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Policy often stipulates drug court funding cannot be used for offenders with violent criminal
histories, although it has been argued that increasing funding to community programs for these
individuals represents an important means for controlling crime. Because little research has
examined whether a violent offense history is related to recidivism following drug court par-
ticipation, predrug court criminal history and postdrug court arrest and charge data have been
collected for 452 offenders in a postplea drug court program. Bivariate analyses show violent
offenders have higher rates of recidivism following drug court discharge. However, multivari-
ate analyses controlling for age, ethnicity, drug of choice, time at risk, and discharge status
show the extent of criminal history, not violent history, is significantly related to recidivism.
Results suggest that violent offenders should not be systematically excluded from the oppor-
tunity to participate in the unique combination of treatment and supervision offered in drug
court programs.
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As the number of substance-abusing offenders served by drug courts continues to esca-
late, an increasingly diverse population of clients is entering these judicially super-

vised treatment programs. Indeed, it is becoming more typical for drug court participants
to have chronic substance abuse problems that require intensive treatment and to have
extensive criminal records that frequently include a history of serious offending (Belenko,
1999, 2001; Gebelein, 2000; National Institute of Justice, 2006). This is not surprising
given that it is routine for serious and violent offenders to be sentenced directly to both
traditional and alternative forms of community supervision rather than incarcerated in jail
or prison (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2007; Petersilia, 1995). Trend data indicate that most
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drug court programs currently have a probation or postplea condition suggesting that drug
courts are including higher-risk populations (Huddleston, Freeman-Wilson, Marlowe, &
Roussell, 2005). To date, little is known about the ability of treatment-oriented drug courts,
which were originally designed to divert less serious offenders from the criminal justice
system, to successfully incorporate these more complex clients. A special report by the
National Institute of Justice (2006) described this second decade of drug courts: “Increasingly
courts have moved from targeting low-level and first-time offenders to focusing on those
whose substance abuse and criminal activity may be more serious and pose a greater threat
to society—and a greater challenge to drug courts” (p. 2). The goal of this article, therefore,
is to examine recidivism outcomes for drug court participants who have serious and violent
criminal histories to determine whether they pose a greater threat to society than do the less
serious drug court offenders.

Early drug courts limited participation in their programs to nonviolent offenders (Cooper
& Trotter, 1994), and most drug courts today continue to target nonviolent offenders (U.S.
General Accounting Office, 2005). One reason for this is that federal funding for drug courts
stipulates that offenders with any previous crimes of violence be excluded from participat-
ing in drug court. The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 established
the Drug Court Discretionary Grant Program, currently operated through the Bureau of
Justice Assistance, to provide Federal funds each year (FY 2007 funding was US$10 mil-
lion) for the implementation and enhancement of drug courts. Programs receiving these
funds are required to target nonviolent offenders (see, for example, Bureau of Justice
Assistance, 2007). Accordingly, a major goal for early drug courts, to better manage less
serious offenders in the community to help ensure prison space for repeat and violent offend-
ers (National Association of Drug Court Professionals, 1995) still appears to be a major goal
of federal policy related to the establishment and operation of drug courts.

Despite this goal, there is evidence that some drug court programs have expanded their
admission criteria to include more serious and high-risk offender populations (Huddleston
et al., 2005; National Institute of Justice, 2006), particularly after federal funding has run
out. Once a drug court is established, different funding streams and new resources may be
secured, allowing for the continuation of the program with less restrictive eligibility require-
ments. It is advantageous as well for drug courts to have greater flexibility in terms of client
selection to ensure that their programs are filled to capacity. Yet notwithstanding procedural
changes in some jurisdictions, there are likely numerous substance-using offenders with a
history of violent offending who are in need of treatment but for whom policies preclude the
expenditure of federal drug court funds. Because community and political sentiments often
do not favor spending money and/or offering programs to violent offenders and because of
the community safety responsibility of the criminal justice system, courts may be hesitant to
include those with a history of violence in drug courts, regardless of funding issues.

Evidence suggests that violent offenders have much to gain from substance abuse treat-
ment under the supervision of a drug court. Research has shown an association between
drugs, crime, and violence (Goldstein, 1985). Furthermore, because corrections-based drug
treatment has been found to reduce substance use and criminal activity in serious and vio-
lent offender populations (Hiller, Knight, & Simpson, 1999; Martin, Butzin, Saum, &
Inciardi, 1999), it may be a good policy to include offenders with a history of violence in
intensive supervision and treatment programs such as drug court when these offenders are
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held in the community. Indeed, the approach to substance-involved offenders must engage
those convicted of violent crime so that more appropriate services and supervision can be
provided to this population (Center on Addiction & Substance Abuse, 1998).

It is important to determine whether drug court programs are in fact appropriate for these
potentially more challenging participants because it is not yet clear whether the drug court
model can be applied uniformly and effectively to the less serious participants in first-
offender diversion programs and to the more serious, convicted offenders, who enter post-
plea programs. Understanding any correlation between offenders’ violent offense records
and criminal justice outcomes, therefore, is critical. A major challenge is to meet the needs
of offenders with the often limited substance abuse treatment options available to drug
court systems while balancing potential risks to public safety from offenders with serious
criminal histories (Goldkamp, 1994; Peters & Murrin, 2000).

National surveys reveal high rates of recidivism for criminal justice populations (Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 1989, 2002), and mixed results have been found regarding the recidivism
of violent offenders. Data indicate that 61.7% of all violent offenders are rearrested within 3
years of leaving prison (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2002). Yet in comparison with other types
of offenders (drug, property, and public order), those incarcerated for violent crimes recidi-
vate less frequently. Studies examining offending in the pretrial period have found lower rates
of recidivism for violent offenders compared to their nonviolent counterparts. Among crimi-
nal defendants across the country who were released to the community prior to case disposi-
tion, 39% of drug offenders were charged with pretrial misconduct, whereas only 23% of
violent offenders received similar charges (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1998). Similarly, a
study of pretrial misconduct among New York City arrestees indicated that violent offenders
were less likely to be charged with pretrial misconduct than were drug offenders (Belenko,
Mara-Drita, & McElroy, 1992). In contrast, Nurco, Hanlon, Bateman, and Kinock (1991)
classified substance-using offenders and determined that violent generalists, identified by
type, amount, and severity of offense, committed a disproportionate amount of violent crime.
It was recommended that these offenders be considered most appropriate for incapacitation
and least appropriate for rehabilitation, indicating that traditional treatment would likely be
ineffective. However, because treatment delivered within the context of a drug court program
is not traditional, it challenges this assessment.

Drug court evaluations that include offenders who have a history of violence have been
limited. Recidivism data collected in a Miami drug court diversion program indicated that
defendants with prior robbery arrests had a higher probability of reoffending (Goldkamp,
1994). Additional analyses that combined robbery into a risk index that added variables,
such as age, prior criminal history, education, and failure to appear before court, found that
higher risk was related to higher rates of postdischarge arrests, whereas lower risk was
associated with lower recidivism. These findings are congruent with the risk-needs princi-
ple (Andrews, 1986; Andrews & Dowden, 2006; Hannah-Moffat, 2005; Marlowe,
Festinger, Lee, Dugosh, & Benasutti, 2006), suggesting that the higher-intensity programs
such as drug court might best serve high-risk offenders for whom they may have the great-
est impact but lower intensity programs such as traditional probation or parole be reserved
for lower-risk offenders.

Researchers in Delaware examined a sample of seriously crime-involved offenders in a
drug court program for probation violators (Saum, Scarpitti, & Robbins, 2001). Results
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indicated that study participants with extensive criminal histories experienced the least
favorable program outcomes. The specific relationship between history of violence and
drug court graduation was complex. Offenders with at least one predrug court violent
charge were more likely to fail the program than those with no history of violence.
However, this relationship disappeared when controlling for total criminal history: Clients
with long criminal records were also the most likely to have been charged with at least one
lifetime violent offense. Subgroup analyses indicated that violent offenders amassed signif-
icantly more lifetime charges than did nonviolent offenders. In addition, violent offenders
were most likely to be male, Black, younger, and crack users. Several of these client char-
acteristics were also found to be predictive of drug court failure in multivariate analyses.
Based on these results, it was recommended that drug court planners consider participant
characteristics and behaviors including the extent of offenders’ charges and the type and/or
seriousness of the substance abuse problem, rather than only whether there is any history
of violence when selecting candidates for drug court.

The research presented here extends the above study of the Delaware probation violators
who attended drug court by collecting recidivism data for participants up to a period of 3
years postprogram participation. The study objective is to compare recidivism outcomes for
drug court offenders with and without histories of violent crime. Examining the extent and
type of offending by drug court clients can help us to explore how criminal history may affect
success while in drug court and after community reentry. Moreover, as Belenko (1998, p. 27)
stated, “The collection and analysis of recidivism data is crucial for addressing public safety
concerns about placing felony offenders (even those without violent histories) into community-
based drug treatment.” Indeed, the follow-up period for this study, 3 years postdrug court
participation, is significantly longer than most drug court studies and as such allows for a
more comprehensive examination of recidivism of a drug court sample.

Therefore, the goals of this study are threefold. First, we will describe the predrug court
criminal history and the recidivism of a relatively large sample (N = 452) of drug court par-
ticipants extending follow-up up to 3 years postdischarge. Next, we will examine the sim-
ple relationships between violent offense history and recidivism. Finally, we will examine
violent offense history within a multivariate context to determine whether it has a unique
association with recidivism after controlling for other potentially confounding variables.

Method

Sample and Data Collection

This research was conducted as part of a larger project funded by the National Institute
on Drug Abuse to examine drug court offenders in outpatient treatment. This study was
based on the 4521 consecutive admissions to the probation violators track of the New Castle
County (Wilmington) Delaware Superior Court drug court between October 1993 and
March 1997. The probation violators track of the drug court is designed for Superior Court
probation clients who are arrested for a new criminal offense while serving their term.
Probation violators who are assessed to have a substance abuse problem enter a guilty plea
and are sentenced to participate in the drug court program. Delaware’s Treatment Access
Center (TASC), the state agency that acts as a liaison between the Court and the treatment
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centers, is responsible for program placement, monitoring, and court representation of
these drug court clients. Offenders may be court ordered to an in-prison or work-release
treatment program, or more commonly, they are sentenced to participate in a program
offered by state-contracted community treatment providers.

The drug court program requires that clients appear regularly before the drug court judge
during status hearings, attend treatment sessions, and meet weekly with their probation offi-
cer and TASC worker. The number of status hearings and treatment sessions decrease or
increase as needed based on recommendations from the participants’ caseworker to the judge.
Thus, the length of the program varies according to participant progress; those who are doing
well may advance through the program in 9 to 12 months, whereas others may take signifi-
cantly longer. Sanctions imposed by the judge for program violations such as repeated posi-
tive urine screens or missed treatment and/or court sessions may include moving the
participant to a more restrictive level of probation or placing the participant in jail for a brief
period of time. Provided that they satisfy all requirements of the drug court program includ-
ing being drug free for a minimum of 9 months, participants are officially graduated by the
Court and may be granted reduced periods of probation or other reductions in their sentence.
Participants who are charged with a new crime while in the program and those who receive
multiple sanctions for noncompliance may be terminated by the judge. For a more detailed
description of the Delaware Superior Court drug court programs, including a diversion pro-
gram for first-time drug offenders, see Butzin, Saum, and Scarpitti (2002).

The Delaware Statistical Analysis Center and Delaware TASC provided the original data
for this analysis. The TASC contributed the demographic, drug use, treatment, and drug
court program outcome data and the Statistical Analysis Center extracted criminal history
and recidivism data from the Delaware Justice Information System databases for most of
the drug court clients in the sample. The data were updated, cleaned, merged, and coded for
the present analysis by researchers at the Center for Drug and Alcohol Studies at the
University of Delaware.

The demographic characteristics of the sample are displayed in Table 1. The mean age
of the participants in this study was 30, and the majority of the clients were male (79%) and
African American (66%). The major substances of abuse were cocaine/crack (34%), opi-
ates (24%), alcohol (21%), and cannabis (15%).

The 452 offenders in this sample amassed 1,381 violent charges in Delaware prior to
beginning the drug court program. Violent crimes comprised 8% of the total number of all
charges accumulated by these offenders prior to entering the program. Stated another way,
76% of the drug court participants had been charged with at least one violent offense in
their lifetime before entering the program. For comparison purposes, 81% of participants
had also been charged during their lifetime with at least one property offense, 83% a drug
offense, 95% a public order offense, and 95% a court offense (contempt, failure to appear,
violations of probation or parole).

Measurement of Variables

Sociodemographic background. Data were coded on the sociodemographic background
of drug court participants. These data included gender (0 = female; 1 = male), race or eth-
nicity, age, and drug use. Because African American or White proportionately represented
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the two largest ethnicity categories, two dummy variables were created to enable compari-
son between them. One variable recorded whether the participant was African American
and another reflected whether the participant was White. Hispanic and other ethnicities
were collapsed into a referent category. In addition to this, because violence is often asso-
ciated with alcohol and to a lesser extent with narcotics (Boles & Miotto, 2003; Parker,
2004), a series of dummy variables were created to enable comparisons between those who
listed alcohol as their primary drug of choice and those who listed opioids or cocaine as
their primary drug of choice (marijuana and other drugs were the referent category).

Criminal history. Data were gathered on the (adult) predrug court offenses of this sam-
ple. Because the focus of the current article is to extend the limited findings for violent
offenders in drug court, participants’ violent criminal history data are presented in greater
detail than are other types of criminal offending. A comprehensive record of predrug court
criminal activity is presented elsewhere (see Saum, Scarpitti, & Robbins 2001).
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Table 1
Delaware Drug Court Treatment Program: Sociodemographic and 

Criminal History Characteristics of Sample (N == 452)

Number Percentage

Gender
Female 97 21.5
Male 355 78.5

Race/ethnicity
Black 297 65.7
White 123 27.2
Hispanic 27 6.0
Other 5 1.1

Age
Average 30
Range 18-59

Primary drug of choice 
Alcohol 97 21.4
Cannabis 66 14.6
Cocaine 73 16.2
Crack 80 17.7
Opiates 107 23.7
Othera 29 6.4

Criminal history (charges)
Total 17,963 —

Violent 1,381 76
Property 3,870 81
Drug 1,870 83
Public order 2,929 95
Court 4,575 95
Traffic 2,170 70
Other 1,168 75

a. Other includes amphetamines, barbiturates, lysergic acid diethylamide, and phencyclidine.
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The offenders’ criminal backgrounds were examined from age 18 until the age at which
they entered the drug court program. Because each separate charge for each arrest was
coded into one of seven categories— violent, property, public order, drug, court, traffic, and
other—to allow for a detailed examination of the types of crimes committed by the drug
court participants before program entry, no hierarchy rule was needed to guide the charge
that attributed to the arrest (an arrest could have only one charge, or it could have numer-
ous charges stemming from it). Although the State of Delaware Criminal Code designates
many drug offenses as violent crimes, drug offenses were not included in the violent his-
tory category for this study. Instead, the general coding scheme followed that of the
Uniform Crime Reports and maintained separate categories for violent offenses and drug
offenses. A review of the data during the coding process showed that the majority of the
violent crimes not only consisted of assaults but also included robberies, rapes, homicides,
weapons offenses and attempts to commit these crimes.

Because of its relevance to the current analyses, a variable was created to specifically
reflect whether a participant had been arrested prior to drug court for a violent offense (0 =
not arrested; 1 = arrested). In addition to this, to present a more comprehensive picture of
the participants’ entire criminal history, another variable was included that reflected the
total number of charges he or she had received during their lifetime.

Drug court discharge status. Discharge status for the drug court participants was mea-
sured as follows: graduated (32%), failed (45%), and neutral (23%). Graduates met all of
the necessary requirements for program completion such as attending court status hearings
and satisfying treatment criteria. Failed clients were those, for example, who quit the pro-
gram or committed a new crime while in drug court. A neutral classification was assigned
to clients who left before completion due to medical reasons, clients who were reincarcer-
ated on an earlier charge, and clients whose charges resulting in their drug court sentence
were later revoked. Because graduated and failed categories represented the individuals
who had the opportunity to complete the program, and the neutral group was made up of
individuals who did not have the opportunity to complete, two variables were created to
enable comparisons between these three groups (i.e., graduated, failed, and neutral). These
variables included graduated (0 = no; 1 = yes) and failed (0 = no; 1 = yes), with neutral as
the referent category.

Time at risk. Because the length of time between when a participant was discharged from
the drug court and when the official records search was performed varied, a time-at-risk
variable was computed to be added as a statistical control variable during multivariate mod-
eling of participant recidivism. This variable was calculated by subtracting the date of dis-
charge for each participant from March 9, 2000, the date the criminal records query for
determining recidivism was conducted for state databases and by omitting any time during
which the individual was in a controlled environment and thus, not at risk.

Recidivism. As noted above, information was collected on postdrug court recidivism
beginning with the day after participants were discharged from the program and continuing
through March 9, 2000. Arrest data were coded for each individual, including offense sever-
ity (i.e., felony or misdemeanor) and offense type (i.e., violent, property, drug, public order,
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traffic, or court). A series of recidivism variables were created using this information to rep-
resent the total number of arrests (regardless of which charge was assigned), the total num-
ber of misdemeanor arrests, total felony arrests, total arrests for violent charges, and total for
property charges, public order charges, traffic charges, and court charges. Based on these
measures, separate variables were created to reflect whether (0 = not arrested; 1 = arrested)
a participant had been arrested for any type of offense–for a felony offense, for a violent
offense, a property offense, or a drug offense—after being discharged from drug court.

Data Analysis

The initial analysis of recidivism data involved computing descriptive statistics to show
what proportion of drug court participants had been rearrested for any type of offense, for
felony and misdemeanor offenses, and for various types of offenses, including drug, prop-
erty, violent, and public order crimes. Next, to assess the bivariate relationship between vio-
lent offense history and the different measures of recidivism, a series of chi-squares were
calculated that compared those with a violent offense history with those who did not have
a violent offense history on the proportion of each group that had been rearrested. Because,
97% of participants were at risk for rearrest for at least 1 year following program discharge
(the majority, 70%, were at risk for 3 years), and because recidivism data are often reported
for discrete time intervals following discharge from drug court (Belenko 1998, 1999),
results are presented for two time periods: 1-year postdrug court discharge and 3-year post-
drug court discharge to allow for comparison with data from other studies using similar
timeframes. Bivariate correlations were also calculated to assess the relationships between
the sociodemographic, criminal history and status variables, and recidivism. The final ana-
lytic step involved constructing multivariate logistic regression models using several vari-
ables (e.g., age, gender, prior criminal history) frequently found to be related to recidivism
as statistical controls (Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996) to determine whether violent
offense history, net the influence of these potential confounds, showed a statistically signif-
icant relationship with recidivism. Exact values for the odds ratios were reported only for
variables that showed a statistically significant relationship with recidivism. Because some
predictors had large standard errors associated with them, the 95% confidence interval is
presented for all predictors. As noted by Morgan, Vaske, Gliner, and Harmon (2003), it is
difficult to interpret exact odds ratios when the standard error is large, particularly when
they appear to suggest a substantial effect even though they have not achieved statistical
significance. In these situations the B coefficient represents an unstable estimate of the rela-
tionship between the predictor and the outcome, and it is helpful to examine the confidence
intervals to verify that they each overlap a value of 1.0, and thus do not support the deci-
sion to reject the null hypothesis.

Results

Description of Postdrug Court Recidivism

Postdrug court recidivism findings indicate that participants had a total of 1,726 contacts
with the criminal justice system after they were discharged from drug court. These contacts
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included arrests, court violations, and traffic offenses. The criminal justice contacts involved
78% of the drug court clients, with participants accumulating 4,021 charges after leaving
the program. Of these offenses, 82% were classified as misdemeanors and the rest (18%)
as felonies. Referring to Table 2, we note that study participants obtained fewer violent
charges relative to most other types of criminal activity following drug court discharge.
Violent crimes were charged to 106 of the former drug court clients. Thus, about one fourth
of the study participants received a violent criminal charge in the postdrug court period.
These clients acquired a total of 267 charges for violent crimes, accounting for about 7%
of all offenses on record after drug court.

Bivariate Analysis of Recidivism and Past Violent Criminal History

Because the focus of the current study was on understanding the extent to which having
a history of violent offending related to recidivism following drug court, a series of bivari-
ate analyses compared the likelihood that those with a history of violent offense prior to
drug court entry (compared to those without a violent offense history) would be rearrested
for any offense—for a felony offense, for a drug offense, for a property, a violent, and a
public order offense—after discharge from the program.

As shown in Table 3, with respect to the 12 months following drug court, offenders with
a history of violent offending were significantly more likely to have made any contact with
the criminal justice system (67%) than participants with no previous record of violence
(42%). However, there were no statistical differences in types of offending between these
two groups; violent and nonviolent offenders were equally likely to receive a felony arrest
or to be arrested for a drug, property, violent, or public order offense.

The 36-month postdrug court recidivism data revealed both similarities to and differences
from the 12-month follow-up data. In terms of overall contact with the criminal justice
system, it was more common for violent offenders to have made some criminal justice
system contact and also to have been charged with a property crime compared to the non-
violent offenders. No differences were found with regard to any arrest, felony arrest, drug
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Table 2
Postdrug Court Recidivism: Number and Percentage of Charges by Offense 

Type and Number and Percentage of Participants With Charges

Offense Total Number Percentage of Number of Percentage With 
Category of Charges Total Charges Clients Chargeda Type of Charge

Violent 267 6.6 106 23.5
Property 515 12.8 122 27.0
Public order 551 13.7 186 41.2
Drugs 344 8.5 102 22.6
Court 1071 26.7 262 58.1
Other 148 3.7 79 17.5
Traffic 1127 28.0 204 45.2
Total 4,021 100.0

Note: The postdrug court period includes all charges obtained after drug court discharge through April 2000.
a. This is the number of clients who have had at least one postdrug court charge in the offense category.
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or public order offenses. Yet almost one quarter of the violent offenders had recidivated with
a crime of violence compared to less than one tenth of the nonviolent offenders.

Other Bivariate Analyses

Additional bivariate analyses were completed to assess the simple relationships between
recidivism (any arrest, any felony arrest, any arrest for drug, property, and violent offenses)
and the remaining sociodemographic background (gender, ethnicity, age, drug of choice),
criminal history (i.e., total number of lifetime charges), and status variables (i.e., time at
risk, drug court discharge). These analyses are presented in Table 4. Findings indicated that
sociodemographic background was associated with specific types of recidivism. For exam-
ple, men were more likely than women to be rearrested for a violent offense, χ2(1, n = 444) =
5.55, p < .05, and participants who were White were significantly less likely to be rear-
rested for a drug offense, χ2(1, n = 444) = 16.34, p < .05. A statistically significant inverse
relationship was found between age and all recidivism indicators except the likelihood of
being rearrested for a property offense (r = –.06, p = ns). Alcohol as one’s primary drug
choice was related to higher rates of rearrest for a violent offense, χ2(1, n = 444) = 8.77,
p < .05. Total lifetime charges and time at risk were significantly positively related to all
recidivism variables except being rearrested for a drug offense. In addition to this, gradu-
ating from the program was significantly inversely related to being rearrested and to being
rearrested for a property offense, χ2(1, n = 444) = 7.87, p < .05.

Multivariate Analysis

As shown in Table 5, a consistent pattern of findings emerged among the variables that
predicted the various types of recidivism following discharge from drug court. That is, age,
time at risk, and the number of charges a participant had received during their lifetime were
significantly associated with recidivism in almost every model. For example, for every 1-year
increase in age, there was a 5% decrease in the likelihood that one would be rearrested for
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Table 3
Percentage of Clients Recidivating at 12 and 36 Months 

Postdischarge by Past History of Violence

12 Months 36 Months

Not Violent Violent Not Violent Violent

Any contact with criminal justice system 42 67*** 75 87*
Any arresta 22 31 46 58
Any felony arrest 13 15 23 36
Any drug arrest 4 8 14 19
Any property arrest 6 10 12 27*
Any violent arrest 6 6 9 24*
Any public order arrest 12 13 34 41

a. Excludes arrests for traffic and court charges.
*p < .05. ***p <.001.
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a drug offense (odds ratio = 0.95), a 3% decrease in the likelihood of be rearrested for a
felony (odds ratio = 0.97), and a 4% decrease in the likelihood of being rearrested for a vio-
lent offense (odds ratio = 0.96). With respect to time at-risk, for every day a participant was
at risk during the follow-up interval, there was a 0.1% increase in the likelihood of being
rearrested (odds ratio = 1.001), a 0.1% increase in a felony offense (odds ratio = 1.001), a
0.1% increase in a property offense (odds ratio = 1.001), and a 0.1% increase in being
arrested for a violent crime (odds ratio = 1.001). Finally, for each additional charge a par-
ticipant had received during their lifetime, there was a 2% increase in the probability they
would be rearrested during the follow-up (odds ratio = 1.02), a 1% increase in the proba-
bility or a rearrest for a felony (odds ratio = 1.01), and a 1% increase in a violent and a 2%
increase for a property rearrest (odds ratio = 1.01 and 1.02, respectively). No other variable
was significantly associated with recidivism. Thus, after statistically controlling for other
potential confounds, having a violent offense history was not found to be predictive of
recidivism following discharge from drug court.

Examination of model fit showed that all models provided an adequate fit to the data, but
some models provided better fit than others. For example, using the Hosmer and Lemeshow
goodness-of-fit test (see Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000) analyses showed the model predicting
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Table 4
Postdischarge Recidivism by Additional Demographic, Status,

and Criminal History Variables

Any Any Felony Any Drug Any Property Any Violent 
Characteristic Rearrest Rearrest Rearrest Rearrest Rearrest

Gender (%)
Female 74.7 34.7 16.8 26.3 14.7
Male 79.7 37.8 24.6 27.8 26.4

Race/ethnicity (%)
African American 80.1 39.4 28.4 29.1 24.7
Hispanic 84.4 40.6 21.9 25.0 21.9
White 73.3 30.8 10.0 24.2 22.5

Age –.10 –.19 –.14 –.06 –.11
Drug of choice (%)

Alcohol 78.9 40.0 15.8 28.4 30.5
Cocaine 76.8 33.8 23.8 24.5 19.2
Opioids 80.7 39.4 27.5 33.0 18.3
Other 78.7 37.1 23.6 24.7 31.5

Time at risk .18 .20 .07 .15 .21
Discharge status (%)

Failed 84.2 41.1 24.8 31.2 25.7
Graduated 71.3 29.4 22.4 18.9 20.3
Neutral 77.8 40.4 20.2 32.3 25.3

Lifetime charges .15 .17 .17 .21 .06

Note: Chi-square analysis was used for comparing the distribution of the arrest variables across categorical
variables. Point-biserial correlation coefficients are reported for analyses that involved an interval-scale inde-
pendent (e.g., age) and a nominal-dependent variable (e.g., any arrest). Emboldened percentages or coefficients
denote statistically significant relationships.
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the likelihood that a felony rearrest occurred provided the best overall fit (χ2 = 4.99, p =
.759), but the model predicting the likelihood of any rearrest had the lowest overall fit (χ2

= 12.77, p = .12). Values for Nalgerke r2 ranged from .19 for the model predicting the
likelihood of felony rearrest to .13 for the model predicting rearrest for a drug offense.

Discussion and Conclusions

Although national surveys indicate that violent offending is prevalent among general cor-
rectional populations (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2002, 2007), little is known about the
impact of drug court clients’ violent criminal background on postprogram offending despite
the fact that federal policy prohibits the inclusion of these types of offenders in the programs
they fund. Thus, research is needed to determine whether drug courts are both an appropriate
and effective model of treatment and supervision for the many probationers and other offend-
ers across the country who have lengthy criminal histories, including violence. One way of
determining this is to directly examine whether offenders with a violent criminal history
recidivate at a higher rate than those who do not have history of criminal violence. Such a
comparison was made in the current study to determine whether there are empirical grounds
for systematically excluding violent offenders from participating in drug courts.

Although current findings showed that there was a significant bivariate relationship
between violent offense history and recidivism, when this was examined in a multivariate
context that controlled for time at risk, number of lifetime charges, sociodemographics, and
drug court discharge status, it was found that offenders with a history of violence were sta-
tistically no more likely than those with no history of violent offending to be rearrested dur-
ing the postdrug court follow-up period. This was true of all types of rearrests examined,
including felony, drug, property, and violent arrests. With violent and nonviolent offenders
recidivating at statistically similar rates following drug court, our findings suggest that
excluding all violent offenders from drug court participation does not appear to improve
public safety. Indeed, using the crime-control rationale for investing in community correc-
tions developed by Petersilia (1995), and incorporating the risk-needs principle (Andrews
1986; Hannah-Moffat 2005) that high-risk offenders should receive the most intensive ser-
vices, it may be unwise to exclude all violent offenders from participating in drug court. It
is possible that the greater levels of supervision and services characteristic of drug courts
might afford greater community protection than traditional forms of community supervi-
sion for these individuals both during and after participating in drug court. The current
study, however, did not directly test this possibility. Therefore, future research is needed
that uses more rigorous designs (preferably using random assignment) to compare whether
violent offenders who participate in drug court have lower recidivism rates than those who
do not participate in drug court.

Also consistent with the risk-needs principle, findings from the current study showed
that participants with more extensive criminal histories had higher rates of recidivism. It is
unclear, however, whether the drug court directly affected this because we were unable to
assign high-and low-risk participants randomly to drug court or to a comparison group.
This is important because a meta-analysis that reviewed the effectiveness of drug courts
found that courts where offenders had longer criminal histories were more effective than

Saum, Hiller / Recidivism of Violent and Nonviolent Drug Court Participants 303

 at American University Library on January 26, 2011cjr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cjr.sagepub.com/


courts serving first-time offenders (Lowenkamp & Latessa, 2004). In addition, a specific
application of this principle was performed by Marlowe and colleagues (2006) where the
effectiveness of judicial supervision in drug court was found to vary according to the risk
level of drug court offenders, with more intensive supervision leading to better outcomes
among higher-risk offenders. It may be that in the current study, drug court had a substan-
tially larger effect on high-risk participants compared to those with low risk. Again, addi-
tional research is needed to directly explore this possibility.

Findings also indicated that younger participants and those with longer at-risk periods
were more likely to be rearrested postdrug court and these findings are consistent with prior
research. The inverse relationship between age and recidivism found in our study is simi-
lar to findings from other drug court studies (Gottfredson, Najaka, Kearley, & Rocha 2006;
Peters & Murrin 2000; Taxman & Bouffard 2005) and mirrors general criminal justice sta-
tistics that find younger age groups have the highest involvement in the criminal justice sys-
tem. Because younger participants have higher recidivism rates, it may be important to
examine them in greater detail to identify the criminogenic risks and needs within this sub-
group that lead to higher levels of recidivism. Understanding these, in turn, could suggest
specific modifications to extant drug courts such as the development of specialized tracks
for young offenders designed to address the unique risks and needs of this subgroup.

As noted earlier, findings regarding the relationship between time at risk and recidivism
found in our study coincide with other drug court follow-up studies that reveal increasingly
poorer recidivism outcomes as the length of the postdischarge interval increases (Wilson,
Mitchell, & Mackenzie, 2006). Although intuitive and logical, the current examination of
time at risk only presented a partial picture of the temporal relationships in recidivism follow-
ing drug court. Additional research is needed to expand this through the application of sur-
vival analysis. It is possible that the length of time until rearrest varied between violent and
nonviolent participants, particularly for different types of offenses (i.e., violent). If time to
rearrest is found in subsequent analyses to be an important way to differentiate groups, spe-
cific modifications to extant practice could be made. For example, if violent offenders had
significantly shorter time to rearrest for violent offenses and the majority of violent rearrests
occurred within the first 6 months of discharge, drug courts could modify existing practice to
continue some form of supervision with violent offenders during this time frame.

In addition to the suggestions described above for future research, it is important to
acknowledge limitations in the current study. First, only a single drug court program was
examined and findings may not generalize to other programs and particularly to drug courts
whose target population or program structure are inconsistent with those of the program we
studied. Replication of this study in multiple settings is needed to determine whether find-
ings presented here are externally valid. Another limitation to the current study is associ-
ated with the manner in which we defined violent offender. Although our definition is
consistent with that specified by the Bureau of Justice Assistance in their annual funding
announcements for drug courts, the manner in which these definitions classify offenders
into two discrete categories (i.e., nonviolent and violent) ignores important sources of vari-
ation within the individuals’ criminal history. For example, offenders with a single violent
arrest are treated the same as those with 20 violent arrests. The level of risk presented by
each offender is likely different, and future analyses should focus on identifying types
(based on the frequency and/or type violent offenses) of violent offenders to determine
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whether some do in fact present a much greater risk to public safety (i.e., have significantly
higher rates of recidivism) than others.

In summary, data were gathered and analyzed during the current study in an effort to
determine whether recidivism outcomes following drug court differed among offenders
with and without violent histories. The primary contribution of this study is that it showed
that violent and nonviolent offenders had statistically comparable recidivism rates. This
suggests that a unilateral decision to exclude all violent offenders probably is not the best
choice because the additional resources allocated to the supervision and treatment of
offenders in these programs may have additional benefits for improving public safety.

Note

1. Records indicated that 456 offenders entered the program during the lifetime of the study. However,
recidivism information could not be located for 4 participants due to missing identifiers.
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