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ABSTRACT  

Background/Aims: Crack users in the Netherlands are an ageing and diverse population with 

longstanding criminal careers. Our aim was to assess factors associated with current criminal 

involvement and specialization in selling drugs, property crime and violence. Method: A 

sample of 1,039 frequent crack users was recruited in three major Dutch cities, combining 

respondent-driven sampling with random institutional sampling. Bivariate and logistic 

regression analyses were performed to find factors associated with current criminality. 

Results: A total of 431 participants (41.5%) had engaged in crime in the past 30 days, mostly 

selling drugs (68.9%), followed by property crimes (34.4%) and a few cases of violent crime 

(9.7%). Younger age, homelessness, heavier patterns of use and a more prolific criminal 

justice history were associated with current criminality. Those receiving welfare benefits 

tended to be more likely to specialize only in selling drugs as opposed to (also) property 

crimes. Conclusion: Reducing drug use among criminally involved crack users and 

addressing their housing conditions could have a significant impact on reducing drug-related 

crime. Welfare benefits might act as protective factor against committing property crimes 

but not against the selling of drugs.  

Keywords: Crack use, Drug-related crime, Criminality factors 
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5.1. INTRODUCTION  

Criminality among drug users has been the subject of many studies, especially in relation to 

drugs like (crack) cocaine and heroin (Inciardi & Pottieger, 1998; Johnson, Golub, & Fagan, 

1995; Nurco, 1998; Tonry & Wilson, 1990; White & Gorman, 2000). Research by the 

criminal justice system has found large proportions of arrestees who use these drugs; these 

individuals have illegal incomes of up to 4 times higher than arrestees who are not using 

illicit drugs (Golub, 2004; Harrison, 1992). Studies have established that there is a large 

percentage of (crack) cocaine and heroin users with criminal records and high illegal 

incomes (Ball, Rosen, Flueck, & Nurco, 1982; Collins, Hubbard, & Rachal, 1985). A 

systematic review of studies analysing the relationship between drug use and crime since the 

1980s concluded that the odds of offending were 3–4 times higher for drug users than for 

non-drug users, and highest among those using crack cocaine (hereon referred to as crack), 

followed by heroin (Bennett & Holloway, 2009). Recent Dutch studies indicate that 23–52% 

of detainees and 82% of prolific offenders in the Netherlands are problem drug users who 

commit crimes such as shoplifting, car theft, vandalism, burglary and threat (Tollenaar & 

Van der Laan, 2011; van Laar et al., 2012).  

While the connection between drug use and crime has been repeatedly confirmed 

(Bennett & Holloway, 2009; Best, Sidwell, Gossop, Harris, & Strang, 2001), the nature of this 

association has been explained via different theories that can briefly be summarized into 3 

perspectives: (1) drug use causes crime, (2) crime causes drug use and (3) drug use and crime 

have a common cause. Each of these theoretical perspectives has found empirical support, 

but none fully explains the causal relationship between drug use and crime. It is to be 

underlined that most researchers do not claim that only one perspective is universally valid 

(White & Gorman, 2000). 

Regarding the first perspective, i.e. drug use causes crime, Goldstein (Goldstein, 

1985) in his tripartite framework, distinguishes „economic-compulsive‟ and 

„psychopharmacological‟ crime. While Goldstein‟s framework was initially devised to explain 

crack-related violence (homicide) in New York, it has become a widely accepted foundation 

for studying the drug-crime nexus in a broader sense (Bennett & Holloway, 2009). The 

economic-compulsive model states that dependent drug users return to crime in order to 

finance their drug use (Goldstein, 1989; Hammersley, Forsyte, Morrison, & Davies, 1989). 

This model applies especially to (crack) cocaine and heroin, because these are expensive 

illegal drugs, typified by compulsive patterns of use (Ball, 1991; Chaiken & Chaiken, 1990). 

They are also less likely to commit crime when they cease their use or receive opiate 

substitution treatment (Ball & Ross, 1991; Gossop, Marsden, Stewart, & Rolfe, 2000; Hall, 

Bell, & Carless, 1993; Rogne Gjeruldsen, Myrvang, & Opjordsmoen, 2004) or (Dijkgraaf et 

al., 2005). The psychopharmacological model states that drug users commit violent crimes 

as a consequence of ingestion of specific substances. Reviews have concluded that cocaine, 

and crack in particular, are associated with violent behaviour, but that this association is 

much stronger for alcohol than for other substances (Boles & Miotto, 2003; Bushman, 1993; 

Pennings, Leccese, & Wolff, 2002). 

The second perspective, i.e. crime causes drug use, also referred to as the 

„subcultural‟ model, puts its focus on the illegality of drugs and on subcultures, and states 
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that criminality leads to drug use through a deviant environment that provides a context and 

a reference group where drug use is common (Fagan & Chin, 1990; Menard, Mihalic, & 

Huizinga, 2001; White & Gorman, 2000), illegal income from crime provides the financial 

means to use more drugs (Collins et al., 1985). Research has revealed that delinquency often 

precedes drug use (Allen, 2005; Deitch, Koutsenok, & Ruiz, 2000; Greenberg & Adler, 1974; 

Hough & Mitchell, 2003). 

According to the third perspective, i.e. crime and drug use have a common cause, 

criminal behaviour and drug use constitute overlapping lifestyles (Walters, 1994) that 

originated in a common environment (White & Gorman, 2000). More specifically, with 

regard to drug-related violent crime, Goldstein (Goldstein, 1985) introduced the „systemic 

model,‟ in which drug use is embedded in an existing violent subculture and traditionally 

aggressive patterns of interaction within the system of drug distribution.  

From a life-course perspective, researchers have described two main types of drug 

users being involved in crime: (1) those with a criminal record prior to drug use but whose 

acquisitive offending accelerates or becomes more serious after they start using drugs and 

(2) those with no criminal record prior to drug use but who become heavily involved in 

acquisitive offending once they become users (Allen, 2005; Welte, Zhang, & Wieczorek, 

2001). The first type is similar to (Moffitt, 1993) „the „lifecourse-persistent‟ criminal type 

described by Moffitt , as opposed to the „adolescence-limited‟ type. While Moffitt takes a 

static starting point for criminal careers (early childhood as a predictor of later criminal 

behaviour), other scholars in the field of life-course criminology argue that, over time, long-

term criminals often desist from crime (Farrington, 1986; Gottfredson, 1990; Sampson & 

Laub, 2005) . They also acknowledge a third category, i.e. post-adolescent, late-onset 

criminals (Eggleston & Laub, 2002; Gomez-Smith & Piquero, 2005).  

Regarding the types of crime in which drug users specialize, Preble and Casey (Preble 

& Casey, 1969), in their classic study „taking care of business,‟ found that, as with non-addict 

criminals, many addict criminals tended to specialize in certain activities and that arrested 

heroin users often had mainly criminal occupations like burglary, shoplifting or robbery 

(narcotic law offences were excluded from their analysis). However, other arrested heroin 

users were characterized as „flat-footed hustlers‟ – “… a term on the street for one who will 

commit almost any kind of crime for money, depending on the opportunities.” (p 18). In a 

more recent study, Farabee et al. (2001) found that the order of the initiation of addiction 

and a criminal career was significantly related to participation in certain types of crime, with 

individuals who began criminal careers after becoming addicted being more likely to engage 

in consensual crimes (e.g. selling drugs and prostitution) than in predatory crimes (e.g. 

property and violent crimes). In contrast to consensual offenders, non-specialized offenders 

were less likely to begin their addiction prior to their criminal careers. Dependence on 

cocaine, heroin or both, relative to alcohol, was associated with less criminal specialization.  

Most studies discuss drug users in the criminal justice system or on treatment. Many 

studies are from the USA in the 1980s or 1990s, when crack markets emerged, and are 

characterized by a mostly young, black population in an environment where systemic 

violence was common. This picture does not necessarily represent current European crack 

markets. For instance, crack users in the Netherlands are an ageing and shrinking 

population that largely originated from the heroin epidemic (Blanken, Barendregt, & 
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Zuidmulder, 1999; van Laar et al., 2012) from the 1980s ; the open drug scenes with publicly 

visible drug use and dealing have now all but disappeared (Bless, Korf, & Freeman, 1995; 

Oteo Pérez, Benschop, & Korf, 2013). In the most recent Dutch general population survey 

(age range 15–64 years), lifetime prevalence of cocaine use was 5.2% and last-month 

prevalence was 0.5% (estimated at 55,000) (Van Rooij, Schoenmakers, & Van De Mheen, 

2011). As is common in surveys on the general population or household surveys, no 

distinction was made between powder cocaine and crack. Moreover, crack users are 

predominantly characterized as a population of marginalized users (A. M. Coumans, 2005; 

Nabben & Korf, 1999; Ouwehand, Kuipers, Wisselink, & Van Delden, 2010; Van der Poel & 

van de Mheen, 2006) and are therefore presumably underrepresented in such surveys. A 3-

sample capture-recapture study, using data from low-threshold substitution treatment, user 

rooms and a respondent-driven sample, estimated the prevalence rate of crack dependence 

in the three largest Dutch cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague) to be 6,659 (0.51% 

of the population aged 15–64 years) (Pérez, Cruyff, Benschop, & Korf, 2013).  

This study also showed that crack users in the Netherlands are an ageing population, 

with an estimated 87.2% being ≥35 years old. Treatment data also show that the population 

seeking treatment for cocaine addiction is ageing, with an average age of 37.7 years and the 

proportion of treatment seekers >40 years having doubled in the past 10 years. There is no 

specific information about the age of crack users (i.e. 54% of cocaine users seeking 

treatment), but since new treatment seekers are typically powder cocaine users, crack users 

seeking treatment can be considered as older than the average age (Wisselink, Kuijpers, & 

Mol, 2012) . This study aims to find empirical evidence for drug-crime relationships and 

identify different types of drug-using criminals in this context as well as in a population of 

crack users recruited from both inside and outside institutional settings.  

5.1.1. Aim and hypotheses  

Our first aim was to assess which factors are related to involvement in crime among current 

crack users as well as to what extent. Five hypotheses will be tested, derived from the 

economic-compulsive, lifestyle and life-course theories. According to the economic-

compulsive model, people who use drugs very frequently will generally not be able to support 

this use through legal means. Therefore, we expect that (1) crack users who exhibit more 

intensive patterns of use, i.e. near-daily use, binge episodes, frequent, concurrent heroin use 

and/or injected-drug use (IDU), to be more involved in current crime than those who do not. 

From the opposite angle, having a legal income would prevent drug users from searching for 

illegal ways to obtain money for drugs; consequently, we expect that (2) legal income (i.e. 

from social benefits, since employment is very rare in these cases) will be negatively 

associated with current involvement in crime. In relation to the lifestyle model, 

homelessness has been associated with crime (M. Coumans & Spreen, 2003; McCarthy & 

Hagan, 1991), and therefore we expect that (3) homeless crack users will be more often 

involved in crime. With regard to the life-course theory, two hypotheses will be tested. The 

first hypothesis refers to the life-course persistent type. Crack users currently involved in 

crime, relative to those not involved, are expected to (4) have been engaged in crime at an 

earlier age or preceding drug use more often and to have had a more prolific criminal career. 

The second hypothesis refers to the fact that criminality generally decreases throughout the 
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life course. Therefore, we hypothesize that (5) older age is negatively associated with current 

involvement in crime.  

Our second aim is to assess to what extent crack users specialize in crime, and which 

factors are related to specialization in specific types of crime, namely selling drugs, property 

crimes and violent crimes. This part of the study is of a more exploratory nature, but 

previous findings do elicit some assumptions. With respect to the psychopharmacological 

model, many studies suggest a strong association between the use of alcohol and violence. 

Therefore, we assume that crack users who use alcohol are more likely to be currently 

involved in violent crime. We also assume that those starting their drug use before their 

criminal career engage in selling drugs (consensual crime), more often than in property and 

violent crimes (predatory crime). We will also explore whether users whose first arrest was 

for any of these three types of crime continue committing such crimes.  

5.2. METHODS  

5.2.1. Data Collection  

Using two different recruitment methods, we interviewed 1,039 current crack users in the 

three largest Dutch cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague) between March 2009 and 

January 2011. Details of sampling procedures and data collection have been documented in a 

previous article (Oteo Pérez, Korf, & Benschop, 2012). In short, the first recruitment method 

was respondent-driven sampling (Heckathorn, 2002). Seeds (first participants of a 

recruitment chain) were selected from different neighbourhoods, taking demographic 

diversity into account. Participants received two coupons to invite other crack users they 

knew to the study, and only recruits presenting their coupons were allowed to participate. 

With the second recruitment method, random samples of crack users at two low-threshold 

facilities (user rooms and substitution treatment) were selected from lists provided by each 

institution. Respondent-driven sampling resulted in a greater proportion of younger, female 

and Western crack users than the institutional samples. The combination of recruitment 

methods resulted in a diverse representation of crack using populations both inside and 

outside institutional settings (Oteo Pérez et al., 2012). Inclusion criteria were: smoking crack 

at least 2 days per week in the last month, an age of ≥18 years and residing in one of the city 

areas. Participants signed an informed consent form before being interviewed and received 

EUR 10 after interview completion. Respondent-driven sampling recruiters received EUR 5 

for each successfully recruited respondent. Participants were interviewed face-to-face, using 

a structured questionnaire by two trained researchers (including the first author), both 

experienced in social research involving hard-drug users.  

The interviews lasted 30–45 min and covered a broad array of questions on 

substance use patterns, crack market and supply, treatment history, social, physical and 

mental problems and criminal activities. The questions on illegal activities were similar to 

those used in the assessments of a Dutch randomised controlled trial on medically 

prescribed heroin, where an agreement of 90% between self-reported criminal charges and 

police registers was found (Wim van den Brink et al., 2003).  
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Table 1. Crack users‟ current criminal activity, minor offences and criminal history 

 Total 

 

n = 1,039 

Current 

non-criminals 

n = 608 

Current 

criminals 

n = 431 

Criminal activity last 30 days    

Drug sales 30.6%  73.7% 

Property crimes 16.0%  38.5% 

Type of property crime     

Shoplifting/pickpocketing 11.8%  28.4% 

Bicycle theft 3.3%  7.9% 

Car theft 0.4%  0.9% 

Burglary 2.5%  6.1% 

Fraud 0.5%  1.2% 

Handling stolen goods 4.5%  11.0% 

Violent crimes 3.8%  9.7% 

Minor offences last 30 days    

Street prostitution 3.7% 3.6% 3.7% 

Public drunkenness 4.2% 1.8% 7.7% 

Public order offenses 6.4% 4.9% 8.6% 

Fare evasion 13.3% 9.2% 19.0% 

Criminal history    

Ever arrested 97.3% 96.7% 98.1% 

Ever imprisoned 89.7% 87.2% 93.2% 

 

 

The latter are the focus of this paper. Content validity of the entire questionnaire was 

thoroughly checked by the project group that designed the study. This project group of senior 

researchers from different Dutch universities and clinical institutions also monitored and 

supervised the data collection procedure. The full study design was approved by the ethical 

committee of the Faculty of Medicine of the University of Amsterdam.  

5.2.2. Analysis  

Respondents were classified as current criminals if they reported committing any of the 

following crimes during the last 30 days: selling drugs (including drug dealing or helping 

someone to sell drugs in exchange for money or drugs), property crimes (e.g. burglary, theft, 

shoplifting, pickpocketing, fraud and handling stolen goods) and violent crimes (e.g. public 

violence, battery and robbery). Those committing what are considered in the Netherlands to 

be only minor offences (street prostitution, public drunkenness, public order offences and 

fare evasion) were not included in the criminal group. This classification resulted in a total of 

431 current criminals (41.5%) and 608 current non-criminals (58.5%). Table 1 depicts 

criminal activity rates, minor offences and criminal history (proportions of respondents ever 

arrested and ever imprisoned) for the total sample and the current criminal and non-

criminal groups.  

Further classification within the current criminal group, according to specialization 

in crime, resulted in 4 groups depending on the type(s) of crime committed in the last 30 

days: only selling drugs (DRUG, n = 241), only property crimes (PROP, n = 92), property 

crimes and selling drugs, but no violent crimes (PROPDRUG, n = 56) and violent crimes 

(VIOL, n = 42).  
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Current criminal and non-criminal crack users were compared using the χ2 test for 

nominal variables, the Fisher test for limited cells and the Mann-Whitney U test for 

continuous variables. Except for „criminal career,‟ all variables refer to the last 30 days. 

General characteristics included gender (female), average age, ethnicity (non-Western, based 

on the respondent‟s and parents‟ country of birth (Alders, 2001) ), being homeless (sleeping 

rough or in a night shelter) and being on social benefits (obtaining any kind of social welfare 

allowance). Drug use consisted of near-daily use (i.e. 6 or 7 days/week) of crack, heroin or 

alcohol, crack binges (at least 1 episode of using crack without sleeping for 24 h) and IDU. A 

criminal career was depicted as a first arrest before the age of 18 years („No‟ if never arrested 

or arrested after the age of 18 years), the average number of lifetime arrests (0 if never 

arrested), the average number of lifetime months in prison (0 if never imprisoned), a 

chronology of first drug use (i.e. heroin, crack or powder cocaine) and first arrest (first use 

before first arrest, same age, first arrest before first use).  

These variables were then entered into a multivariate logistic regression model to 

assess their association with committing crimes in the past month and associated odds ratios 

(ORs). Because average lifetime arrests and imprisonment showed a substantial cross-

correlation with age, the number of arrests and number of months in prison were divided by 

age before entering the analysis. Finally, within the current criminal group, the same 

variables were used to analyse their association with crime specialization in six multinomial 

logistic regression models. The reason for the first arrest was added to these models as three 

separate dichotomous variables, i.e. drug dealing, property crimes and violent crimes. 

Respondents first arrested for a combination of 2 or 3 types of crimes (n = 37) were assigned 

a positive score on 2 or 3 of these variables; respondents that were never arrested (n = 28) or 

first arrested for other crimes or (minor) offences (n = 188) received a negative score on all 3 

variables. Collinearity between dependent variables was well within limits (tolerance 0.541–

0.955; VIF 1.047– 1.850). A significance level of 0.05 was set for all the analyses and, hence, 

a two-tailed 95% confidence interval (95% CI) is provided for each OR. All analyses were 

performed with SPSS v20.  

5.3. RESULTS  

As shown in table 2, from the 1,039 respondents included in the survey, 18.5% were female, 

the age range was 18–73 years, half (49.5%) were of non-Western ethnicity, 82.4% were on 

social welfare and 11.6% were homeless. More than half (52.1%) were near-daily crack users, 

more than one third (35.9%) had had a binge episode in the last month, more than a quarter 

(28.2%) were using heroin near-daily, a similar proportion was drinking alcohol near-daily 

(26.3%) and 7.2% were IDU.  

Table 2 also shows the comparison of current criminal and non-criminal crack users. 

Current criminal crack users were younger, less likely to be female and more often homeless 

than the non-criminal crack users. In terms of drug use, criminal crack users were more 

likely to use crack/heroin/alcohol near-daily and to have had a binge episode in the last 

month, but they were not more often IDU. Regarding criminal careers, criminal crack users 

had been arrested before the age of 18 more often than non-criminal crack users, had a 
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higher number of lifetime arrests, had spent more time in prison and had more often been 

arrested before their first use of cocaine or heroin.  

Table 2 General characteristics, drug use and criminal career of current non-criminal vs. criminal 

crack users 

 Total 

 

n = 1,039 

Current 

non-criminals 

n = 608 

Current 

criminals 

n = 431 

2 / M-W U p 

Demographics      

Female 18.5% 20.6% 15.5% 4.209 .040 

Av. age (SD) 46.0 (8.7) 47.0 (8.4) 44.5 (8.7) 109,017.000 <.001 

Non-Western ethnicity 49.5% 48.8% 50.3% .227 .634 

Homeless 11.6% 7.6% 17.4% 23.712 <.001 

Substitution treatment 72.1% 74.4% 68.4% 5.217 .022 

Social benefit 82.4% 83.4% 81.0% 1.013 .314 

Drug use last 30 days      

Near-daily crack use 52.1% 44.9% 62.2% 30.175 <.001 

Crack binge 35.9% 27.9% 47.2% 40.801 <.001 

Near-daily heroin use 28.2% 25.3% 32.3% 5.968 .015 

IDU 7.2% 6.1% 8.8% 2.784 .095 

Near-daily alcohol use 26.3% 22.4% 31.8% 11.549 <.001 

Criminal career      

First arrest before 18 40.5% 36.9% 47.5% 11.613 <.001 

Av. lifetime arrests (SD) 34.5 (66.8) 31.7 (66.7) 38.5 (66.9) 155,888.000 <.001 

Av. months in prison (SD) 41.0 (53.5) 35.9 (51.1) 48.1 (56.2) 155,051.000 <.001 

Chronology      

Arrest before use 40.6% 37.9% 44.4% 6.406 .041 

Same age 13.1% 12.2% 14.2%   

Use before arrest 45.4% 49.8% 41.4%   

 

Table 3. Logistic regression of current criminal vs. non-criminal crack users 

  OR 95% CI p 

Demographics    

Age 0.98 [0.96-0.99] .004 

Female 0.87 [0.59-1.27] .461 

Non-Western 1.00 [0.75-1.34] .992 

Homeless 1.68 [1.10-2.57] .016 

Social benefit 0.98 [0.69-1.40] .920 

Drug use    

Near-daily crack use 1.71 [1.31-2.24] <.001 

Crack binge 2.05 [1.55-2.71] <.001 

Near-daily heroin use 1.07 [0.80-1.45] .644 

IDU 1.27 [0.76-2.12] .357 

Near-daily alcohol use 1.58 [1.17-2.14] .003 

Criminal history    

First arrest before 18 1.10 [0.77-1.56] .602 

Lifetime arrests (/age) 1.19 [0.98-1.45] .084 

Months in jail (/age) 1.17 [1.03-1.33] .018 

Arrest before use   .953 

Same age 1.03 [0.67-1.59] .885 

Use before arrest 0.97 [0.67-1.38] .848 

Constant 0.78  .607 
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In the logistic regression analysis using current involvement in crime as outcome (see table 

3), gender and ethnicity were not of influence, but age was negatively associated with current 

crime (OR 0.98), and homelessness was positively associated (OR 1.68). All predictors of 

drug use were positively associated with current criminal involvement except near-daily 

heroin use and IDU. The time spent in prison was also positively associated with current 

criminal involvement but not the number of times arrested, being arrested before the age of 

18 years or the chronology of first arrest and first drug use.  

Current criminal crack users receiving welfare tended to be more likely to engage in only 

selling drugs and less likely to (also) commit property crimes. This association was 

significant (p = 0.031) in the PROP versus DRUG model, but just failed to reach significance 

(p = 0.054) in the PROPDRUG versus DRUG model. In addition, current criminal crack us 

ers with a history of arrests tended to be more likely to engage in only selling drugs as 

opposed to (also) committing property crimes (p = 0.054 in the PROP vs. DRUG model, p = 

0.012 in the PROPDRUG vs. DRUG model). In contrast, ethnicity differentiated DRUG from 

PROPDRUG but not from PROP, and alcohol use differentiated DRUG from PROP but not 

from PROPDRUG. The number of lifetime arrests and the reason for first arrest were 

associated with VIOL. Crack users who had been arrested more often and whose first arrest 

had been for violence were more likely to belong to the VIOL group than to the PROPDRUG 

and PROP groups.  
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Table 4. Multinomial logistic regression of crime specialization among current criminals 

 PROP vs. DRUG  VIOL vs. DRUG  VIOL vs. PROP 

 OR 95% CI p  OR 95% CI p  OR 95% CI p 

Demographics            

Age 0.98 [0.95-1.01] .210  0.96 [0.92-1.00] .062  0.98 [0.94-1.03] .421 

Female 0.65 [0.28-1.50] .312  0.72 [0.21-2.48] .606  1.11 [0.28-4.36] .879 

non-Western 0.63 [0.35-1.12] .118  0.61 [0.27-1.36] .223  0.96 [0.40-2.32] .928 

Homeless 0.62 [0.28-1.36] .233  1.58 [0.66-3.75] .303  2.54 [0.92-7.03] .072 

Social benefit 0.48 [0.24-0.93] .031  0.69 [0.29-1.66] .410  1.45 [0.56-3.78] .442 

Drug use            

Near-daily crack use 0.64 [0.37-1.11] .113  0.74 [0.35-1.56] .426  1.15 [0.51-2.63] .733 

Crack binge 1.21 [0.71-2.08] .484  1.78 [0.84-3.78] .130  1.47 [0.64-3.36] .359 

Near-daily heroin use 0.95 [0.53-1.69] .862  2.00 [0.95-4.20] .068  2.10 [0.92-4.80] .077 

IDU 0.50 [0.19-1.35] .173  0.17 [0.02-1.41] .101  0.34 [0.04-3.17] .347 

Near-daily alcohol use 2.03 [1.17-3.53] .012  1.84 [0.87-3.92] .113  0.91 [0.40-2.06] .818 

Criminal history            

First arrest before 18 0.97 [0.48-1.94] .931  1.59 [0.60-4.23] .352  1.64 [0.56-4.77] .363 

Lifetime arrests (/age) 0.68 [0.45-1.01] .054  1.19 [0.69-2.08] .528  1.77 [0.97-3.23] .063 

Months in jail (/age) 0.99 [0.78-1.25] .916  0.90 [0.68-1.19] .473  0.91 [0.66-1.26] .582 

Arrest before use            

Same age 1.11 [0.53-2.30] .787  0.59 [0.21-1.63] .307  0.53 [0.17-1.63] .270 

Use before arrest 0.74 [0.32-1.71] .479  0.71 [0.22-2.29] .569  0.96 [0.27-3.46] .954 

First arrest dealing 0.38 [0.14-1.03] .057  1.46 [0.43-4.97] .548  3.83 [0.89-16.40] .071 

First arrest property 1.28 [0.67-2.45] .461  1.23 [0.50-3.01] .650  0.96 [0.36-2.57] .940 

Fist arrest violence 0.47 [0.18-1.19] .109  1.76 [0.64-4.85] .276  3.77 [1.12-12.69] .032 

Constant   .022    .950    .160 

 PROPDRUG vs. DRUG  PROPDRUG vs. PROP  PROPDRUG vs. VIOL 

 OR 95% CI p  OR 95% CI p  OR 95% CI p 

Demographics            

Age 0.98 [0.94-1.02] .352  1.00 [0.96-1.05] .908  1.02 [0.97-1.07] .404 

Female 1.09 [0.44-2.71] .859  1.67 [0.57-4.86] .347  1.50 [0.36-6.18] .574 

non-Western 0.45 [0.23-0.91] .027  0.72 [0.33-1.55] .402  0.75 [0.29-1.96] .558 

Homeless 0.67 [0.27-1.68] .393  1.08 [0.38-3.06] .884  0.43 [0.14-1.30] .134 

Welfare 0.45 [0.20-1.01] .054  0.96 [0.40-2.29] .921  0.66 [0.23-1.87] .432 

Drug use            

Near-daily crack use 0.68 [0.35-1.32] .257  1.07 [0.52-2.20] .855  0.93 [0.38-2.26] .868 

Crack binge 1.76 [0.92-3.37] .086  1.45 [0.71-2.97] .306  0.99 [0.40-2.42] .979 

Near-daily heroin use 1.13 [0.58-2.20] .728  1.19 [0.56-2.49] .654  0.56 [0.23-1.37] .207 

IDU 0.95 [0.35-2.54] .915  1.89 [0.57-6.26] .298  5.48 [0.60-49.65] .131 

Near-daily alcohol use 1.55 [0.79-3.03] .203  0.76 [0.37-1.57] .462  0.84 [0.34-2.07] .703 

Criminal history            

First arrest before 18 1.02 [0.46-2.28] .958  1.05 [0.43-2.56] .908  0.64 [0.21-2.01] .447 

Lifetime arrests (/age) 0.57 [0.37-0.89] .012  0.84 [0.52-1.37] .494  0.48 [0.25-0.89] .021 

Months in jail (/age) 0.97 [0.75-1.26] .801  0.98 [0.73-1.31] .889  1.07 [0.76-1.50] .687 

Arrest before use            

Same age 0.91 [0.38-2.17] .828  0.82 [0.31-2.17] .690  1.54 [0.46-5.22] .484 

Use before arrest 0.62 [0.24-1.61] .324  0.84 [0.29-2.40] .739  0.87 [0.22-3.37] .838 

First arrest dealing 0.65 [0.20-2.13] .473  1.70 [0.41-7.02] .466  0.44 [0.09-2.18] .317 

First arrest property 1.93 [0.86-4.34] .113  1.51 [0.61-3.71] .369  1.57 [0.53-4.66] .419 

Fist arrest violence 0.85 [0.30-2.39] .762  1.83 [0.54-6.16] .329  0.49 [0.13-1.75] .270 

Constant   .244    .452    .456 

Cox and Snell R2 = .213 

Nagelkerke R2 = .237 

DRUG = Drug dealing only (n=234); PROP = Property crimes only (n=88); PROPDRUG = Property crimes and drug dealing, 

but not violent crimes (n=56); VIOL = Violent crimes (n=41). 
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5.4. DISCUSSION  

The purpose of this study was to assess which factors among current crack users are related 

to current involvement in crime and, specifically, which types of crime.  

To address the first aim, participants were classified into current non-criminals (n = 

608) and current criminals (n = 431), based on their self-reported criminal behaviour in the 

past 30 days, and then compared through bivariate analysis. Current criminals differed 

substantially from current non-criminals with regard to general characteristics, drug use and 

criminal career. Logistic regression analyses were then performed to assess which factors 

predicted current criminal behaviour.  

In accordance with the economic-compulsive model, we expected heavier patterns of 

drug use to be associated with criminality. This was the case for most drug use variables, 

namely near-daily crack use, crack binge episodes and near-daily alcohol use. In fact, those 

who binged on crack were twice as likely to be involved in crime. However, the reverse 

hypothesis derived from the economic-compulsive model (i.e. that social benefits were 

negatively associated with criminal involvement) was not confirmed.  

As we had hypothesised, based on the lifestyle model, we found that homelessness 

was positively associated with criminality. Homeless crack users are generally those in the 

worst living conditions and lacking the basic skills to obtain legitimate sources of income, 

thus being more likely to commit to crimes to sustain their lifestyle. A previous Dutch study 

(M. Coumans & Spreen, 2003) has shown how homelessness is a consequence but also a 

cause of further immersion into deviance and marginalization for hard-drug users .  

Following life-course theories, we expected that being engaged in crime at an early 

age and having a more prolific criminal career would result in greater chances of being 

currently involved in crime. Furthermore, we hypothesized that those criminals who had 

been arrested before their onset of hard-drug use would be more likely to be currently 

committing crimes. Although current criminals differed significantly from current non-

criminals with regard to all these variables in the bivariate analysis, only time spent in prison 

remained significantly associated with current criminality in the regression analysis, 

indicating that current criminals have long-standing affiliations with criminal subcultures. 

Within the lifecourse framework, we also anticipated age-related desistance from crime and 

therefore younger age to be associated with current criminality. While most of the crack 

users in this study had been arrested and/or imprisoned in the past, the majority (58.5%) 

had not been engaged in criminal activities in the past 30 days. We consider the advanced 

age of the study population (mostly in their 40s or 50s) to be an important explanatory 

factor. An older age could imply some impairment by chronic use that might influence 

(successful) involvement in crime.  

Our second aim was to explore which factors were associated with specialization in 

specific types of crime. Among those involved in crime in the past 30 days, most engaged 

only in selling drugs, followed by property crimes only, both property crimes and selling 

drugs and then violent crimes. Multinomial regression analysis showed little differentiation 

between groups. Crack users currently committing property crimes only and those 

combining property crimes and selling drugs had similar profiles in terms of demographics, 

drug use and criminal career. Both groups also had differentiating characteristics from crack 
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users engaging in drug sales only. This suggests that crack users who engage in both property 

crimes and the selling of drugs are property criminals who complement their illegal income 

with drug sales and not the other way around. Although receiving social benefits was not 

associated with current criminality in general, not being on welfare predicted property 

crimes as opposed to selling drugs. Welfare can be regarded as a protective factor for 

property crime specifically, but not for crime in general. That welfare does not seem to serve 

as a protective factor against selling drugs, might be related to the fact that most drug sellers 

among this population of crack users can be classified as „assistants‟ or „amateurs‟ with low 

earnings from drug sales (Oteo Pérez et al., 2013).  

Current involvement in violent crime was associated with first arrest for violent 

crimes, which corresponds with findings from the Careers in Crack Project in the USA, where 

individuals with a history of violence before crack use were likely to continue such behaviour 

after crack initiation . Committing violent crimes was not, as we assumed, associated with 

frequent alcohol use. Remarkably, violent crime was more likely uncommon among the crack 

users in this study (3.8%, and 9.7% of criminals), given the strong association between crack 

cocaine use and violence found in the literature (Boles & Miotto, 2003; Felson & Bonkiewicz, 

2013; Inciardi & Pottieger, 1998). We can speculate that, again, the advanced age of crack 

users in our sample played a major role in this finding (Sampson & Laub, 2005), as well as 

systemic circumstances associated with the Dutch crack market that differ from those 

typically found in the USA, especially those described for the so-called „crack era‟ (Boles & 

Miotto, 2003).  

We did not formulate any hypotheses or assumptions about gender differences in 

criminal involvement or specialization. The literature has typically portrayed the illegal 

activities of female crack users as predominantly sex work, „leaving‟ other types of crime up 

to males (Adler, 1993; Bean, 2012; Inciardi, Lockwood, & Pottieger, 1993). In the study by 

Farabee et al. , females were more likely than males to be specialized in victimless crimes 

(i.e. prostitution and drug dealing) than in predatory crimes (i.e. property and violent 

crimes) (Farabee et al., 2001).). In the Netherlands, prostitution has been legalized since 

2000 and street prostitution is not considered a crime but a minor offence in local by-laws. 

Although some of the female crack users in our study were engaging in street prostitution 

(18.8%), many were also committing crime; in fact, it was more common for females to 

participate in selling drugs (28.1%). Even though females were less often involved in 

criminality in the bivariate analysis, in the logistic regression model, gender did not predict 

criminal involvement or crime specialization.  

5.4.1. Limitations  

In this study, we only included people using crack at least 2 days per week, thereby leaving 

out those who use the drug more sporadically (i.e. recreational users). As we have found, 

current criminal involvement is more likely with more frequent crack use. Consequently, 

current criminal involvement will presumably be lower in a more heterogeneous sample (e.g. 

all last-month use). Nevertheless, more than half of our more selective sample of frequent 

crack users was currently not involved in crime. On the other hand, we focused on crimes 

committed in the past 30 days, thereby narrowing the time-window of criminal involvement.  

We were not able to include underlying genetic factors or psychiatric comorbidities in 

our study. Personality disorders can be an important confounder in the relationship between 
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drug use and violent crime when comparing crack users to non-users or to users of other 

drugs (Paim Kessler et al., 2012; Vaughn, Fu, Perron, Bohnert, & Howard, 2010), Since all 

participants in our study were frequent crack users with limited involvement in violent 

crime, the confounding effect of personality disorders was constrained. However, this should 

be taken into account when interpreting these results.  

Different results might be found if this study were replicated in other countries. 

Traditionally, the Dutch drug policy has been based on a harm reduction and public health 

approach rather than criminalization, and Dutch drug services are characterized by a 

pragmatic, low threshold approach. The Dutch hard-drugs scene has become 

institutionalized, has almost virtually disappeared from the streets and the current 

population of crack users is largely middle-aged. Generalization to countries with younger 

crack-using populations, more aggressive crack markets or more restrictive drug and 

treatment policies is therefore limited.  

Variables relating to current criminal involvement were derived from questions on 

the number of days different types of crime were committed during the last month. The 

questionnaire did not include such detailed questions for a larger time frame (e.g. last year) 

to avoid recall bias. An unknown number of current non-criminals might have committed 

crimes prior to the past 30 days, but we do know that most (65.0%) had not been arrested in 

the past 12 months. Furthermore, this study relied exclusively on self-reports and there is a 

possibility that some crimes were under-reported. However, research has shown that self-

reported data collected by researchers is generally truthful, reliable and valid with this kind 

of population, provided that confidentiality is ensured and that no sanctions are connected 

to the content of the answers (Rounsaville, 1993; Thornberry & Krohn, 2000; Webb, Katz, & 

Decker, 2006).  

5.5. CONCLUSION  

These findings have implications for policy. The factors that have most impact on current 

criminal involvement are those relating to heavier drug use and alcohol use, but 

homelessness and age also play an important role. This means that effective policies could 

benefit from reducing drug and alcohol use among criminally involved crack users and 

addressing their living conditions (e.g. housing). If the economic-compulsive model 

presented by Goldstein serves as explanation for these results, substitution-based therapies 

for those chronic crack users for whom abstinence-based therapies have proven ineffective 

could have a significant impact on (drug-related) criminality by reducing the amount of 

money needed to maintain an addiction, as has been most clearly shown in heroin-assisted 

treatment for chronic, treatment-refractory heroin-addicted patients (Blanken et al., 2010). 

On the other hand, according to the subcultural model, substitution therapy could have 

limited results, since drug use and criminality would both be part of a deviant lifestyle and 

the amount of money spent on drugs would be more related to its availability (Grapendaal, 

1992). This type of elastic demand has been especially identified with crack use (Gossop, 

Griffiths, Powis, & Strang, 1994; Stoever, 2002). Nevertheless, even when considering the 

subcultural model as an underlying explanation for this association between drug use and 

crime, substitution therapy could still bear satisfactory results by offering a setting where 
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both drug use and living conditions can be monitored by professionals. Currently, the 

number of substitution medications that might reduce crack use is limited, but there are 

some promising exceptions, like buproprion, modafinil and dexamphetamine (Castells et al., 

2010; Herin, Rush, & Grabowski, 2010; van Den Brink, 2012). More research in this 

direction (Nuijten, Blanken, van den Brink, & Hendriks, 2011) is encouraged, as it could 

provide tools for preventing a considerable amount of crime.  
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