. There are also complicated
combinations of connection fees, together with free talking time or 'friendship numbers',
where one can call cheaply to a limited number of friends on other networks.8

The price basket that the World Bank provides for mobile telephone service shows
that in the year 2006, the Swedish basket was 70 percent of the Estonian, meaning that
on average, it was cheaper for a Swede to use a mobile than for an Estonian.9 However,
this discrepancy does not explain why Estonian young adults make more voice calls than
Swedish young adults. If price were the only deciding factor (and according to Castells
et al., 2007: 61, price is very important), Estonian youths should make fewer calls than
their Swedish counterparts.

A more probable explanation for differences in rates of talking and texting on mobile
phones by Estonian and Swedish young adults involves the specific historical-cultural
context of mobile technology in Estonia, and how this context differs from the way in
which the technology was domesticated in Sweden. The rapid growth of access to mobile
telephony in Estonia has, to a certain extent, made the landline phone superfluous, at
least among parts of the Estonian population. In 2008, access to landline phone declined
to 54 percent of the population, from having been 60 percent in 2002.10 This finding sug-
gests that in Estonia, the mobile phone is taking over as the medium for voice communi-
cation. By contrast, Swedes, who have a longer history of widespread access to landline
phones, retain the older technology to a higher extent, arguably as it has been more
firmly domesticated and taken for granted in the Swedish household setting. Admittedly,
among today's young Swedish adults, it is becoming less common to subscribe to a land-
line phone when one moves away from one's parents' home to an independent residence.
But this is a recent phenomenon that has only been observable for the last few years
(Bolin, 2008). In this respect, and to adopt the teleological language of catching up, it is
rather Sweden that is lagging behind in mobile development, due to the long-standing
cultural habit of having a fixed landline phone.



When the figures for young adults are examined, we see that Estonians are more inclined
to use the mobile phone for talking in comparison with Swedes, who send more text
messages. These patterns cannot solely be explained by different price policies in the two
countries, and need to be understood in other ways. Granted, pricing among Estonian
mobile-service providers does partly explain why Estonian youths do not text more com-
pared with Swedish youths (many of whom find ways of sending texts free of charge to
friends in the same network). But an additional contributing explanation could be that most
Swedish young people have access to landline phones, and hence can choose to use land-
lines for talking, whereas this option is not available for many Estonian youths. In fact, in
2002, 40 percent of Estonian youth aged 18-24 did not have access to landline telephony
in their homes. Only 3 percent of Swedish 18-24-year-olds shared this position.

Comparison of Estonian and Swedish attitudes towards
mobile telephony
Besides looking at their mobile-phone usage patterns, it is also important to under-
stand whether Estonian and Swedish young adults have similar or divergent attitudes
towards their mobiles. Table 5 compares Estonian and Swedish data for 2006 for three
attitudinal measures.

Judging from the respondents' answers to the first attitudinal question ('The mobile
helps connect people'), one might say that Nokia has succeeded in imprinting its slogan
'Nokia - connecting people'. Almost all of the respondents (both Estonians and Swedes)
agreed with this statement. However, the two populations differed regarding the neces-
sity of the mobile phone in everyday life ('I cannot live without my mobile'). While 90
percent of Swedes agreed with this statement, only 64 percent of Estonians did. This
finding might indicate that Estonians are less dependent than Swedes on having access
to telephones of any sort (mobiles or landlines). Recall that when mobile phones were
first introduced into Estonia, only 44 percent of the population had access to landline
phones. Perhaps we can argue that telephony in general is less domesticated in Estonia
than in Sweden, where its naturalized place in the household and its inexpensive acces-
sibility have meant that it has also become a necessary tool for personal communication
and for the organization of everyday life.

In the third attitudinal question ('I worry over radiation from the mobile'), the country
differences were even starker: While two-thirds of the Swedes worried about radiation,
only 17 percent of Estonian youths had these concerns. Such figures can, of course, be
triggered by what is on the news agenda. A quick search in the Swedish news archives



for articles dealing with mobile phones and radiation that were published shortly before
or during the fieldwork of the study yielded 12 stories, 11 of which were in local papers
with local circulation. However, most of the pieces were published towards the end of the
fieldwork, and it is doubtful that they influenced survey responses to any large extent.

Thus, it seems that Swedish young adults have an ambivalent relationship with mobile
phone technology. On the one hand, they worry over health risks from using mobiles. On
the other hand, they cannot live without the device. Considering the fact that many
Estonian young adults do not have the option of using a landline, one would suppose the
pattern to be reversed. However, it is the Swedish youths who cannot live without the
mobile, which might indicate that the mobile is more of a lifestyle marker in Sweden
than in Estonia. Alternatively, this finding might also reflect a more deeply embedded
telephone culture in Sweden, where interpersonal communication at a distance is so
naturalized that one can hardly imagine social life without it. By comparison, in Estonia,
where access to landline telephony was previously scarce, this kind of communication
has not yet become a necessity one cannot live without. In this way, the historical condi-
tions of the Soviet past still have an impact on contemporary cultural perceptions.

Conclusions

Two general conclusions can be drawn from our analysis of Estonian mobile-phone
access and use. First, it is clear that access to mobile phones in Estonia today is equiva-
lent to that of Sweden (and many other countries), seemingly supporting theories of
catching up technologically with standards of the West. Catching up technologically
does imply that one has adjusted to the norm of the West in terms of technological stan-
dards. However, it does not follow that the cultural ways of behaving have become simi-
lar, that is, we cannot draw conclusions from diffusion alone about the ways in which
mobile phones have become appropriated and objectified within the cultural setting of
Estonia (or, more generally, in any other specific cultural or national context). As we
have seen, the ways in which Estonian young people have appropriated the mobile dif-
fers substantially from the ways that the device has been used in several other cultural
settings (Sweden, the USA, Japan).

Second, in terms of domestication, we have found that mobile-phone technology has
become firmly domesticated in both countries, to the extent that very few people lack access,
and many people call and text on a daily basis. However, the stronger domestic status of the
landline phone in Sweden has meant that Swedes generally have access to both landline and
mobile telephony, whereas this is not the case in Estonia. This disparity helps explain why
Estonians talk more over their mobiles than do Swedes. That is, since many Estonians do not
have the dual system of landline and mobile technology, they cannot choose to speak more
cheaply over the landline phone, and reserve the mobile largely for texting.

In light of their more limited access to landline phones, Estonians have been particu-
larly open to mobile technology, which spread much faster in Estonia than in Sweden.
Furthermore, Estonians seem to abandon landline telephony at a faster pace than do
Swedes. The diffusion of the mobile phone has been more rapid and more intense in
Estonia, as a country that has entered into this process late. This finding is supported by
the work of Howard (2007: 134), who studied 200 countries and analyzed the extent to
which 'new information technologies can spread more quickly when ... deep investment



in a communications infrastructure has not been made' (see also Castells et al., 2007:13).
Howard's study did not specifically address mobile-telephone technology. Therefore, a
general comparison between countries that adopt mobile technology early with countries
that enter at a later stage, or where the precursors to the technology are different, will be
an important step towards further testing this hypothesis.

Since the development of mobile technology in Estonia is so recent, and access for
all so very new, the domestication process has not made interpersonal communication
at a distance a clear necessity for most people. Thus, even if young Estonians talk
more over the mobile compared with Swedish (as well as American and Japanese)
mobile users, Estonians seem to be more at ease living without the technology, compared
with Swedes.

On a more general theoretical note, we can conclude that the domestication perspective
can be productively used in cross-cultural comparative analysis. Although quantitative
data cannot provide as rich ethnographic detail as previous domestication research has
offered, our application of domestication theory helps explain why certain kinds of uses
and certain ways of relating to mobile phone technology appear (rather than others) in a
given cultural setting. As the mobile phone becomes disseminated to ever larger parts of
the world's population (including in contexts where landline access has been poor), we
can expect multifaceted variation in domestication processes across nations and even
regions. Cross-cultural research is arguably a productive way of analysing the specificities
of each of these settings.

Notes

1 Index of Economic Freedom (2007). Available at: http://www.heritage.org/index
2 For a fuller account of the West's image of Estonia, as well as modernization strategies

adopted by the Estonian government in cooperation with the consumer retail industry, see
Bolin and Stahlberg (forthcoming).

3 See, for example, the historical account provided by the Tiger Leap's Foundation. Available
at: http://www.tiigrihype.ee/static/files/6.tiigrihype2007ENG_standard.pdf

4 http://www.weforum.org/pdf/gcr/2008/rankings.pdf
5 This might seem to be a much higher response rate than found in the Variable Media

Landscapes study. However, if we break out the Stockholm area in the SOM data, the response
rate for 2008 was a comparable 53 percent.

6 Respondents in the 2002 survey were born between 1978 and 1984; those in the 2004 survey
were born between 1980 and 1986; those in the 2006 sample were born between 1982 and
1988; for the last sample of 2008, respondents were born between 1984 and 1990.

7 See Bengtsson and Lundgren (2005: 76ff.) for a discussion of differences between Swedish
and Estonian students with respect to age. For example, in their sample of students from
five disciplines at the University of Tartu in Estonia and Sodertorn University in Sweden, 41
percent of Estonian students were 20 years old or younger, whereas the corresponding figure
for Swedish students was only 6 percent (p. 77).

8 I am grateful to Margit Keller at the University of Tartu for discussions about the Estonian
mobile phone market and pricing structure.

9 World Bank ICT-at-a-glance tables. Available at: http://web.worldbank.org
10 Source: Variable Media Landscapes (2008).
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