Literature Review for Dissertation 
To what extent does drug and alcohol misuse contribute to criminal behaviour and offences?
Research into drug and alcohol consumption and the affect they have on crime levels and criminal behaviour is a focus point for criminological literature, especially with substance misuse becoming increasingly common. Those dependent on heroine and other opiates are disproportionately involved in criminal activity (Bennett et al, 2008), particularly criminal activity that can bring them financial gain. However, the relationship between drugs and the effect they have on crime can be very complex, with a variety of ways in which one can impact the other. Menard et al, (2001) stated that the links between drugs and crime can very according to factors such as age and sex which differs from the findings of Best et al, (2016) who argues that there is a two-way relationship between drug use and offending, with the commitment of crime effecting drug use and the consuming of drugs affecting crime levels. 
2:1 Social, economic and psychological aspects that contribute to substance misuse 
In order to establish the extent that drug and alcohol misuse can have on crime, it’s important to identify the social, economic and psychological aspects that contribute to substance misuse in order to explain why it can have an impact on crime. Substance abuse involves the use of substances like alcohol, prescription medications and illicit drugs in ways that are harmful to a person’s health, relationships and daily functions (Raza, 2024). It’s composed or layers of individual development, family and social influences, cultural values and environmental conditions (Lo et al, 2020).
One of main social factors as to why people turn to substance misuse is the environment they are brought up in. Growing up in poverty or households with drug addiction, abuse, crime or other negative factors can bring a higher risk to individuals turning to substance misuse as they may perceive drug use as normal or acceptable, or they psychologically believe this to be a pattern they can fall into (12 Keys, 2025). Childhood maltreatment including physical abuse and neglect has been linked to increased risk for adolescent use (Whitesell et al, 2013) and Wall and Kohl (2007) reported that 29% of children who experienced maltreatment participated in some level of substance misuse in their adolescent years. 
The amount of young people and teenagers becoming involved with drug and alcohol consumption has seen an increase in the past few years, with one in 10 people aged 17 will have used hard drugs, such as ketamine and cocaine (Barnes, 2021). Social media is believed to have had an impact on substance misuse due to the way that it is portrayed by individuals, with Stephenson et a (2024) stating that the use of social network and online platforms like snapchat and WhatsApp facilitate the purchase of drugs providing quick, easy and convenient means of facilitating buyer-seller interactions. Media and marketing can create positive interactions about alcohol use, influence perceived peer norms and increase the willingness to accept drug officers from peers (Jackson et al, 2018). With the age of young people have access to these social media sights decreasing, they are more likely going to be easily influenced into consuming these substances which can lead them down the wrong paths and become involved with the wrong groups of people. Bandura (1997) stated that favourable attitudes towards substances are likely to be reinforced when the adolescent perceives that the role model is rewarded for enacting those behaviours, is similar to the adolescent and has greater social status. This suggestion shows that teenagers and young people can be very easily influenced into taking substances if their peers are doing so and are achieving popularity among other people. Ward et al, (2012) has shown that there’s a strong possibility of adolescents joining a gang if they struggle to resist peer pressure which enables violent and criminal behaviour, and Basson and Mawson (2011) state that the increase in homicides, sexual offences, assaults and violence among adolescents in strongly associated with gang activity and involvement. 
Economic conditions have a profound influence on the likelihood of substance misuse, with poverty and unemployment being consistently linked with increased rates of drug and alcohol use. People facing financial insecurity may use substances to alleviate stress or escape from the challenged of family life (Galae et al, 2004). Individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds struggle to access healthcare, education and mental health support, limiting their availability to seek or receive help (Compton et al, 2014). This has a large impact on the cycle of additions making recovery for these individuals difficult as they easily find themselves misusing substances and struggle to receive the support they need to stop. Substance misuse is frequently associated with psychological conditions such as anxiety poor mental health and people struggling with depressions, PTSD or generalised anxiety may use drug or alcohol to self-medicate (Kessler et al, 1996). This form of self-medication is common among adolescents who may not be identified as clinically depressed, yet still suffer from some form of depression (Taylor, 2011). This is often used as it offers temporary relief, however, causes their mental health to worsen over time and leads to individuals’ dependence on substances. 
People who have a history of trauma or adverse childhood experiences such as neglect or abuse are more likely to misuse substances in adulthood (Felitti et al, 1998) This psychological contributor shows that early life experiences which can impair emotional regulation and coping skills can increase the risk of substance misuse later in life as substances can help avoid or soothe negative emotions (Lee et al, 2017). Additionally, psychological factors such as low self-esteem, poor coping mechanisms and a lack of emotional resilience can influence individuals to turn to substance misuse to seek relief or validation, turning to drugs or alcohol when faced with personal difficulties which can ultimately make them vulnerable to addiction (Wills and Hirky, 1996). 
Substance abuse is not the result of a single factor, but is shaped by a range of social, economic and psychological influences. Peer and family dynamics, environments, economic deprivation, mental illness and early trauma all interact to influence a person’s vulnerability. By addressing these causes, agencies can work to prevent substance use disorders and support individuals on the path to recovery, which can ultimately help decrease crime that is motivated or affected by substance misuse. 
2:2 The link between substance abuse and crime rates 
Substance misuse and the explanation as to why it can impact crime falls into three categories as shown by Pierce et el, (2017), the first of these being forward causation. This is the idea that the need to consume substances causes people to commit crime for financial gain. This is highlighted by Bennett et al (2008) who stated that drug use causes crime through the need to fund these substances. Some people use crime, such as burglary to find other items that can be stolen and sold to others to raise money to purchase more drugs (NIDirect, 2025). This economic pressure is a major driver behind the high rates of crime among individuals with a drug dependency, as White and Gorman (2000) suggested that when legitimate sources of income are unavailable individuals may resort to theft, prostitution or drug dealing to finance their addiction. Goldstein (1985) highlighted this in his ‘drug-use causes crime’ theory, with the view that serious drug users will be unable to support their habit through legitimate activities and so will resort to crime to fund their drug use. 
The second category is reverse causation (Pierce et al, 2017), stating that involvement with crime can lead to drug use and Hammersley et al (1989) stated that opportunities for drug use increase with involvement in criminal behaviour. Pudney (2002) argues the onset of criminal behaviour generally precedes the onset of drug use, with 17 percent of prisoners reported using drugs prior to offending, whereas 59 percent reported to offending before the commencement of drug use. This therefore suggests that people often offend before the consumption of drugs and that by committing crime they can become involved with gangs who encourage the use of drugs. This will then cause a cycle of causing more crime in order to fund their drug use, as shown in the first category of why substance misuse can cause crime. This is also shown by Menard (2001) who stated that criminals use drugs as a form of ‘chemical recreation’ to celebrate the successful commission of a crime. They may have not necessarily been under the influence of a drug when they committed the crime but consume substances after successfully achieving a criminal act.
The final category covering the reasons why substance misuse can have an effect on crime is confounding, which covers crime committed where these is no direct link to substances, and they co-occur with crime because of a common cause or set or causes (Seddon 2006). This includes incidents where there is no direct link between levels of drug use and levels of crime as Dobkin and Nicosia (2009) state that crime levels have stayed stable even when the drug use levels have fallen. There are therefore conflicting views referring to the link substance abuse can have on crime, with some stating that it does have an impact and other suggesting that it has no affect on crime levels at all.
2:3 The impact different substances can have on different crimes
While the link between substance use and criminal behaviour is well-established, not all substances influence criminal behaviour in the same way as different drugs have varying effects on cognition, emotion and behaviour which are associated with different patterns of crime. 
Alcohol is one of the most widely consumed psychoactive substances globally and is uniquely associated with violent crime. It can disrupt normal brain functions and alter the mental state of individuals leading to rational thinking, making individuals who consume it unpredictable and dangerous, especially for young people (Australian Government, 2019). Goldstein (1985) highlighted the direct effects substances can have on behaviour, which are the psychopharmacological mechanisms. Intoxication from drugs of alcohol can impair judgement, reduce impulse control and increase aggression making individuals more likely to engage in reckless acts. This is supported by Parker and Auerhahn, (1998) who stated that alcohol in particular is strongly linked to violent crimes such as assault, domestic violence and homicide. This is a global issue, with people all over the world facing abuse from their partners who have consumed alcohol. Whilst the majority of literature highlights the issues alcohol can have on domestic violence, scholars have differing opinions on the ways it effects relationships. Gilchrist et al (2019) suggest that alcohol and drug use are consistent factors for intimate partner violence and Iverson et al (2013) highlights that women who are heavy alcohol drinkers tend to suffer from abuse themselves and also suffer from higher aggression from their partners. However, Graham at el (2010) agues that alcohol is more related to the severity of domestic violence rather than its occurrence, suggesting that the alcohol doesn’t increase the likeliness of domestic abuse, it just increases the seriousness of it. 
Cannabis is one of the most commonly used illicit substances globally, however unlike alcohol it’s rarely linked with aggressive behaviour or violent offences (Fergusson and Horwood, 2002). There is little evidence on the relationship between cannabis and crime which can be linked with the fact that it’s legalised in many countries. Despite this, Pudney (2003) suggests that there is strong links between early use of cannabis and minor offending, however this then leads on to the misuse of more serious drugs in their older years, which ultimately results in them committing more serious crime. 
Cocaine and crack cocaine is most linked with violent and acquisitive crime, whereby the offender gains material benefit through illegal means eg, shoplifting and burglary. Due to its rapid onset, it can lead to binge use, which causes desperate behaviour and individuals will commit crime in order to fund their addiction. Therefore, individuals who consume crack are particularly likely to engage in property crime, prostitution or robbery so they can sell the items, making money for drugs. White and Gorman (2000) state that the economic compulsive nature of crack cocaine use makes it most commonly associated with high-volume offending. Those dependent on heroine are also involved in acquisitive offending as the need to obtain daily doses of heron requires a large cash flow and often leads of income-generating crime among many dependant persons (Bukten et al, 2011).
2:4 Polities and initiatives aimed at lowering substance abuse and crime rates in the UK
Over the last 10 years, UK drug strategies have increasingly focused on providing treatment and support services for drug-dependant offenders who commit a disproportionate number of acquisitive crimes (UKDPC 2008). Diversion schemes and drug courts offer alternatives to prosecution for minor drug offences. Drug offence diversion involves police diverting people in possession of illegal drugs for personal use to a health intervention and assessment for further support, such as drug education treatment (Transform, 2025). Recent years have seen the emergence of specifically labelled police-led schemes that are designed to divert people caught committing minor drug offences away from the criminal justice system and into support services (Bacon, 2023). Liaison and diversion schemes are also available when an individual struggling with substance use is in custody, as it allows police to identify these individuals and refer them to support services. Its aim is to improve access to support services for vulnerable people and reduce re-offending or re-escalation of offending behaviours (Disley et al, 2021) which saw an increase in referrals to treatment. 
Alongside law enforcement, the UK has emphasised public health approaches to substance misuse, which helps individuals who are addicted to substances by providing opioid substitution therapy. This offers individual methadone in a safe, clean and controlled environment which not only prevents overdose by harmful and unclean substances but can help reduce the risk of individuals committing crime to fund their addictions. However, Duffy (2012) highlighted that individuals who use agencies like BAROD to obtain methadone, also use other street-sources substances which can negatively impact their health and gives them more reason to commit crime in order to fund their habit. 
Youth Offending Services are multi-agency teams in England and Wales who help prevent offending and reoffending in children aged 10-17 which is a further initiative that’s been introduced to help prevent young children from abusing substances and committing crime. Bateman and Hazel (2020) suggest that offering opportunities for children to enjoy positive interactions with others and develop skills for the future can help shift to a pro-social identity which youth offending services can help with ultimately aim to reduce the likelihood of drug misuse and criminal behaviour.  


Substance abuse and crime are intertwined that continually present significant challenged for policy makers, law enforcement and healthcare systems worldwide. Following a review of literature, despite the connection between the two being demonstrated many different scholars contribute a wide range of views on the matter. Research has demonstrated that there’s a strong association between substance misuse and increased involvement in criminal activity (Bennet et al, 2008) however establishing a cause remains complex due to the presence of multiple mediating factors. Following a review of literature, it’s apparent that there’s lots of research surrounding the impact substance misuse can have on crime and what types of substances can affect different crimes. There does however appear to be a gap in available research that looks into the extent substance misuse can have on criminal behaviour and how helpful the support and services offered to those struggling actually is.  
This dissertation will address the gap in research by exploring the extent of crimes caused by people under the influence of alcohol or drugs and how much difference the policies and initiatives aimed at lowering substance abuse and crime rates has actually made. Through questionnaires, local police officers and partner agency workers will be asked their believes on the extent substance misuse can have on crime and how frequently they encounter offenders who have been consuming alcohol and drugs, along with how beneficial they believe their partner agencies are in addressing substance misuse related crime. I believe it’s important to explore this topic as substance misuse is currently a major global issue and it will help gain an understanding into why these people commit specific types of crimes and how to provide them with appropriate support. 
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