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The Impact of Heroin_P~ddiction 
Upon Criminality 

Ball, J.e.; Rosen, L.; Friedman, E.G.; Nurca, D,N. 

STATENENT OF THE PROBLEM 

: There is rather general agreement among criminolojists that an 
increase in criminality canrronly t)Ccurs follOlving the onset of 
heroin addiction in the United States (Chein et a1.1964; 

'O'Donnell, 1966 and 1969; Ball and Snarr, 1969; Nash, 1973; 
McGlothlin, Anglin and Wilson, 1978)? Despite this overall 
consensus, however, the dynamics of the relationship OOO'leen 
opiate addiction and crime continues to be a natter of contro
versy. Arrong the questions which remain unresolved, two seem 
especially crucial: (1) What are the frequency and types of 

\ crimes canmitted by heroin addicts? (2) What impact do post
onset periods of heroin addiction or periods of abstinence have 
uiXln criminality? 

A NEW MEASURE OP CRIMIWl.L BEHAVIOR 

In the present paper, a new lTEaSl'Xe of criminal behavior is 
described and employed in an on-going research project. The 
new rreasure has reen terrred Crime-Days Per Year At Risk. A 
crime-day is a 24 hour pariod in which an incUvinual canmits one 
or rcore crimes. The number of crime-days per year at risk 

. refers to the number of days per year that an individual has 
committed crimes, from 0 to 365. Years at risk refers to time 
when the subject was not incarcerated; risk is time "on the 

.'street" • 

This new measure, crime-days per year at risk, is found to have 
unique analytical ~r as it parmits the calculation of uniform 
crime rates by years .ott risk and it is not confounded by multiple 
crimes conmitted on a given day. E'urthe:orore,the term cr:i.ma--
days par year at risk. appears to be an effective proce:lure for . ____ -
explaining and understanding the extent of persistent cri.J:nirI.Etl~· 
behavior because it relates the n~.E_£L.Qt".ime:::--eunrniUed by 
individuals to a caroron fr.3JrB'6fieference -- times p:!r year. 
The discovery of the average crime-days per year concept was 

163 



',.--.. 

.i,j"R,~~;$;~~~~;~ 

....... .':. 

.. I 

.' 

""'it_"~'''.~';i~~H~iH~'''''I''c""'I''''''II',",,Y'''''''''''''''''''.q..I''', •. ~~~-~'"~~'''' ..... J...;k~"'''7~'~_'''~''''''-~~'''''''--''''' 
.'1": 

" . ~. ' .... 

made by the senior author while analyzing detailed life history 
data r:ertaining to heroin addicts as part of an on-going £0110\.,
up study in Baltimore. 

THE SN1PLE OF ADDICTS 
.;,(' 

This oaper is h3sed on intervie .... data obtaine::'i fran 243 Baltiroore', -
Gpiat~ addicts (rrost were heroin addicts). The 243 male aridicts ) 
were a stratifie:l random sample drawn fran 4,069 persons listed 
by the Baltiroore Police l),partrrent between 1952 and 1971 as knOl'ln 
addicts. Analysis of C<":lort and race differences has been under
taken elsewhere (~urco and DuPont, 1977). 

Although comprehensive iristitutional data was collected with 
respect to the addict sample, the main source of data for the 
present analysis was obtained through personal interviews. 
Each of the 243 addicts was interviewed during 1973 or 1974 by 
spzciaUy trained intervie.-lers who were familiar with the 
Baltiroore addict sub::ulture. The interview lasted some three 

: hours and the questions were focuse::'i upon six topics: drug use, 
criminal behavior, \\'Orkr living arrangerrents, drug selling and 
other sources of inccme. The validity of the interview data 
was found to 1:e satisfactory in a separate study (Bonito, Nurco 
and Shaffer, 1976). 

ADDICrrOl\l STATUS AND CRIMIl\IALITY SINCE Ol\lSET 

After the ntll11b=r of criJne-days since the onset of regular 
opiate use had teen cooed for each subject, it was p:Jssible 
to classify toth his addiction status and cr:i.minality during 
his years at risk. Thus, the following data was cooed for each 
subject: (ll total criJne-days while addicted, (2) total crime-

" days off opiates while "on the street", (3) crimeless days while 
addicted and (4) crimeless days while off regular opiate use. 
~hese four st~tuses were mutually exclusive. 

For the entire sarI1J?le, the most frequent addiction-crirre status 
durmg their entire risk years was that of being addicted and 
canmitting crirres on a daily basisj this occurrej during 41. 7 
percent of the risk period (Table 1). N8}tt rrost canrron was being 
off regular opiates and not canmitting daily crimes; this occurr
ej for 34.5 z:;ercent of the risk period. The remai."1der of the 
risk period was. accounte::'i for by addicted titre when crilres were 
not canmitted {19. 9 parcent} and abstinent time when crimes were 
canmitted (3.9 percent of days) .• 
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TABLE ~ Total Time at Risk by Addiction status and Criminalit,y 
for 237 Addicts 

Percent of 
status While At Risk 

Days in 
Each Status Days in Each Status 

1.. crime-Days on Opiates 
2. crime-Days off Opiates 
3. crimeless Days on Opiates 
4. crimeless Days off Opiates 

Total Days at Risk: 

432,947 
40,79~ 

206,082 
358,304 

1,038,124 

4~.7 
3.9 

19.9 
34.5 

~OO.O 

The total aI'OCllmt of time that this Ba.l tirrore male sample spent 
addicted to opiate drugs since onset of regular opiate use was 
61.. 6 percent of their risk years. Since their average years at 
risk was 11. 3, they were addicted to opiates alrrost two-thirds 
of the time and abstinent sanewhat over a third of the time. 
Two further p::>ints are pertinent al:out their addiction or absti
nence status. First, with regard to the absU.nence fran regular 
opiate use classification, this status included periods of occa
sional use of opiates as we 11 as periods of frequent use of non
opiate drugs. Second, it is significant that 85 percent of the 
sample had such abstinence periods. . 

NUMBER OF CRIr-1ES CXlMMITTEO BY THE 243 ADDIerS 

The total numl::er of crime-days during the risk years for the 243 
addicts is tabulatei in Table 2. The range in crime-days within 
the sample was fran 0 to 9,450. That is, fran no crimes canmitt
ei by six addicts to 9,450 crime-days accumulatei by one addict 
during his risk years. 

The total number of crime-days amassed by these 243 addicts 
during their years at risk was 473,738. This total may l::e re
garded as an underestimate of the total numter of crimes canmitt
ed, as multiple crimes during a crime-day were canm:>n. It is 
also pertinent to note in this conte:>tt that rrost of the crimes 
rer:crtei were for theft and that drug use or possession was not 
classified as a crime. 'l'he mean UlJml::er of crime-day's per addict 
during their years at risk was 1,998.9. 
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TABLE 2 Total Crime Days for 243 Millcts 

Num1:x3r of Percent of 
Crime Days Addicts Addicts 

o (None) 6 2.5 
1-99 20 8.2 

100-499 31 12.B 
500-999 31 12.8 

1,000-1,999 54 22.2 
2,000-2,999 46 18.9 
3,000-3,999 27 11.1 
4,000-4,999 12 4.9 
5,000-5,999 10 4.1 
6,000-9,450 6 2.5 
TOtal 243 100.0 

Total crime--days since onset of addiction: 473,738 

In order to control for years at risk, crime-days were canputed 
for each ];:erson by years at risk (Table 3). This measure -
Crime-Days Per Y3ar At Risk - indicates the average ntlJl\l:Br of 
crime-days p.:r year during the riSK years for each of the 243 
addicts. '!he rrean numl:er of Crime-Days Per Year At Risk for 
the sample was 178.5. Thus, the total amount of time that these 
addicts spent engaged in daily criminal behavior since their 
onset of addiction was alrrost half of their riSK years. To 
be exact, they camri.tted crimes during 45.6 percent of their 
days at riSK. 

TABLE 3 Crime-Days Per Year at Risk for 243 Mddicts 

crime-Days Number of Percent of 
Per Year at Risk Addicts Addicts 

No Crime-Days 6 2.5 
Less than 1 per yr. 11 4.5 

1-49 35 14.4 
50-99 26 10.7 

100-149 31 12.B 
150-19~ 32 13.2 
200-249 25 10.3 
250-299 26 10.7 
300-349 28 11.5 
350-365 23 9.5 
Total 243 100.0 
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THE IMPAcr OF JlDDlc;;rIOO UEON CRIMINAL CAREERS 

Each of the 243 addicts was classified as to the canrron criminal 
career w'hich he had fol10" .. ed since onset of regular opiate use 
(Table 4). The extent of criminality arrong all nine career types 
was affected by their addiction status. ThUs" there was an over
all six-fold increase in the numl:er of crime-days rer year during 
addiction as contrasted with the crime rate when abstinent:. 

Although the extent of criminality within this addict sample was 
notably increased when the subjects were addicte:i to cpiate drugs, 
the non-addicte:i crirre rate \'las still quite high. Thus, two of 
the career types had rrore than 100 crirne-days per year while not 
addictei to opiates. 

TABLE 4 Crime-Days Per Year At Risk By Addiction status 

Crime-Days crirre-Days Per 
Numl:er of Per Year at Year at Risk: 

Crime Career Type Mdids Risk addicte:'i abstinent 

1. Theft-daily 41 330.3 347.7 109.7 
2. Sale of Drugs-daily 13 328.0 353.2 88.3 
3. Other Crirres-daily 7 319.4 341.4 151.0 
4. Weekly Theft 58 189.6 280.9 23.3 
5. Neekly Sale of Drugs 18 181.1 284.0 27.6 
6. Weekly, other crimes 7 201.9 297.0 70.1 
7. Infre:ruent Theft 57 72.4 140.7 7.4 
8. Infre:ruent Sales 14 102.4 260.9 10.5 
9. Infrequent, other crimes 22 46.8 108.2 2.3 

No Crime 6 

Total: 243 178.'5 248.0 40.8 

INTERPRETATION A."ID COl\a,USION 

In this study of male heroin addicts in Baltimore, it has teen 
fmmel that rrost of the subjects were deeply enrreshed in cr:irninal 
careers on a daily basis over a pericx'i of IT\3l1y years. Secondly, 
it has I::een found that the vast majority of these CdJTES were 
carnn:Ltted while the subjects were addicted to opiates. Converse
ly, the rate of criminal activity was greatly reiuce<l when these 
subjects were abstinent. 
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with respect to criminality, it was found that each of the 243 
addicts committed an average of 1,999 crimes (Le. had 1,999 
crime-days) and that together this sample was 'responsible - for 
committing at least 473,738 offenses. (These figures do not 

, include drug use or drug possession offenses). On an annual 
:", basis, this sample of male addicts camnitted 178 crimes per 

; year since their onset of regular opiate use. 

The association of this high level of criminal behavior with 
.. active addiction to opiates was striking. Thus, the rate of 

~; ',criminal offenses committed increased six times during their 
_,_ .. addiction periods as contrasted with their abstinence periods. 

with respect to years at risk, 91.4 percent of their crime
days were also days during which the subj ects were, addicted; 

',; conversely, only 8.6 percent of their crime-days were abstin-
ent days. 

These research findings concerning the impact of addiction 
upon criminality are consistent with those of various other 
stumes. (Sutter, 1966; Ball and Snarr, 1969; Preble and 
casey, 1969; DeLeon et al. 1972; Inciardi and Cl:1.aJnrers, 1972; 
Nash, 1973). At the same time, employment of a new measure of 
criminality (crime-days per yrer at risk) provides a rrore mean
ingful and stat~,stically valid procedure for analyzing the crime
drug relationship than has previously been available. For it is 
now feasible to compare rates of criminality and relate these 
differential rates to various aspects of drug addiction. 
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