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THE DRUG–CRIME CONNECTION
Toward a developmental perspective
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Drug Use – Criminal Behavior

• Robust association between drug use and crime
• How do we explain the association?

1. Drug use causes crime
2. Crime causes drug use
3. Drug use–crime correlation is spurious

• At a minimum >>> complex relationship

4. Drug use–crime mutually reinforcing
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Developmental Trajectories

• Great deal of drug use–crime research is correlational
– Cross‐sectional, binary indicators of use correlated with 
criminal behavior

• Prior drug use (ever, past‐year, past‐month)
• Intoxication (under the influence when offense occurred)

• Phenomena don’t just “happen” all of a sudden
– Most social, behavioral, biological processes evolve over 
time (Nagin, 2005)

• Developmental approach conceptualizes drug use in 
terms of an evolving pattern of behavior
– Examine the relationship between developmental of drug 
use and criminal offending, not drug use per se

4



AN EXAMPLE
Adult male crack cocaine users



Data

• Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring program (2000)
– 35 sites (26 states + D.C.)

– Adult Males (n=21,161)
• “Ever used CRACK COCAINE?”

– 32.7% (n=7,160) “Yes”

• “Used CRACK COCAINE in past 12 months?”
– 19.7% (n=4,170) “Yes”

• Level of use, each month, past 12 months
– Values: 0‐3

– Cases with missing values dropped

– 17.9% (n=3,801) of adult male sample

» 53.1% of male arrestees who have used crack cocaine in lifetime

» 91% of male arrestees who have used crack cocaine past year

6



[LABEL  CALENDAR  

 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  

HOLIDAYS              

BIRTHDAYS              

OTHER EVENTS              

HOUSING STATUS
H1 H2 H3 H4 H5 H6 H7 H8 H9 H10 H11   

IN-PATIENT
T1 T4 T5 T6 T7 T8 T9 T10 T11 T12 T13 T14 T15 T16 T17 

OUT-PATIENT
T2 T18 T19 T20 T21 T22 T23 T24 T25 T26 T27 T28 T29 T30 T31 

MENTAL HEALTH
T3 T32 T33 T34 T35 T36 T37 T38 T39 T40 T41 T42 T43 T44 T45 

ARREST
C1 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 C14 C15 

JAIL PRISON
C2 C16 C17 C18 C19 C20 C21 C22 C23 C24 C25 C26 C27 C28 

ALCOHOL 
S1 S2 S3 S22 S23 S24 S25 S26 S27 S28 S29 S30 S31 S32 LEVELS

 
ALCOHOL 

(5+ drinks/day) 
 

DRUGS 
(any use) 

 
0 = NONE 
 
1= 1day/wk 

(1-7 days/mo) 
 

2= 2-3 days/wk 
(8-12 days/mo) 
 

3= >3 days/wk 
(13-30 days/mo) 

MARIJUANA 
S4 S5 S6 S33 S34 S35 S36 S37 S38 S39 S40 S41 S42 S43 

CRACK/ROCK COCAINE 
S7 S8 S9 S44 S45 S46 S47 S48 S49 S50 S51 S52 S53 S54 

POWDER COCAINE 
S10 S11 S12 S55 S56 S57 S58 S59 S60 S61 S62 S63 S64 S65 

HEROINE 
S13 S14 S15 S66 S67 S68 S69 S70 S71 S72 S73 S74 S75 S76 

METHAMPHETAMINE 
S16 S17 S18 S77 S78 S79 S80 S81 S82 S83 S84 S85 S86 S87 

OTHER DRUG 
S19 S20 S21 S88 S89 S90 S91 S92 S93 S94 S95 S96 S97 S98

 S20a: [SPECIFY OTHER DRUG] 
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Drug Use Trajectories of Male Arrestees
Crack Cocaine
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Drug Use Trajectories of Male Arrestees
Crack Cocaine
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61.6% of crack cocaine sample “stable” users



Drug Use Trajectories of Male Arrestees
Crack Cocaine
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Drug Use Trajectories of Male Arrestees
Crack Cocaine
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Socio-Demographic Profiles
Trajectory Group Members

Stable
Groups

Escalating 
Groups

Desisting
Groups

CHARACTERISTICS TOTAL #2 #4 #7 #3 #6 #1 #5 #8

Age (mean) 36.3 55.1 56.1 38.1 34.0 36.3 34.2 36.0 36.3

Black/Af. Amer. (%) 48.2 44.8 63.1 64.0 48.7 53.5 30.0 46.8 45.6

Unemployed (%) 38.7 32.5 38.2 47.5 38.7 42.6 36.7 44.8 43.9

Homeless (%) 16.8 13.7 15.0 22.3 11.3 16.4 16.1 22.2 21.9

Div./Sep. (%) 24.1 25.2 20.5 25.7 24.0 25.4 24.0 22.3 23.7

L/T High School (%) 28.8 29.6 30.1 30.6 23.3 32.0 27.1 23.2 29.8
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Offending Profiles
Trajectory Group Members

Stable
Groups

Escalating 
Groups

Desisting
Groups

CHARACTERISTICS TOTAL #2 #4 #7 #3 #6 #1 #5 #8

Felonies (%) 46.5 42.7 48.3 47.0 52.7 48.4 44.7 51.6 65.8

Misdemeanors (%) 56.2 58.9 54.0 56.0 48.7 50.0 59.3 50.0 46.5

Violent (%) 16.7 18.2 15.0 12.8 14.7 15.6 19.2 18.6 16.7

Property (%) 24.4 18.9 28.6 27.6 26.0 28.7 22.4 32.0 29.8

Drug (%) 29.0 28.1 32.9 33.1 28.0 26.2 25.3 25.3 29.8

Order Maint. (%) 12.1 13.7 12.6 12.9 12.7 7.4 10.4 9.8 10.5

Pro./Par. violation (%) 7.7 6.1 5.8 5.1 10.7 8.2 11.1 11.3 10.5
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Drug Use Behavior Profiles
Trajectory Group Members

Stable
Groups

Escalating 
Groups

Desisting
Groups

CHARACTERISTICS TOTAL #2 #4 #7 #3 #6 #1 #5 #8

Teen onset (%) 25.7 24.7 21.9 24.9 36.0 26.2 29.3 23.7 21.0

Dependence (%) 78.7 72.8 82.9 89.3 87.3 85.8 68.1 89.6 92.1

Positive U/A (%) 76.4 69.8 89.1 92.4 72.8 74.6 58.0 90.8 92.7
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