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Violence has become a part of our everyday life and it manifests itself in various forms, e.g. 
school and family (domestic) violence, abuse of children and animals, etc. As a rule, violence 
is defined as the behaviour of one person against another that may cause or causes physical 
injuries. However, it is also possible to define violence in a wider meaning involving bodily and 
mental injuries, failing to take care or ignoring somebody’s needs. 
Violence is not a feature of a safe society. Attitudes of members of society towards the violence 
characterise the level of their legal consciousness.1 Legal consciousness is developing in the 
course of socialisation.2 Admission and awareness of the problem of violence, especially among 
the youth, and looking for the means of decreasing it and finding those means contribute to the 
enhancement and improvement of society’s safety.
A realistic and feasible possibility for society to participate in the active prevention of violence 
is through socialisation, i.e. the media and the population as a whole, and state as well as social 
institutions are important agents of socialisation.3 This article is focused on the violence related 
to minors and the possibilities of limiting and curbing it with the help of socialisation.

Contents
Introduction  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	165
1	 The state and its criminal policy of curbing youth violence  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                     	167
2	 The role of more important informal agents of socialisation in 

decreasing violence of minors (youth violence)  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	168
Summary  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	170
Sources  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                                          	172

Bibliography  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                                  	172
Other sources  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	173

References  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                                        	173

Introduction
In Estonia, the necessity to address violence as a gender-specific social problem 

is widespread; the concept is mostly related to domestic violence. Until recently, do-
mestic violence was considered from the point of view contending that women are 
victims and men are the perpetrators of violence. Although most of the victims are 
women, according to statistics, men and children can also be victims and women 
can be the perpetrators of violence.4

In 2011, all in all 1,939 violent crimes were registered that could be related to 
domestic violence. The majority of them (1,508) were cases of physical abuse, this 
being 200 cases more than in the previous year.5 The number of physical abuses has 
also increased reaching 5,311 in 2012.6 The number of registered cases of domestic 
violence has increased as the police and prosecutor’s office have paid more attention 
to family violence than before.7
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Recently the number of sexual crimes against minors, committed through the 
internet, has increased.8 In 2011, 63 sex-offenders were convicted, and most of the 
crimes were sexual crimes committed against children.9 In 2012, the number of sex-
ual crimes committed against children increased, e.g. 5 cases of producing and ac-
cessing child pornography were registered. The corresponding figure in 2011 was 17.10

The data show that, in addition to adult victims, also the minors and young 
people experience violence daily. In 2009 the general rate of becoming a victim at 
the age of 15-19 was 33%; the rate of falling a victim at the age of 60 and older was 
remarkably lower – 18%. 24% of schoolchildren have suffered from school violence, 
i.e., 40% of 12-13 year old boys and 30% of 14 year old girls, correspondingly. Young 
people are more frequently victimised and this may at least partially be the result of 
their lifestyle and frequenting public places.11

At the same time, we cannot treat minors as the only victims of the acts of vio-
lence. The analysis of criminal offences committed in the territory of Estonia by mi-
nors (recorded by the police) shows that there are no grounds for optimism. In 2011, 
the total of 1610 persons were identified as being 14-17 years old whilst committing 
a crime, compared with 2010, when the number of minor criminals (young offend-
ers) was by 43 less, i.e., 2.6% less. In 2011, the police recorded 1,854 crimes com-
mitted by minors, and this being 4% more than in 2010. About half of the criminal 
offences committed by the minors were thefts and other offences against property, 
and one third were violent crimes. The majority of the acts of violence committed by 
minors were criminal offences of physical abuse (73%). During that year there was a 
remarkable decrease in the reported crimes of abuse of an important personal docu-
ment (-89) and fraudulent conduct (-35) and an increase in physical abuse (+81) and 
thefts (+55) committed by minors. 12

In the context of the present article it is a worrying circumstance that the cases 
of physical abuse committed by minors have become more frequent. This fact may 
be related to the increase of school violence in the recent years: “In Estonia, school 
violence is more widespread when compared to the other new member states of the 
EU. There are also more Estonian children who have been bullied or threatened by 
their peers via the Internet.” 13 

In 2011 the results of the civic education ICCS survey were published and one of 
the questions included was the behaviour of students at school and social issues at 
school. The results showed that Estonian teachers estimated the behaviour of school-
children to be a little lower than the international average, yet, in the opinion of 
teachers and students, social environment at school is trustworthy. Still, one tenth of 
the students felt excluded in school. The use of alcohol and drugs, bullying and vio-
lence, absence without a cause, vandalism, religious and racial intolerance and sexual 
harassment were identified in the research as social problems. Estonian teachers con-
sider absence without a cause (51%) and bullying (33%) to be the major problems, 
violence (10%) and the use of alcohol (7%) are less important. In teachers’ opinion 
bullying at school is a more serious problem (34%) than in the opinion of students 
(14%). Teachers in the schools where Estonian is a language of instruction mentioned 
bullying twice as often as teachers of the schools where Russian is the language of 
instruction. Bullying was mentioned as more of a problem in rural schools (opinion 
given by 40% of teachers) than by the teachers in town schools (31%).14 

The data provided above indicates that directives of the state are insufficient 
when fighting violence and society needs to interfere to deal with the problems.
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1	 The state and its criminal policy of curbing youth violence
The most important formal agent of socialisation is the state that can offer and 

secure the increase of safety 15 by taking the necessary measures through its legisla-
tive and political activity. Criminal policy is one of these measures.

In trying to delineate the criminal policy it is obvious that it may be defined in 
various ways, e.g., 1) “Criminal policy means working out, improving and implement-
ing social plans of action to obstruct the spread of offences, to lessen their seriousness 
and to reduce opportunities for the commission and harm caused by them; to influ-
ence people to refrain from committing offences; to protect legal order and improve 
the safety of society.” 16 2) “Criminal policy determines, which aims of fighting against 
crime are achieved with which criminal laws.” 17

The above definitions of criminal policy point out two different starting points 
for explaining the phenomenon: the first definition is a prevention-centred criminal 
policy with a stress on society; the second is a classical definition written for (crimi-
nal) law. The preventative approach means the reduction of the number of offences 
(i.e. infringement of any provisions of legal branches) that presupposes involvement 
of all of society in this activity, i.e. primarily, the creation of the corresponding insti-
tutions, including state institutions. In cases of the classical explanation of criminal 
policy, the focus is on the fight against crime where criminal law with all the in-
cluded sanctions has the main role.

In the author’s opinion, it is insufficient to rely solely on legislation in the fight 
against any type of law infringements. Guaranteeing enhancement and improve-
ment of the society’s safety is the task of the society itself as a whole. Therefore the 
action plans to restrict the spread of offences and to safeguard the social means of 
safety must be developed at the social level. Consequently, the preventative aspect of 
criminal policy seems to carry more weight.

There are different levels (social and circumstantial preventative measures, com-
munity-centred prevention, dealing with the consequences of offences) of the pre-
sent day criminal policy, and all of these are independent activity programmes with 
the common aim – to decrease the number of offences and other law infringements 
and increase the safety of society.

It is important to know how safe the surrounding environment appears to the 
people and which measures are thought to be appropriate and efficient to increase 
the safety of society when a particular criminal policy is carried out. The Estonian 
parliament, Riigikogu, in its decision of October 21, 2003 stressed that “the approved 
trends of development of criminal policy must be taken into account when the meas-
ures for fighting crime are designed and /.../ local governments, citizens’ associations 
and individuals must be included into crime prevention to a greater extent”.18 It has 
been pointed out that, in order to prevent youth crime, “local governments have to 
work out a scheme of early identification of problems that occur in the surrounding 
environment. The Ministry of Social Affairs in cooperation with the local governments 
must develop the parental skills of parents and improve the cooperation of specialists 
in the given sphere.” 19 Fulfilment of this task is possible only if members of society 
recognise the existence and seriousness of the problem. Here the youngest members 
of our society should not be underestimated – children reflect the attitude, under-
standing and evaluation of the adults’ world and determine how violent, criminal or, 
vice versa, law abiding will be our future society.
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In 2005 the heads of the Estonian Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Jus-
tice, Police and Prosecutor’s Office signed a declaration about shared aims and pri-
orities of the action. One of the main aims was the fight against crime that has been 
committed by or against minors.

2	 The role of more important informal agents of socialisation in 
decreasing violence of minors (youth violence)
The role of society in guaranteeing social safety is not as modest as it may seem 

at the first sight. One method that has to be taken into account is to improve the 
level of socialisation and through this guarantee the social integration of different 
social groups.

The importance of the development of children and youth in the process of so-
cialisation must be particularly emphasised, since the development of one’s person-
ality starts at birth and the guidance that a child receives within the family will lay 
the foundation for his/her social behaviour in the future. 

“Guidance of the child’s social behaviour, reinforcement of praiseworthy behav-
ioural patterns and elimination of non-praiseworthy behavioural patterns follow the 
main rule – to increase the allowed and reduce the illicit behaviour. /.../ One can say 
that the presumption of the child’s social behaviour develops under the influence of 
human relations in early childhood but behavioural patterns are formed in human re-
lations during the next phase of age-wise development. An aggressive incident, occur-
ring in the process of learning social behaviour, is not the manifestation of a deviated 
character but instead reveals how easily can disappointment result in aggressiveness. 
Due to that, the feedback the child gets with regard to his/her aggressive behaviour is 
of remarkable importance”.20 

The level of legal consciousness directly depends on the feedback that a person 
receives regarding his/her behaviour, especially in childhood. Thus, the so-called 
free upbringing (allowing children too much freedom) could deprive them of an 
emotional relationship with their parents and other close persons. This cannot be 
considered right. Persons, who were deprived of emotional and estimation-based 
tuning and in childhood experienced unexpressed estimations, may have to pay a 
high price during their lifetime. 

Leaving children alone (on their own) and the so-called free upbringing are the 
risk factors relevant to the offences committed by minors. “According to research, the 
direct control by parents over minors plays a big role in law infringements by minors. 
Parents’ awareness of the type of friends that their child goes out with in the evenings 
decreases the probability of them committing an offence and the risk of problematic 
behaviour.”21 

Nowadays the family cannot perform all the traditional functions related to the 
upbringing of young people. Thus, the other agents of socialisation appear in addi-
tion to the family in order to teach the rules of behaviour operating in society and to 
introduce cultural values. School is a decisive institution in helping to fulfil the task 
of educating young people in accordance with the behavioural expectations that ex-
ist in the society. The functions of school transform together with the development 
and changes in society; the status of school changes in the eyes of youth. It depends 
on the latter how influential an agent of socialisation – the school – is at one or an-
other stage of social development.
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Home and school are closely related as agents of socialisation. A child’s attitude 
toward learning depends on how much education and erudition are valued in his/
her home. A child’s attitude to schoolmates and teachers similarly depends on the 
guidelines he/she has received from the family.

Personal relations between the students in school surroundings play a signifi-
cant role in the development of personality, i.e., there is no doubt that friendly and 
benevolent relations have a positive effect. Every young person wants to feel whole-
some, wanted and popular. On the other hand, when the attitude is humiliating and 
taunting, a young person may have an inferiority complex that results in aggressive-
ness and a wish to take revenge “on the whole world”. The latter may induce a minor 
to law infringement, including perpetrating violence at school.

There are various factors that complicate the relations among schoolmates, e.g. 
frequent change of a school and class; possible difference in ages; low status in the 
eyes of schoolmates caused by average academic progress and behavioural problems; 
inability to adapt to the standards existing in the group. Problematic relations with 
the schoolmates yield the basis for the development of negative attitude of a young 
person toward the school.

Coping of a young person in the society greatly depends on his/her self-esteem 
that may either motivate or discourage his/her activity and gives a direction to his/
her behaviour. Self-esteem is a result of socialisation and it has developed on the 
basis of influence by the family, school, friends and social surroundings. Low self-
esteem is often the catalyst of aggressive behaviour.

The next significant developer of personality are mass media, i.e. television, ra-
dio, printed press (the main types of mass communication), also the Internet. In-
formation obtained through these channels must be true and reflect the attitude 
of society regarding an event that has taken place. Since mass communication is a 
very powerful and influential institution, one must focus on its quality in order for 
it to perform the (legal) function of the agent of socialisation successfully. However, 
unfortunately, not everything that reaches the addressees, i.e. members of society, 
is educational, esthetical or ethical. Moreover, the violence that is constantly propa-
gated (especially through the films on television) encourages to follow that example. 
Death seen on television or in films does not create any horror or fear with regard 
to this phenomenon, it may rather seem like a joke to be practiced on others. It is 
especially true regarding young people who beat, strike or torture. In cases when the 
school violence has been made public, the peers neither sympathise with the victim 
nor imagine themselves in this role. They simply enjoy their superiority over the vic-
tim. Everything happens so easily, without a particular notice, “like in the movies”.

At the same time, one cannot ignore two relevant aspects when dealing with 
this problem. Firstly, nowadays media has become a business which is expected to 
make a profit. Figuratively speaking, it has to sell goods that are bought. Informa-
tion must sell well, i.e., must attract people to watch, read and listen. Secondly, the 
problems of media and violence are related to the era and the current society. Every 
period has its heroes, and the perception as to how good or bad the people are in 
a particular story or relationship, depends considerably on the media’s interpreta-
tion. Two decades ago children’s broadcasts promoted the idea that the good always 
triumphs over the evil, e.g., cartoons showing how one can make and keep friends 
when one is honest, helping and friendly, subsequently being successful in life. The 
contemporary heroes of cartoons are cyber beings who destroy planets and each 
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other; slyness, meanness, power and inventiveness are the characteristics valued 
when destroying “enemies”.

Mass media are a strong power, the so-called “fourth power” in addition to leg-
islative, executive and judicial power. It plays a vital role in shaping a person’s legal 
consciousness via influencing its structural components.

In 2007 the Social and Market Research company Saar Poll conducted a survey 
among students of upper secondary schools and according to that, media have a 
significant role as the legal agent of socialisation for young people. The attitude of 
young people to Estonian courts is mostly shaped by the press (75%), then by laws 
(63%) and TV series (60%); and much less by friends (53%), school (52%) and family 
(45%), according to this research. Whilst a positive change towards attitudes may 
be created by school (63%) and laws (59%) and family members (45%), a negative 
change may be caused by the media (56%) and TV series (44%), feature films (42%) 
and friends (41%).22 The results of the omnibus research conducted by Faktum & 
Ariko OÜ among the Estonian population (ages 15-74) in 2007 show that, firstly, 
the media and then the laws have the substantial influence in shaping people’s at-
titude towards the courts. The media have both a positive (37%) and a negative (32%) 
influence. Any contacts with the law have changed the attitude towards the courts 
into a more positive one (38%).23 The results of the research should make the media 
concerned that they are granting commercial effectiveness the superiority instead of 
being a positive agent of socialisation.

Summary
Pursuant to the statistical data, in recent years the increase in the number of vio-

lent crimes characterises the crime in general, including the crimes committed by 
minors. It is possible to draw a conclusion that the agents of socialisation, first of 
all, family, have not fulfilled their task well enough. The quality of values and norms 
that a person obtains from home to be carried on into his/her own life depends a lot 
on the relationship with the family. Tensions at home that have been caused by vari-
ous reasons may manifest themselves in different forms of domestic violence. From 
the children’s point of view, family violence has a disastrous effect on the develop-
ment of their personalities, causing permanent damage to the psyche of the child 
and leading the child to other forms of violence, e.g. school violence and develop-
ment of general cruelty. The standpoint that violence creates more violence has been 
proved here: the child who witnesses hostility between parents or physical abuse at 
home grows up with the knowledge that such behaviour is normal (in its everyday 
sense, even traditional) and he/she is likely to practice it with peers or birds and ani-
mals; on the other hand, it may cause fear and frustration in the child and this, in 
turn, creates an actual possibility for him /her to become the “target” of violence. 
Consequently, the domestic violence must be dealt with primarily by the family it-
self. The issue is so serious that the Ministry of Justice has set this as a priority of ac-
tion in its strategic plan. Plans have been made to reduce domestic violence through 
two spheres: enhancement of legal consciousness and dissemination of information 
concerning family violence; and harmonisation of judicial practice in cases of family 
violence. There is an aim set for 2012 to update textbooks of social education and 
prepare the teachers of social education for dealing with the topics that concern 
family violence, violence outside the family relations (including the gender-based 
violence) and possibilities to help the victims of violence. Regular surveys of court 
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proceedings are made by the department of analysis in the Ministry of Justice, the 
Police and the Border Guard Board. This enables possible regional differences and 
problems in proceedings to be identified and analysed. In addition to the analyses 
there are meetings of the police officers and prosecutors that enable the improve-
ment and harmonisation of the practice. These roundtable meetings give an oppor-
tunity to agree on shared work principles or to work out additional guidelines to 
harmonise the practice. By analysing manslaughter and murder, statistics can show 
how many cases of these crimes have been related to preceding family violence. 24

In the author’s opinion, it is really important that the issue is dealt with at the 
state level, however, even this would not bring about a rapid improvement of the 
situation. As a rule, family violence originates from the adults, i.e., parents. Thus, 
the solution should also start from the parents instead of the children (for exam-
ple, if one would primarily talk about violence in the classes of social education). A 
more realistic solution could be the enhancement of the awareness of the population 
about violence as a serious problem. The increase in awareness could hypothetically 
motivate people to increasingly control their behaviour and in case of conflicts in 
family relationships find quick solutions and the possibilities of sparing children 
future problems. Efforts should be made to encourage future generations to be able 
to solve their conflicts in a civilised way and not by physical violence and mental 
abuse. An opportunity for that is created by knowingly shaping legal consciousness 
in the above-mentioned direction.

School certainly has a role to play here, since the contemporary young people 
spend a great part of their time outside the family circle. Influence of school experi-
ence is added to family experience and the relations of students with their peers and 
teachers have a particular importance. Rules of the game in legal consciousness are 
the same as in sport: elementary legal principles of fault, conscience, damages, when 
accidents or cases of violence occur between the students. Home and school should 
cooperate more than ever before in order to reduce violence. Ignoring the problem 
does not solve the problem. The issue of school violence has been under attention 
in the Estonian media now and again. School violence has two aspects – violence 
between students and violence between students and teachers. Taking the existing 
possibilities, e.g., the rights that teachers have at school, into account on both levels, 
it seems that there is no solution to the conflict. In the author’s opinion, it would 
be reasonable for the schools to employ people who maintain order, which could 
be called patrolmen, who at least could intervene in conflicts between the students. 
The other axis of conflicts – teacher-student conflict – is more complicated and in 
cases where the basis for the conflict is a taunting attitude of a teacher towards a 
student, the school management should consider dismissal of the teacher after all 
the circumstances have been clarified. Hiding heads in the sand by school managers 
(principals) in reality means that the victims of violence cannot obtain and continue 
their education to find a job they like. Violence of students toward teachers is as seri-
ous if not a more serious problem than the violence among the students. A shocking 
example of the case of students taunting a teacher and physically attacking him was 
published in the Estonian press on January 29, 2013. (See: Õpetajate leht. The clip 
about taunting was put on the Internet on January 29, 2013.) In such cases the guilty 
students must not be excluded from the circle of social influence. These cases once 
more indicate that families have failed to shape the basic principles of a respectful 
attitude in their children.
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The Ministry of Justice has planned to take some measures in the fight against 
school violence this year: “In the framework of state supervision, the Ministry of 
Education and Research in cooperation with the Police and Border Guard Board will 
start exercising control over the application of rules for a safe learning environment 
provided in the Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act in order to improve 
safety at school. There is a plan to prepare a follow-up programme about Internet 
safety (online safety) and information materials for child victims of violent crimes. The 
Children and Youth at Risk programme submitted by the EEA Financial Mechanism 
was approved, and the implementation of a four year programme started in autumn 
2012. There is also a plan to analyse the practice of treating convicted minors, and to 
continue with drafting a new Juvenile Sanctions Act and the Child Protection Act.” 25 

As mentioned above, the mass media have enormous opportunities at their 
disposal to shape the people’s mentality and system of values. Although their in-
fluence on the youth is stronger, more decisive and more noticeable, they still have 
an obligation to help adults acquire role models to be applied in the constantly 
changing social environment that requires adaptation. Media as an agent of sociali-
sation could be more efficient by limiting the communication of materials propa-
gating (promoting) violence. There is already enough violence in society, so perhaps 
the media should use its means to fill the consciousness of people with positive 
emotions.

The issue of violence must be treated seriously, because it is a phenomenon that 
harms society in all of its forms. The attitude of society towards violence and perpe-
trators of violent acts really matters. The awareness that violence as a phenomenon 
exists by itself is not sufficient. Society must react to every identified case of violence. 
The feedback given to the child about his/her aggressive behaviour is important.

The feeling of impunity must not be promoted amongst the perpetrators of of-
fences and violent acts because impunity encourages offenders to continue their 
activity and select increasingly dangerous means. The institutions dealing with 
educating the youth should not delegate liability to each other and seek the guilty 
parties elsewhere. The above especially concerns the parents who think that the 
teachers should be responsible for the actions of their children as soon as the chil-
dren enter the school in the morning. Teachers are not able to fill in the educational 
gap caused by poor parenting. At home children should be brought up to respect 
every person and all living beings. Respect for the older people in our society should 
be one of the basic principles, the so-called constitutional norm of behaviour. It de-
pends on all of us as to how long it will take before we reach this elementary level.

In conclusion, the answer to the question, whether and to what extent we are able 
to curb the proliferation of any form of violence, is quite clear: it depends on all of 
us, since the result can be positive only when the society as a whole makes the effort.
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