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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TYPE OF DRUG USE AND ARREST CHARGE IN AN 
ARRESTED POPULATION 

Duane C. McBride* 

INTRODUCTION 

The relationship between crime and drug use has been well docu
mented. Researchers have consistently found high rates of drug 
use and crime in the same area (2, 3, 5), large proportions of 
drug users engaged in criminal activity (8, 11), and significant 
proportions of those engaged in criminal activity also using 
illicit drugs (1,4, 7). In recent years, there has been public 
interest in the effect of drug use on criminal behavior and a fear 
that drug users account for a major proportion of particular types 
of crime. 

This analysis is directed toward examinations of the extent and 
type of drug use in an arrested population, the types of crime 
engaged in by types of drug users, and the proportion of each type 
of crime accounted for by types of drug users. 

METHODOLOGY 

The data used in this analysis were collected in the Metropolitan 
Dade County (Florida) Jail from April of 1974 through March of 
1975. All felony and major misdemeanor arrests in the county are 
processed through the jail. From April 1974 through August 1975, 
data were collected from all arrestees--over 1,000 interviews a 
month. Because this volume was larger than available data process
ing could handle, the population was sampled. Beginning in 
September of 1974, data were collected one 24-hour-day each week; 
the day of collection was rotated sequentially each week. Overall, 
usable data were obtained from 5,993 individuals. The refusal 

. rate was about 10 percent. 

In an attempt to examine the relationship between type of drug use 
and arrest charges, information was collected on drug use history 
and current arrest cha~ges--more specifically, on drugs ever used 
regularly and on current use patterns. ReguZar use was defined as 
at least weekly use for a 6-month period. Current use was defined 
as using the substance within the last 2 weeks. 

*The author thanks James Ward (Director of Dade County Rehabili
tative Services Division) and David Pickens (Director, Dade County 
Comprehensive Offender Program) for their cooperation and Susan 
Dalton for her assistance in data analysis. 
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Arrest charges were divided into six categories: (1) serio~s 
crime against persons included homicide, m~nslaug~ter, f?rClble 
rape, and aggravated assault; (2) less seriOUS crlme agalnst. 
persons included assault and battery, statutory.rap:, and Chl1d 
molestation; (3) armed robbery; (4·) property crlme lncluded break
ing and entering, grand larceny, auto theft, ~rson, forge~y, 
counterfeiting, passing worthless checks, bUY1~g, concealln~, and 
receiving stolen property, and ~and~lism; (5) l~come:produclng 
victimless crime included prostltutlon, comm:rclal V1C:, and 
gambling; (6) other of~e~ses included ~arcotlc pos~esslon, offe~ses 
against the family, drlvlng under the lnf~uence, dlsorderlY.con 
duct, vagrancy, loitering, sale of narcotlCs, petty larceny, and 
resisting arrest.* 

An arrest charge index was developed by ranking the seriousness of 
these six categories. It was assumed that category 1 had the 
highest ranking (the most serious ~ri~e~) and that c~tegory 6 had 
the lowest. Within the index, an lndlvldual was ass1gned on the 
basis of the seriousness of the arrest charge. 

- -.,--

Four drug use indices were developed. A total drug use index was 
developed to reflect the ever regular and current drug use of the 
sample. An index was also developed to rank ever regular and cur
rent drug use. For the total use index (ever regular and current{, 
each drug the respondent repo~t:d using was ca~egorized as.narcotlcs, 
cocaine, amphetamines, tranqu1l1zers and sedatlves, ha11uclnogens, 
inha1ents, or marihuana. Those who reported that they n~ver had 
regularly (or currently) used illicit drugs were in an.elghth 
category. In the total use index, ind~vidua1s appear ln as many 
categories of drugs as they report havlng used. The total reguZar 
use index includes those who reported that they had used ea:h sub
stance weekly for a 6-month period'~ The total au::t:'rent u~e 1.;ndex 
includes those who reported having used each substance wlthln a 
2-week period prior to the interview. 

A major problem in analyzing drug use patterns has been the absence 
of a conventional accepted method of indexing the use of types of 
drugs. Frequently, ad hoc scales have been const~ucted. Research
ers usually consider narcotics use to be more devlant than, for 
example, the use of , marihuana (6, 9, 10). 

For this analysis, an.ad hoc index was constructed. Seven drug 
categories (previously mentioned) were ranked by the assumed degree 
of deviance that the use of each substance represen~ed. The cate
gories are (1) narcotics, (2) cocai~e, (3) amphe~amlnes, (4) tran
quilizers and sedatives, (5) ha1luclnogens, (6) lnha1ants, and (7) 
marihuana. An eighth category was composed of those wh~ r~p~rted 
that they had not ever regularly or currently used any 1111Clt drugs. 

*For this analysiS, those arrested for only possession of illicit 
drugs were ren:t1ved; this resulted i·n a loss of 219 individuals, 
for a total of 5,774 respondents. 
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A ranked drug use index was constructed to reflect ever regular 
. and current use. Individua~s were placed in the drug category 

that reflected the most dev1ant drug use. While such indices are 
~ou~h, they do.enable fairly straightforward analYSis. The four 
1ndlces that w111. be related to the most serious charge index are as follows: 

1. Total regular drug use index, 
2. Ranked regular drug use index, 
3. Total current drug use index, 
4. Ranked current drug use index. 

TOTAL REGULAR USE OF DRUGS AND CRIr4E 

The data in Table 1 show the relationship between most serious 
charge of arrest and the ever regular use of each category of 
drugs. The proportions (PiS) indicate that 57.8 percent reported 
that they h~d never used any illicit substance weekly for a 
6-m~nth per~od; almost 18 percent reported regular use of a nar
COt1C. Marlhuana ~as the drug most frequently reported (32.7%), 
followed by narcotlcs, then cocaine (which 10 percent had used regu1 arly). 

The c~lumn.percentages (numbers not in parentheses) indicate a sub
stantlal dlfference between the arrest charges of those who have 
regularly used drugs and those who have not. Of those who reported 
that they had never regularly used any illicit drugs, 15.6 percent 
were arr:st~d for serious ~rimes against persons; excepting inhal
ants, thlS 1S more than tWlce the proportion in each category of 
d~ug use. Those in the no-illicit-drug-use category were more 
11k~ly than those who used drugs to be arrested for severe crimes 
agaln~t the pe~son .. Armed robbery and property crimes indicate an 
~pp~s~te relat1onsh1p. Of those who reported no regular use of 
1111C1t ~rugs, 6 percent were arrested for nothing more serious than 
robbery and 3l.2.percent were arrested for nothing more serious 
than property cr1mes. These two proportions are lower than for 
any category of d~ug use. Those who had regularly used illicit 
drugs were ~ore llkely to be arrested primarily for robbery or. 
property crlmes than those who did not ever regularly use illicit drugs. 

The row percentages show the proportions of individuals in each 
category of the crime ~ndex who had eve~ regularly used each type 
of drug. For ~otry serlo~s ~n~ less ~er10us crimes against the 
person, the maJorlty of lndlVlduals 1n those two categories report
e~ that they had never used illicit drugs (76.4% and 65.5% respec
t1ve~y). A majo~ity of individuals who had been charged with 
noth1ng more ser10US than robbery (51.7%) reported that they had 
regularly used illicit drugs. In the armed robbery category, 27.8 
percent ~ad regularly used heroin and 40.6 percent had regularly 
used m~rlhu~na .. (Remember' the drug use categories are not mutually 
excluslve; ln Table 1 a respondent appears in as many categories 

411 



~-----~~ 

- r- ---~- ~~- - -~ •.. ---~---.-------

TABLE 1. MOST SERIOUS CRIME CO'MMITTED INDEX BY TOTAL REGULAR DRUG USE EVER INDEX 

Percentage of Total Regular Drug Use Ever* 
Most T~an-

Serious qui11zers No 
Crime Narcot- Amphet- and Seda- Hal1u- Mari- Illicit 

ics Cocaine amines tives cinogens IDb~hDts bUilDil Dtug lise Iotal 
N=lO'21 N=576 N=23O' N=571 N=19B N=65 N=lBBB N=3339 N=5774 
P=17.7 P=lO.O' P=4.O' P:;9.9 .. P:;3.4 ... P=1. 1 . P=32.7 P=57.B 

l. Ser'ious crime 6.3 5.5 . 5.6 6.B 6.6 9.2 6.6 15.6 10'.3 
against person, (9.4) (0'.2) (1. 9) (5.7) (1. 9) (0.9) (1B.3) (76.4) 

.po N=6B2 
--' 
N 2. Less serious 1.B 1.4 2.2 2.6 2.5 1.5 2.0 2.B 2.3 

crime against (12.7) (5.6) (3.5) (10'.6) (3.5) (0'.7) (27.B) (65.5) 
person, N=142 

3. Armed robbery, 11. 3 13.0' 12.6 11.0 B.6 12.3 B.9 6.0' B.6 
N=414 (27.B) (1B.1) (7.0') (15.2) (4.1) (1. 9) (40'.6) (4B.3) 

4. Property crime, 37.9 39.B 43.5 . 40'.1 42.4 37.0' 35.4 31.2 35.0' 
N=190B (20'.3) (12.0') (5.2) (12.0') (4.4) (1. 3) (35.0') (54.6) 

5. Income-.produc- 5.3 4.9 6.1 6.5 8.6 9.2 B.1 9.7 B.D 
ing victimless (10'.7) (5.5) (2.B) (7.3) (3.4) (1.2) (30'.2) (64.0') 
crime, N=506 

6. Dther, 37.5 35.4 30.0' 33.0' 31. 3 30'.7 39.0' 34.7 35.B 
N=2122 (1B.O) (9.6) (3.3) (B.9) (2.9) (0.9) (3~.'l) (54.6) 

, . 

*N=number and P=proportion ·of respondents in each category; parentheses indicate row percentages, and numerals 

~ not in parentheses indicate column percentages. 
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as that individual reported using.) While a small majority of 
those in the category of property crimes (54.6%) had not regularly 
used illicit drugs, a significant proportion (20.3%) also reported 
regular use of a narcotic. Overall, the data in Table 1 show 
that regular illicit drug users are overrepresented in the cate
gories of armed robbery and property crimes but underrepresented 

-,-.-. 

in the categories of serious and less serious crimes against the 
person. Given their proportion (17.7%) of the sample, those who 
had regularly used narcotics are also overrepresented in the 
categories of armed robbery and property crime and underrepresented 
in all crimes against the person. 

A RANKED REGULAR DRUG USE INDEX AND CRIME 

One of the p~oblems with the total drug use index in Table 1 is 
that the categories are not mutually exclusive. In Table 2, the 
data describe the relationship between the arrest charge index and 
the ranked ~ver regular drug use index. Given the method of index 
construction, the proportional distributions of narcotic users and 
no-illicit-drug users were the same as in Table 1. The data in 
Table 2 are primarily useful for eliminating the overlap between 
categories of drug use and clarifying the relationship between 
type of drug use and type of crime. Approximately half of those 
who used narcotics and half of those who used cocaine (but not 
narcotics) had engaged in armed robbery or property crimes. The 
column data show that tho,se who use expensive drugs such as nar
cotics or cocaine are more likely to engage in income-producing 
crimes such as armed robbery or property crimes. Narcotics users 
also compose a larger proportion of the armed robbery (27.8%) and 
property crime categories (20.3%) than any other category of drug 
use. Those who have regularly used narcotics are more likely to 
engage in income-producing crimes against persons and property 
than nondrug users or those who have regularly used nonnarcotic 
ill i ci t drugs. 

TOTAL CURRENT DRUG USE AND CRIME 

Data in Tables 1 ~nd 2 are based on whether or not respondents 
ever regularly used drugs. To examine further the relationship 
between drug use and arrest charge, data are presented on current 
use of drugs. Data in Table 3 describe the relationship between 
arrest charge and a total current use index. The relationship is 
similar to the one described in Table 1. The major difference is 
the proportions of illicit drug users in the sample: 42.2 percent 
had regularly used illicit drugs and 52.9 percent were currently 
using illictt drugs (10.7% more reported ever regularly using 
drugs). A comparison of Tables 1 and 3 indicates that 114 more 
individuals reported current use than reported ever regularly 
using cocaine. Of the current marihuana users, 801 more individ
uals r.eported currently using than reported ever regular use. 
These differences could result from a number of respondents recent
ly beginning to use cocaine or marihuana but not having used it 
long enough to be defined as regular users. 
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TABLE 2. MOST SERIOUS CRIME COMMITTED INDEX BY MOST DEVIANT REGULAR DRUG USE INDEX :1 ,:1 
II 
II 

Percentage of Most Deviant Regular Drug Use Ever* ! 
Most Tran- i 

qull izers No II 

Serious r 
Narcot- Arnphet- and Seda- Itallu- Mari- Illicit Ii 

Crime ics Cocaine amines tives cinogens Inhalants huana Drug Use Total I 
N=102l N=155 N=59 N=178 N=28 N=16 N=978 N=3339 N=5774 
P=17.7 P=2.7 P=1.0 P=3.1 P=0.5 P=0.3 P=16.9 P=57.8 

1. Serious crime 6.3 4.5 8.5 9.0 3.6 6.3 6.9 15.6 11.8 
+=-

against person; (9.4) (1.0) (0.7) (2.3) (0.1) (0.1 ) (9.9) (76.4) 
--' N=682 +=-

2. Less serious 1.8 2.6 1.7 3.9 0.0 0.0 2.0 2.8 2.5 
crime against (12.7) (2.8) (0.7) (4.9) (0.0) (0.0) (13.9) (65.5) 
person, N=142 

3. Armed robbery 11.3 9.0 6.8 6.7 0.0 12.5 6.7 6.0 7. 1 
N=414 (27.8) (3.4) (1. 0) (2.9) (0.0) (0.5) (16.0) (48.3) 

4. Property crime 37.9 41.3 39.0 33.7 28.6 31.2 32.4 31.2 33.1 
N=1908 (20.3) (3.3) (1. 2) (3.1) (0.4) (0.3) (16.7) (54.6) 

5. Income-produc- 5.3 3.9 6.8 8.4 21.4 12.5 9.9 9.7 8.8 
ing victimless (10.5) (1. 2) (0.8) (2.9) (1. 2) (0.4) (19.1) (63.8) 
crime, N=506 

6. Other, N=2122 37.5 38.7 37.3 38.2 46.4 37.5 42.0 34.7 36.7 I 
::-\ (18.0) (2.8) (1.0) (3.2) (0.6) (0.3) (19.4) (54.6) \~ .. , 

j 

, i 

*N=number and P=proportion of respondents in each category; parentheses indicate row percentages, and numerals 
. I 
; .~ 

not in parentheses indicate column percentages. 
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TABLE 3. MOST SERIOUS CRIME. COMMITTED'INDEXBV TOTAL CURRENT DRUG USE INDEX 

Percentage of Total Current Drug Use Ever* 
Most Tran-

Serious quilizers No 
Crime Narcot- Amphet- and Seda- Hallu- . Mari- Illicit 

I ics Cocaine amines tives cinogens Inhalants huana Drug Use Total 
N=921 N=690 N=192 N=597 N=163 N=45 N=2689 N=2718 N=5774 ! P=16.0 P=12.0 P=3.3 P=lO.3 P=2.8 P=0.8 P=46.6 P=47.1 

1. Serious crime 7.2 6.2 6.2 7~4 8.0 13.3 6.5 17.5 10.4 II against person, (9.7) (6.3) (1.8) (6.5) (1. 9) (0.9) (25.7) (69.8) 11 

~ N=682 i 
-" I 
c..n 2. Less serious 1.6 2.5 2.1 2.7 4.3 0.0 1.8 3.2 2.4 

crime against (10.6) (12.0) (2.8) (11.3) (4.9) (0.0) (33.8) (61.3) 
person, N=142 

3. Armed robbery 11.8 12.3 10.0 8.7 9.8 13.3 7.9 6.4 8.4 
N=414 (26.3) (20.5) (4.6) (12.6) (3.9) (1.4) (51. 2) (42.0) 

4. Property crime, 38.6 35.8 ' 46.3 38.9 42.9 35.6 35.2 30.8 34.8 
N=1908 (18.6) (12.9) (4.7) (12.2) (3.7) (0.8) (49.6) (43.9) 

5. Income produc- 4.9 5.6 7.8 7.4 5.5 8.9 8.7 9.3 8.0 
ing victimless (8.9) (7.7) (3.0) (8.7) (1.8) (0.8) (46.2) (50.0) ! 
crime, N=506 i 

Ii 
6. Other, N=2122. 35.9 37.5 27.6 35.0 29.4 28.9 39.9 32.8 35.9 11 

-) 

(15.6) (12.2) (2.5) . (9.8) (2.3) (0.6) (5~.6) (42.0) !, 

~ *N=number and P~proportion of respondents in each category; parentheses indicate row percentages, and numerals ~ 

not in parentheses indicate column percentages. i , 

/ 
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TABLE 4. MOST SERIOUS CRIME COMMITTED INDEX BY MOST DEVIANT CURRENT DRUG USE INDEX 

Percentage of Most Deviant Current Drug Use Ever* 
Most Tran-

Serious quilizers No 
Crime Narcot- Amphet- and Seda- Hallu- Mari- Illicit 

ics Cocaine amines tives cinogens Inhalants huana Drug Use Total 
N=921 N=261 N=74 N=185 N=19 N=13 N=1583 N=2718 N=5774 
P=16.0 P=4.5 P=1.3 P=3.2 P=0.3 P=0.2 P=27.4 P=47.1 

I 
1. Serious crime 7.2 4.2 5.4 6.5 5.3 23.1 6.9 17.5 11.8 I ..J::> against person, (9.7) (1. 6) (0.6) (1.8) (0.1) (0.4) (16.0) (69.8) --' 

m N=682 

I 2. Less serious 1.6 2.7 4.0 3.2 5.3 0.0 1.4 3.2 2.5 
crime against (10.6) (4.9) (2.1) (4.2) (0.7) (0.0) (16.2) (61. 3) 
person, N=142 I 

i' 
1: 

3. Armed robbery 11.8 6.8 10.5 6.1 i: 6.5 4.9 0.0 6.4 7.2 

I U N=414 (26.3) (4.1) (1.2) (2.2) (0.5) (0.0) (23.7) (42.0) 
'1 
v 4. Property crime, 38.5 33.7 41.9 35.1 36.8 46.2 32.8 30.8 33.0 

N=1908 (18.6) (4.6) (1. 6) (3.4) (0.4) (0.3) (27.2) (43.9) . H 

5. Income-produc- 4.9 5.7 12.2 8.1 10.5 7.7 10.7 9.3 8.8 11 

II ing victimless (8.9) (2.9) (1. 7) (2.9) (0.4) (0.2) (33.1) (50.0) 11 
crime, N=506 ;1 

I, 

6. Other, N::2122 35.9 47.1 29.7 42.2 31.6 23.1 42.0 32.8 36.7 
i I : , 
; i 

(15.6) (5.8) (1.0) (3.7) (0.3) (0.1) (31 ~ 4) (42.0) i 1 
( I 
, ; 
j 1 

*N=number and P=proportion of respondents in each category; parentheses indicate row percentages, and numerals : i 

·:1 
not in parentheses indicate column percentages. 
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The data in Table 3 show that in this arrested population the 
majority currently 4se illicit drugs and that a significant pro
portion currently uses expensive substances such as narcotics 
(16%) and/or cocaine (12%). The proportional distributions by 
rows and columns are similar to those in Table 1; they show that 
illicit drug users are less likely to be arrested for crimes 
against the person and more likely to be arrested for property 
crimes, especially armed robbery. 

A RANKED CURRENT USE INDEX AND ARREST CHARGE 

Data in Table 4, which relate the ranked current drug use index 
and the arrest charge, are similar to the data in Table 2. Almost 
70 percent of ,the crimes against person were charged against 
nondrug users. Less than 50 percent of the individuals in the 
other categories of the arrest index did not currently use illicit 
drugs. About one-third of those in the armed robbery category and 
one-fifth of those in the property crime category used a narcotic 
or nothing more than cocaine; these figures indicate that these 
two types of drug users are overrepresented in the categories of 
armed robbery and property crimes. 

SUMMARY 

The data in the four tables are repetitiously consistent. Regard
less of the indices used or whether ever regular or current use 
was analyzed, the relationships are consistent. Drug users, 
particularly those who use expensive drugs (narcotics and cocaine), 
are more likely to commit armed robbery and property crimes. Drug 
users compose the minority of those arrested for crimes against 
the person and the majority of those arrested for nothing more 
serious than armed robbery or property crimes; narcotics users are 
overrepresented in these two crime categories. There is a rela
tionship between drug use and crime and type of drug use and type 
of crime. Those who use "hard" drugs account for more than their 
share of income-producing crimes against individuals and property. 
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