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This study uses data from 641 state prison parolees in California to examine the
associations between methamphetamine use and three measures of criminal
behavior: (a) self-reported violent criminal behavior, (b) return to prison for a
violent offense, and (c) return to prison for any reason during the first 12
months of parole. Methamphetamine use was significantly predictive of self-
reported violent criminal behavior and general recidivism (i.e., a return to cus-
tody for any reason). However, methamphetamine use was not significantly
predictive of being returned to custody for a violent offense. These trends
remained even after controlling for involvement in the drug trade (i.e., sales,
distribution, or manufacturing).
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Methamphetamine (MA), also known as “speed,” “meth,” “ice,” “crys-
tal,” and “crank” is a highly addictive (Schedule II) stimulant that acts

on the central nervous system. Unlike other stimulants, such as cocaine, MA
is metabolized at a slower rate, thus producing a sustained euphoric state for
up to 8 hours (Anglin, Burke, Perrochet, Stamper, & Dawud-Noursi, 2000).
Preliminary data from the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring (ADAM) report
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for the year 2000 indicate that MA use among adult male arrestees is most
prevalent in the western states, with the highest rates reported in three Cali-
fornia cities: Sacramento (27%), San Diego (25%), and San Jose (22%;
National Institute of Justice [NIJ], 2001).

Although researchers have hypothesized that causal relationships exist
between MA use and violence, previous studies are ambiguous in demon-
strating a significant association between the two. One of the barriers to mea-
suring this association is the dichotomous separation of alcohol and “other”
drugs when discussing links to violent behavior. A substantial literature
demonstrates a significant correlation between alcohol and violence (Green-
field, 1998; Martin, 2001; Parker & Auerhahn, 1998; Wells, Graham, &
West, 2000), and a growing body of literature suggests a strong correlation
between drug misuse and violent crime (Grann & Frazel, 2004; Steadman
et al. 1998), as well as recidivism (Bonta, Law, & Hanson, 1998). Even so,
these researchers do not distinguish between the types of other drugs that
would make an assessment of the relationship between a specific drug and
violence possible (Parker & Auerhahn, 1998). However, because of the
increased prevalence of MA use in the past decade many researchers are now
beginning to focus on the specific relationship between MA use and subse-
quent human behavior.

Although the findings are inconclusive, clinical studies indicate that stim-
ulants, including MA, may increase the likelihood of attack behaviors and
aggression in humans (Pihl & Hoaken, 1997, Reiss & Roth, 1993). Other,
nonclinical researchers have warned that public safety may be threatened by
high-level MA users whose irritability and paranoia may initiate a violent
reaction when brought into contact with others, especially medical or law
enforcement personnel (Dillon, Fritz, Blanton, Thorne, & Marshall, 2000).
This is supported by a Japanese study (Yui, Goto, Ikemoto, Ishuguro, &
Kamata, 2000) that demonstrated that even mild psychosocial stressors
could initiate flashbacks to MA-induced psychosis in MA users even during
periods of nonuse.

In a study of MA users admitted to treatment in Los Angeles, nearly two
thirds of the participants cited violent behavior as an outcome of their usage
(von Mayrhauser, Brecht, & Anglin, 2002). Wright and Klee (2001) found
that 47% of their participants who used MA reported being involved in vio-
lent crime, and 24% reporting that their involvement in violent crime was a
direct result of their MA use. Another study, specific to MA use in five west-
ern cities, found that one third of arrestees using MA cited violent behavior
as a consequence of their use. Moreover, arrestees using MA were more
likely to have been arrested and incarcerated previously than their peers who
did not use MA (Pennell, Ellett, Rienick, & Grimes, 1999).
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Violent criminal behavior has also been associated with the manufacture,
sales, and distribution of illicit drugs. Goldstein (1998) referred to this as the
systemic model of drug-related violence and associated the high level of vio-
lence with the need to protect manufacturing sites, distribution operations,
and trafficking territories in a black-market business environment. Metham-
phetamine production and trafficking have been demonstrated to be strongly
associated with violent behavior and have forced local law enforcement
agencies in those California counties with high levels of MA production to
establish task forces specifically trained to interdict the production and dis-
tribution of the drug and cope with the associated violence (Blankstein &
Haynes, 2001; National Drug Intelligence Center [NDIC], 2001).

Because the prevalence of MA use remains substantially higher in Cali-
fornia than in any other state—particularly among offenders—an opportu-
nity exists to assess the specific relationships between MA use, violence, and
recidivism among a sample of parolees who abused substances. The purpose
of the current study was to test the hypothesis that, even after controlling for
involvement in the drug trade (sales, distribution, or manufacture), MA use
would be predictive of violent crime and recidivism in a population of adult
male parolees during the 12-month period following release from prison.

Method

Sample

The current study was conducted as part of a larger evaluation of an in-
prison substance abuse treatment program. Baseline interviews were con-
ducted with 808 low- to medium-level inmates whose official records
showed clear evidence of a history of substance abuse. One half of the sample
(n = 404) was inmates entering a 6- to 12-month in-prison therapeutic com-
munity substance abuse program while the other one half were recruited at a
neighboring prison that offered no formal substance abuse treatment. All
participants were within 12 months of release from their respective institu-
tions, and the total sample comprised 404 pairs, which were matched using
four variables (age, ethnicity, sex offender status, and commitment offense).
Overall, MA (24.2%) and alcohol (23.2%) were the most commonly cited
problem drugs at baseline.

The data for the current study were obtained from a follow-up interview
conducted with 641 (321 treatment, 320 comparison) of the participants 12
months after their release to parole from baseline incarceration. This sample
represented 81.3% of the original baseline cohort at the time of the follow-up
interview.

Cartier et al. / Methamphetamine Use and Recidivism 437



Measures

The interviews used for baseline and follow-up were modified versions of
criminal justice treatment evaluations forms developed by researchers at
Texas Christian University (Simpson & Knight, 1998). Both interviews
include sections on sociodemographic background, family and peer rela-
tions, health and psychological status, criminal involvement, in-depth drug-
use history, and an AIDS-risk assessment.

Current MA users were those who reported any MA use during the 30
days prior to the 12-month follow-up interview. This measure used a 9-point
scale ranging from 0 (no use) to 9 (use of methamphetamine 4 or more times
daily). The frequency of violent crime was based on the number of days a
participant reported having committed robbery (e.g., armed robbery, mug-
ging) or violence against other persons (e.g., homicide, aggravated assault,
kidnapping, domestic violence, etc.) during the 30 days prior to the follow-
up interview. Drug trade involvement was also determined by self-report and
included sales, distribution, or manufacturing of drugs during the 30 days
prior to the follow-up interview. Although not without controversy, the use of
self-reported drug use and criminal behavior has substantial support in the
literature (Harrison, 1995; Johnson et al., 1999; Nieves, Draine, & Solomon,
2000; Tran-Ha, Wiley, & Des Jarlais, 1998).

One-year recidivism outcomes in the current study were based on official
records from the California Department of Corrections (CDC) records. Gen-
eral recidivism was defined as being returned to prison for any reason
(including technical violations of parole conditions). Parolees were catego-
rized as having been returned to custody for a violent crime if they had a con-
viction of any of 44 penal code offenses comprising four categories of violent
crime: murder, manslaughter, robbery, or assault.

Results

As shown in Table 1, nearly 20% of the participants reported MA use in
the 30 days prior to the follow-up interview. Those reporting MA use were
significantly younger than the nonusers. Moreover, the majority (63.8%) of
the sample that used MA was White. Although African Americans consti-
tuted almost 42% of the entire follow-up cohort, they were only 6% of those
reporting any MA use. With regard to recidivism, those who used MA
(81.6%) were significantly more likely than those who did not use MA
(53.9%) to have been returned to custody for any reason or to report commit-
ting any violent acts in the 30 days prior to the follow-up interview (23.6%
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vs. 6.8%, respectively). However, the two groups did not differ in the likeli-
hood of being returned to prison for a violent offense.

To address our research questions concerning the relationship of MA use,
drug trade, and violent crime, we first conducted two ordinary least squares
(OLS) regressions predicting the number of days the parolees in the current
study reported engaging in violent criminal activity during the 30 days prior
to the 12-month follow-up interview. These regressions included the same
background covariates (i.e., age, race and/or ethnicity, employment) and
whether the parolee reported any MA use during the prior 30 days. The only
difference between these models was that the second model also included a
dichotomous measure of whether the parolee had also engaged in drug trade
activities during this same time period.

As shown in Table 2, self-reported frequency of violent activities during
the past 30 days was significantly associated with younger age and Hispanic
ethnicity (relative to White non-Hispanic). Models 1 and 2 show that past 30-
day use of MA was significantly related to the frequency of self-reported vio-
lent activities. Likewise, in Model 2, we see that involvement in the drug
trade also has a significant, positive relationship to violence. However, the
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Table 1
Subject Characteristics by Past 30-Day

Methamphetamine Use at Follow-Up (N = 639)

Methamphetamine Use

No Use Any Use Total
Characteristic (n = 512) (n = 127) (n = 639)

Age mean (SD)*** 36.9 (9.3) 33.4 (8.2) 36.2 (9.2)
Race and/or ethnicity (%)***

White 29.7 63.8 36.5
African American 50.4 6.3 41.6
Hispanic 17.2 24.4 18.6
Other 2.7 5.5 3.3

High school degree (%) 40.6 37.0 39.9
Employed (full time) (%) 42.4 45.7 43.0
Married (%) 14.1 15.0 14.2
Any RTC (12 months)*** 53.9 81.6 59.4
RTC for violent offense (12 months) 17.4 21.4 18.4
Self-reported violence (Past month)*** 6.8 23.6 10.2
Days committed one or more violent acts
(Past month) .15 (.86) .79 (2.40) .28 (1.33)

Note: RTC = Return to custody.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.



inclusion of the drug trade variable did not substantially reduce the predictive
efficacy of current MA use. It should be noted that the patterns identified here
are quite subtle. Although both of these models are statistically significant
and appear to be relatively stable, the R2s for Models 1 and 2 were .05 and .06,
respectively.

Models 3 and 4 in Table 3 show the results of two logistic regressions pre-
dicting the likelihood of being returned to prison for any reason within 12
months after release. Again, we see that after controlling for the same back-
ground covariates as in the previous models, MA use is a strong predictor of
general 12-month recidivism. In Model 3, MA use is associated with a 30%
increase in the likelihood of being returned to custody within 12 months of
release; the drug trade variable in Model 4 appears to account for only a small
amount of the maximum likelihood estimate attributed to MA use in Model 3.

Models 5 and 6 (Table 4) show the results of two logistic regression mod-
els predicting 12-month return to custody for a violent offense. Consistent
with previous literature (Blumstein & Cohen, 1987; Schwaner, 1998), recidi-
vism for violence was associated with younger age. However, none of the
other background variables was statistically significant. Moreover, unlike
the four previous models predicting self-reported violence or general recidi-
vism, MA use was not related to the likelihood of being returned for a violent
offense. Although involvement in the drug trade is predicative of self-
reported violent crime and return to custody for any reason, it is not predic-
tive of return to custody for a violent offense.1
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Table 2
Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Self-Reported

Violent Crime Days in the Past 30 Days (N = 627)

Model 1 Model 2
Predictor � �

Age –.01* –.01*
African American .15 .12
Hispanic .47** .46**
High school degree –.09 –.08
Full-time employment .06 .08
Married .03 .03
Methamphetamine use (Past 30 days) .10*** .08***
Drug sales (Past 30 days) — .02*
Adjusted R2 .05 .06

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to test the hypothesis that, even after
controlling for drug trade involvement (i.e., sales, distribution, manufactur-
ing), MA use would be predictive of violent crime and recidivism among
adult male parolees during their first 12 months of parole.
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Table 3
Odd Ratios Predicting 12-Month Return to Custody

for Any Reason (N = 634)

Model 3 Model 4

Predictor OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Age .99 .97,1.00 .97 .97,1.01
African American 1.72* 1.17, 2.52 1.66* 1.12, 2.45
Hispanic 1.08 .67, 1.73 1.06 .66, 1.73
High school degree .84 .60, 1.18 .88 .62, 1.24
Full-time employment .76 .54, 1.07 .79 .55, 1.11
Married 1.15 .71, 1.87 1.13 .69, 1.85
Methamphetamine use (Past 30 days) 1.30* 1.18, 1.43 1.27* 1.15, 1.40
Drug sales (Past 30 days) — 1.04* 1.01, 1.017
Model �

2 38.82** 45.95**

Note: OR = Odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Table 4
Odd Ratios Predicting 12-Month Return to Custody

for a Violent Offense (N = 445)

Model 5 Model 6

Predictor OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Age .94* .91, .97 .94* .91, .97
African American 1.11 .63, 1.93 1.21 .68, 2.14
Hispanic .75 .37, 1.50 .76 .39, 1.55
High school degree 1.11 .68, 1.81 1.12 .68, 1.83
Full-time employment .98 .60, 1.60 .97 .59, 1.58
Married 1.15 .58, 2.26 1.16 .59, 2.30
Methamphetamine use (Past 30 days) .98 .86, 1.10 1.0 .90, 1.12
Drug sales (Past 30 days) — .98 .94, 1.01
Model �

2 16.6** 18.4**

Note: OR = Odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05. **p < .01.



Methamphetamine use was statistically significant in predicting self-
reported violent crime and general recidivism, but not for a return to custody
for a violent offense. These findings held even after controlling for back-
ground variables (age, ethnicity, education, marital status, and employment),
though age and ethnicity were also predictive of outcomes.

While examining the relationship between MA use and involvement in
the drug trade, we found that drug trade involvement was statistically signifi-
cant for self-reported violent crime and general recidivism, but not for a
return to custody for a violent offense. However, after controlling for drug
trade involvement, MA use was still significantly predictive of self-reported
violent crime and general recidivism.

Although MA use demonstrated reliable relationships with self-reported
violent crime and general recidivism, it was not predictive of recidivism for
a violent offense. This inconsistency may be a methodological artifact.
Offenders are not arrested for every crime they commit, and a return to cus-
tody occurs when an offender is arrested and convicted for a crime or parole
is revoked for technical reasons. In addition, the official charge or instant
offense resulting in a return to custody may be the result of plea bargaining
and should not be assumed to be a pristine measure of offender criminal
behavior.

Although the use of self-report as a measure of violent crime may be a
limitation in the current study, evidence exists that the concordance of self-
report with actual crime committed is quite high. In a review of recidivism
studies by Lagenbucher and Merrill (2001), the majority of these studies
demonstrated a high level of agreement between self-report and official
records in the measurement of lifetime arrest. Moreover, where discrepan-
cies were evident, the number of self-reported arrests was more likely to be
higher than those found in official records.

Another limitation is the absence of arrest records. As previously men-
tioned, the findings in the current study relied on official return to custody
records that contain only the offense for which the parolee was convicted, or
plead guilty to, and not the full array of charges that may have been cited at
the time of the parolee’s arrest.

We lost 19% of the original cohort to follow-up, which raises the issue that
we may have bias in our outcomes. However, an analysis of baseline data and
official records shows no significant differences between this subgroup and
the larger study group in the basic demographic variables and recidivism
rates. Although the lack of data on self-reported MA use and violent crime at
follow-up precludes us from describing any correlation between MA use,
violence, and recidivism for this subgroup, the fact that both groups were
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nearly identical suggests that the loss of follow-up data did not bias the
results.

Notwithstanding these limitations, we believe these findings, in an envi-
ronment of increasing levels of MA use and high levels of recidivism
(Langan & Levin, 2002), provide impetus for further research into behaviors
related to MA use. Furthermore, these findings demonstrate that offenders
who use MA may differ significantly from their peers who do not use MA
and may require more intensive treatment interventions and parole supervi-
sion than other types of offenders who use drugs.

Note

1. In additional analyses (not shown), we tested the effect of methamphetamine (MA) and
alcohol use comorbidity. Alcohol use severity was predictive of self-reported violence but not for
recidivism. The addition of the alcohol use covariate did not diminish the odds ratios for MA use
and outcomes.
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