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Higher educational
attainment reduces the
risk of offending
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KEY MESSAGES

Higher levels of education reduce the risk of offending. Among persons referred to
court, the largest proportion have primary or basic education, while those with higher

education are least represented.

- The risk of offending is highest among men with low levels of education. In recent
years, men have consistently committed approximately 90% of registered crimes.

Criminal proceedings against more highly educated individuals are more often
terminated on grounds of expediency. Owing to the high proportion of terminated
proceedings, offenders with higher education place the least burden on the justice

system.

INTRODUCTION

In examining the relationship between education
and crime, several questions arise: does the nature
of offending change as educational attainment
increases; do individuals with different levels of
education commit different types of offences;
do more highly educated offenders receive more
lenient treatment; and does a higher level of
education among offenders entail greater costs
for the justice system? The national statistics used
in this article offer some indications in response
to these questions. The analysis focuses on the
pre-trial phase of criminal proceedings because

the available data do not allow for an assessment
of the extent to which an accused person’s level of
education may influence sentencing outcomes.

LONGER EDUCATIONAL PATHWAYS
SUPPORT LAW-ABIDING
BEHAVIOUR

Most international studies have shown that
higher levels of education are associated with
a reduced risk of offending. Research indicates
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that completing upper secondary education is
itself a significant factor in reducing crime." It has
also been found that greater access to university
education is associated with reductions in both
property crime and violent crime,? with longer
educational trajectories particularly reducing
the risk of offending among men.? Analyses of
the Estonian context suggest that, as in other
countries, property crime is more strongly
explained by economic and socio-demographic
factors than violent crime is.*

THE RISK OF OFFENDING IS
HIGHEST AMONG MEN WITH LOW
LEVELS OF EDUCATION

In recent years, men have consistently committed
approximately 90% of registered crimes. Among
the most common offence types in 2018-2023
(Figure 7.5.1), the share of men was highest in
cases involving threats (92%), followed by driving
while intoxicated (91%).The offence type with the
highest proportion of women was fraud (20%).

As the seriousness of offences increases, the
proportion of male offenders generally rises;
the average number of offences committed is
also higher among men than among women.
For both sexes, the largest group of suspects
consisted of those suspected of bodily harm
(Table 7.5.1), approximately half of whom had
committed domestic violence. It should be noted
that perpetrators are identified more frequently
in violent crimes than in property crimes, and in
traffic offences the perpetrator is almost always
known.?

Across all types of offence combined, 44% of
suspects in 2018-2023 had primary or basic
education, 48% had upper secondary or
vocational secondary education and 8% had
higher education (Figure 7.5.2). During the same
period, among residents aged 15 and over, 21%
had primary or basic education, 52% had upper
secondary or vocational secondary education,
and 28% had higher education.®

Among the selected types of offence, suspects
with primary or basic education were most

Data and methodology. The analysis is based on data from the e-File system.” It primarily relies onin- |
formation concerning suspects and accused persons in respect of whom the prosecutor has made a
final procedural decision, either referring the case to court or terminating proceedings on grounds
of expediency. This group is referred to as ‘offenders’ or ‘suspects’ and includes those accused. The
analysis focuses on such cases because commission of the offence has generally been established®
and they provide the most comprehensive data on educational attainment.

The educational level of offenders is examined for selected categories of offence:

1. all registered crimes combined and crimes registered under Penal Code, Sections 120, 121, 1573,
184,199,209, 213,422,423 and 424;

2. and misdemeanours which, when repeated or more serious, are classified as crimes: Penal Code
Section 218, Traffic Act Section 224, and Act on Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances and
Precursors Section 15'.

The dataset mainly covers the period 2018-2023, and in some cases 2024. Data are presented for three
groups, referred to as ‘education groups’: persons with primary or basic education; persons with upper
secondary orvocational secondary education; and persons with higher education, including professional
higher education.

@ Criminal proceedings were terminated under Sections 201, 202, 203 or 2031 of the Code of Criminal Procedure.

b In2020-2023, 98% of natural persons whose cases were resolved in court were convicted in full or in part.

¢ Data on educational attainment vary in level of detail across sources, which makes it appropriate to combine smaller groups.
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prevalent in theft (57%). The highest proportion
of suspects with upper secondary or vocational
education was found in stalking (62%), while
the highest proportion of suspects with higher
education was in causing a serious traffic

accident (21%).

For the misdemeanours examined, the figures for
2023 were as follows.

«  Among perpetrators of property misde-
meanours (Penal Code, Section 218), 50%
had primary or basic education, 46% upper
secondary or vocational education and 3%

higher education.

Among perpetrators of the misdemeanour of
exceeding the legal alcohol limit while driving
(Traffic Act, Section 224), 33% had primary
or basic education, 54% upper secondary
or vocational education, and 13% higher

education.

Among perpetrators of drug-related
misdemeanours (Act on Narcotic Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances, Section 15'), 71%
had primary or basic education, 27% upper
secondary or vocational education, and 2%

higher education.

There is no consistent long-term time series
on offenders’ educational attainment. Data on
defendants referred to court in 20018 suggest
that the overall picture was broadly similar to that

observed today.

Figure 7.5.1 Proportion of male and female offenders in selected offence categories, 2018-2023
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SOURCE: figure by the authors based on e-File data®
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NOTE. The same person may appear in the statistics for different types of crime.
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Table 7.5.1 Number of offenders and gender distribution in selected offence categories, average

2018-2023
Offence Number Share (%)
Penal Code Men Women Men Women

Threats Sect. 120 399 35 6 3
Physical abuse Sect. 121 2,270 388 34 36
Stalking Sect. 1572 60 7 1 1
Handling of large quantities of drugs | Sect. 184 548 74 8 7
Theft Sect. 199 974 191 14 18
Fraud and computer fraud Sects. 209, 213 287 73 4 7
Causing a serious traffic accident Sects. 422,423 56 11 1 1
Driving while intoxicated Sect. 424 1,897 187 28 17

SOURCE: table by the authors based on e-File data'®

Figure 7.5.2 Distribution of suspects by level of education in selected offence categories, 2018-2023
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SOURCE: figure by the authors based on e-File data'
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« In property crimes, approximately 60%
of accused persons had primary or basic
education, 40% had upper secondary
education, and around 1% had higher
education.

« Inoffencesagainst the person,43% of accused
persons had primary or basic education, 54%
upper secondary education, and 3% higher
education.

« In traffic offences, around 30% of accused
persons had primary or basic education, while
approximately 70% had upper secondary or
higher education.

In recent years, the proportion of suspects with
primary or basic education has declined, while the
share of other education groups has increased.
Between 2015 and 2024, the proportion of
suspects aged 15 and over with higher education
rose to 16%,'2 and their share among suspects
doubled during the same period (Figure 7.5.3).

The increase in the proportion of suspects with
higher education is primarily related to driving
while intoxicated, where the number of higher-
educated suspects has risen year by year.
Although their share has also increased in some
other offence categories, including domestic
violence, fraud, embezzlement, offences against
public trust and economic crime, this is largely

Among women with higher education, the share of
suspects in drink-driving offences has increased
more rapidly than among men, although men con-
tinue to dominate this type of crime. In 2015, wom-
en with higher education accounted for 0.8% of
all suspects in drink-driving offences; by 2024, the
figure had risen to 3.3%, representing an approxi-
mately fourfold increase. Among men with higher
education, the corresponding figures were 4.5%
and 8.6%, representing an approximately twofold
increase. This may reflect a trend observed in sur-
veys:'*in 2014, 10.6% of women with higher educa-
tion consumed alcohol at least two to three times
a week, compared with 16.5% in 2022. Among men
with higher education, the share of frequent alcohol
consumers did not increase over the same period.

due to a decline in the number of suspects with
lower levels of education; there is no clear upward
trend in the absolute number of suspects with
higher education.

In2018-2023, there were on average 136 suspects
per year for every 10,000 residents with primary
or basic education, the highest rate among the
education groups. This was more than twice the
corresponding figure for persons with upper
secondary or vocational education (59) and nearly
eight times the figure for persons with higher
education (18) (Figure 7.5.4). The population base
included residents aged 15 and over with known
educational attainment.'®

When the number of suspects per 10,000 persons
is considered, differences between education
groups were most pronounced in theft and drug
offences (Table 7.5.2).

In offences against the person, the data may not
fully reflect actual differences between education
groups, as the perpetrator is often the victim’s
partner or another family member. In such cases,

Figure 7.5.3 Distribution of suspects by level
of education across all offence categories,
2010-2024
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reporting may be avoided in the hope of resolving
the matter privately or out of fear of retaliation.
Electronic channels are playing an increasingly
significant role in crime, which makes it difficult
to group offenders clearly by offence type or
other characteristics. The same individuals may
commit both ‘traditional’ theft and online fraud,
and may use parcel lockers and GPS devices in
drug offences. Substance misuse substantially
increases the risk of offending'® and occurs across
all education groups: in 2023, 8% of respondents
with primary or secondary education and 4%
of those with higher education reported heavy
alcohol consumption.'” This is particularly relevant
in violent crime, most of which is committed while
intoxicated, shoplifting, where a large share of
offenders have substance dependence, and
driving while intoxicated, which is largely linked
to excessive alcohol consumption.'® Domestic
violence occurs across all population groups,

although the risk of physical violence decreases
as education level increases.

For the offence types examined, bodily harm
accounted for the largest number of suspects in
all education groups in 2018-2023, followed by
drink-driving and theft (Figure 7.5.5). The higher
the suspects’ level of education, the lower the
share suspected of theft,drug offences or threats.
Suspects in fraud or computer fraud, causing a
serious traffic accident and stalking were most
prevalent in the higher education group.

At the conclusion of the pre-trial investigation, the
prosecutor decides whether to refer the criminal
case to court or terminate the proceedings on

Number of suspects per 10,000 persons by gender and level of education in selected

offence categories, 2018-2023

Offence Penal Men Women
Code Primary Secondary Higher Primary Secondary Higher
or basic or education or basic or education
education | vocational education | vocational
education education
Threats Sect. 120 88 37 10 10 2 1
Physical abuse | Sect. 121 496 211 61 92 30 A
Stalking Sect. 157° 7 8 3 1 1 0
Handling of
large quantities | Sect. 184 123 43 8 17 5 1
of drugs
Theft Sect. 199 264 75 12 45 15 6
Fraud and Sects
computer y 58 25 14 13 6 3
fraud 209, 213
Causing a
. . Sects.
serious traffic 422,423 6 7 5 1 1 i
accident
Driving while g o 101 | 391 213 60 21 20 10
intoxicated

table by the authors based on e-File data'®
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Figure 7.5.4 Number of suspects per 10,000 persons, 2018-2023
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SOURCE: figure by the authors based on e-File data®

Among persons with higher education, the risk of domestic violence offences is lowest.

In domestic violence offences (Penal Code, Section 121(2)(2)), the average annual number of suspects
per 10,000 residents in 2018-2023 was 22 among persons with primary or basic education, 12 among
those with upper secondary or vocational education, and three among those with higher education.

According to survey data, differences between education groups among victims have been
considerably smaller.

« Ina 2009 survey, 14% of respondents with primary or basic education, 10% with upper secondary
or vocational education, and 8% with higher education reported having experienced intimate
partner violence in the previous 12 months; for physical violence, the corresponding figures were
8%, 5% and 3%.?'

« In a 2022 survey, 33.7% of women with primary or basic education, 27.1% with upper secondary
or vocational education, and 22.1% with higher education reported having experienced domestic
violence in adulthood; the corresponding figures for men were 18.0%, 15.3% and 15.9%.%

As a hidden and sensitive offence category, domestic violence data may be influenced by factors
that complicate comparisons between education groups, such as awareness of what constitutes
domestic violence, perceptions of severity, willingness to initiate formal proceedings and financial
dependence on the perpetrator. In survey data, the severity and total number of incidents are also
unknown, including whether reported cases were preceded by unreported incidents and whether
this varies across education groups.

Suspects of stalking were several times fewer in number, with rates below one per 10,000 residents.
Among persons with higher education, the proportion was approximately three times lower than in
the other education groups. While differences between groups are observable, they are markedly
smaller than in domestic violence offences.

In domestic violence cases, procedural practice has generally followed the pattern seen in other
offence categories: where the perpetrator has higher education, proceedings are more often
terminated on grounds of expediency, including in repeat cases, whereas perpetrators with primary
or basic education are more frequently referred to court.?

@  The specific circumstances influencing procedural decisions, such as prior convictions or other types of crime in the same

proceedings, are not known.

e e _——— |
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Figure 7.5.5 Distribution of suspects by offence category within each education group, 2018-2023
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grounds of expediency, provided that the suspect
agrees to assume time-bound obligations (Code
of Criminal Procedure, Sections 201-203). Even
where proceedings are terminated, the prosecutor
is satisfied that the offence was committed.
Proceedings are most commonly terminated
because there is no public interest in continuing
them and the degree of guilt is not significant
(Code of Criminal Procedure, Section 202):in 2024,
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21%
28%

this accounted for 78% of all cases terminated on
grounds of expediency. Cases involving juvenile
offenders accounted for 13% of terminations (Code
of Criminal Procedure, Section 201), while 5% were
terminated because punishment was deemed
disproportionate (Code of Criminal Procedure,
Section 203) and 4% because the damage caused
by the offence had been remedied (Code of Criminal
Procedure, Section 2031).



The prospects for terminating proceedings type, may preclude termination, compliance with

are more favourable for suspects who are previouslyimposed obligations, prior convictions,
economically and psychologically stable; these the suspect’s attitude towards the offence and
factors are, to a considerable extent, associated its consequences, and their willingness to fulfil
with the level of education. For example, obligations within the prescribed time limit.

the prosecutor may consider that imposing
obligations is sufficient to influence a more
highly educated suspect. Similarly, a person with
higher education may have greater financial or
time resources to compensate damage, fulfil
obligations or perform community service.
Decisions may also be significantly influenced by
repeat offending, which, depending on the offence

The proportion of persons referred to court has
been highest among those with primary or basic
education and lowest among those with higher
education (Table 7.5.3). Differences between
offenders with primary or basic education
and those with higher education are relatively
pronounced in violent crime, theft and traffic
offences, but smaller in fraud, computer fraud

Educational attainment of persons referred to court by offence type, 2018-2023

Offence Penal Code Primary Secondary or Higher
or basic vocational education
education education
Physical abuse Sect. 121 48% 37% 22%
Causing a serious traffic accident izgts. 422, 82% 62% 34%
Threats Sect. 120 67% 61% 40%
Theft Sect. 199 715% 710% 1%
Driving while intoxicated Sect. 424 80% 68% 50%
Stalking Sect. 1573 65% 62% 51%
Fraud and computer fraud i?;ts. 209, 83% 81% 79%
Handling of large quantities of drugs Sect. 184 98% 97% 86%
ALL CRIMINAL OFFENCES® 63% 57% 44%
Selected categories
L Sect.
Domestic violence 121(2)2) 49 37 22
Sect.
Repeated domestic violence® 121(2)2) and 68 50 28
3)
First-time driving while intoxicated Sect. 424(1) 74 60 44
Repeated driving while intoxicated Sect. 424(2) 97 96 96

table by the authors based on e-File data?

NOTE. @ Includes all offence types, including those not presented in the table. ® The offence was simultaneously classified under Penal Code
Section 121(2) points (2) and (3): the domestic violence offence had been preceded by bodily harm. It may be assumed that, in most cases,
the earlier offence was also domestic violence.
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and drug offences. An exception is repeat driving
while intoxicated (Penal Code, Section 424(2)),
where prosecutors generally do not terminate
proceedings on grounds of expediency.

In property and traffic offences, the possibility
of compensating the victim for damage is
an important factor influencing procedural
decisions. Violent offences encompass a wide
range of conduct, and there may be differences
between education groups in the average
severity of offences.The degree of severity is one
of the factors taken into account when deciding
whether to terminate proceedings or refer a case
to court.

In 2022-2024, 72% of criminal cases referred
to court were adjudicated in settlement
proceedings, 15% under general procedure, 12%
under alternative proceedings and less than 1%
under summary proceedings. This distribution was
similar across all education groups. Information
on defendants’ education was unavailable in 29%
of cases. Given the predominance of common
offences such as bodily harm and driving while
intoxicated in court cases, it is unlikely that the
average procedural cost per defendant differs
significantly between education groups overall.
In certain offence categories, such as corruption,
cases may be more complex than average and
a relatively large proportion of defendants may
have higher education; however, the number of
such cases is small.

As educational attainment increases, the
overall risk of offending decreases. Offenders
have consistently been disproportionately
represented among people with low levels of
education, while relatively few have had higher
education; the differences are most pronounced
in theft. Violence occurs across all population
groups, but the share of direct physical assaults
declines as education level rises. In certain less

Higher educational attainment reduces the risk of offending

In 2024, 134 defendants were referred to court
for corruption offences. Among those whose
education level was known, 30% had primary
or basic education, 53% had upper secondary
or vocational education, and 17% had higher
education. Thus, the share of defendants with
higher education in such offences was twice as
high as across all offences combined, where it
was approximately 9%.%°

frequent offences requiring specific expertise,
such as corruption and economic crime, the risk
of offending may increase with higher education.
The risk of offending is highest among men with
low levels of education, particularly in violent
offences, including domestic violence, and
theft. The risk of becoming a victim of domestic
violence is also highest among persons with lower
educational attainment, and perpetrators with
higher education are less likely to be referred to
court than those with lower education.

Irrespective of the type of offence, the likelihood
of termination of proceedings on grounds
of expediency increases with the suspect’s
level of education. Compared with suspects
with lower educational attainment, those with
higher education are generally better placed
to fulfil the time-bound obligations required for
termination; they are also more likely to have no
prior convictions.

Because criminal proceedings involving offenders
with higher education are more often terminated
before reaching court, these offenders place the
least burden on the justice system. Regardless
of the offender’s level of education, termination
of proceedings may be appropriate, particularly
in the case of first-time offenders, without
increasing the risk of reoffending. In recent
years, for example, repeat offending among first-
time offenders apprehended for driving while
intoxicated has declined significantly where
proceedings were terminated because there
was no public interest in continuing them and
obligations were imposed.



Jirgen Rakaselg

The relationship between educational attainment
and offending is more complex than a simple
correlation. In the psychology of criminal
behaviour, a finding that is also reflected in
Estonian data appears to hold:longer participation
informal education reduces the risk of offending.?®
Admittedly, the relationship between education
and corruption offences differs to some extent
from the relationship between education and
property offences or violent offences. This may
also be explained by the fact that higher levels of
education tend to lead individuals into different
occupational fields. A person with only basic
education, for example, is far less likely in practice
to encounter opportunities for corruption.

When considering the link between educational
attainment and the risk of offending, it must
be recognised that the presence or absence
of education, or the length of time spent in
education, may mask other characteristics that
have a stronger influence on offending risk.
The temptation to conclude simply that more
education reduces crime captures only part
of the picture. When education is analysed in
isolation from other factors that affect the risk
of offending, research suggests that its weight
in an offending risk profile is, depending on the
study, around 5-10%. In other words, raising the
level of education alone would, at best, reduce
the predicted likelihood of risk behaviour by up
to 10%.

At the same time, educational attainment and the
time spent in education signal the presence of
other,more influential factors affecting offending
risk. These include literacy, verbal ability,
opportunities to experience recognition even
after modest intellectual effort, moral attitudes,
the social norms of peers and friendship groups,
the capacity for sustained intellectual effort,
and the absence of substance dependency.
The absence of such factors both reduces the
likelihood of educational success and increases
the risk of offending.

Effective prevention should therefore focus
particularly on these factors that shape the
course of learning. More important than the
formal attainment of a given level of education
are the preconditions for achieving that level and
the quality of the learning environment. Too often,
the mere fact of attaining a certain educational
qualification is treated as more important than
the development of competences, attitudes
and values, and than addressing factors that
appear to lie outside education, such as lifestyle.
Educational policy should therefore shift its
emphasis from formal outcomes towards the
process and substance of education, both in
supervision and in the support provided to
educational institutions.

From the perspective of specific prevention - that
is, with regard to the individual, including those
who have already offended - broad opportunities
should be provided to develop the foundations
for learning, both in school and in extracurricular
education. In the context of custodial sentences,
greater use should also be made of legally
available but currently rarely used opportunities
for learning outside prison, rather than relying
primarily on prison schools.

Addressing the skills, opportunities, attitudes
and other factors that underpin educational
attainment and reduce offending risk may
complicate the execution of sentences. As a
result, more readily available in-prison solutions
are often preferred, even where more effective
options exist outside prison. It is therefore worth
considering a clearer distinction between penal
policy and the function of sentence enforcement.
Otherwise, there is a risk that practical and
administrative considerations in the execution
of sentences will begin to shape penal policy
itself. Ideally, the relationship should be reversed:
informed and evidence-based policy should guide
practice.
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