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Abstract
Purpose This study expanded upon an earlier study, which examined the associations
between heavy drinking and persistence of serious violent offending through emerging
adulthood (approximate age 25), by examining associations between alcohol, marijua-
na, and other drug use and disorders and persistence of serious violent offending
through young adulthood (approximate age 36).
Methods We used official records and self-reported longitudinal data from Black and
White men from early adolescence through young adulthood (n=391). Men were
divided into four violence groups: non-violent, desisters, persisters, and very late-
onsetters. Multinomial logistic regression analyses controlling for race and incarcera-
tion were used to compare these groups in terms of substance use in young adulthood
and changes in use from emerging to young adulthood.
Results Most previous serious violent offenders did not re-offend in young adulthood.
Whereas alcohol use did not differ across groups, persisters and desisters, compared to
non-violent men, were more likely to use hard drugs, deal drugs, have a lifetime
substance use disorder diagnosis, and show larger decreases in alcohol and marijuana
frequency from emerging to young adulthood. None of these measures differed be-
tween persisters and desisters except that persisters reported larger decreases in alcohol
and marijuana use frequency.
Conclusions The findings demonstrated reductions in serious violent offending during
young adulthood and suggested that after adolescence, illicit drug use, compared to
alcohol use, may play a more important role in initiation and maintenance of serious
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violent offending. Future research that examines the interrelations of drug use, drug
culture, and violence is warranted.

Keywords Violence . Substance use . Desistance . Persistence . Alcohol . Marijuana .
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Introduction

A strong developmental relationship between substance use and criminal offending,
including both violent and property offenses, has been observed across numerous
studies [52]. There has been much debate in the criminology literature, however,
regarding the generality versus specificity of deviant behavior. Some researchers have
advocated a general deviance (or behavior problem syndrome) construct consisting of
all types of criminal offending and all types of substance use as well as other problem
behaviors (e.g., [19, 23]). In contrast, others have advocated a more differentiated
approach, suggesting that there are both common and unique predictors of criminal
offending and substance use, e.g., [30, 43, 55]. Although Le Blanc and Loeber [28]
agreed that both substance use and criminal offending are forms of deviant behavior,
they acknowledged that this general pattern can be subdivided into different types of
deviance. By studying substance use and crime as two distinct forms of deviance, it
allows researchers to investigate how each influences the other [53]. Therefore, in this
study, we treat substance use and criminal offending as distinct forms of deviance.

While many studies have shown how alcohol and drug use influence the occurrence
of offending, developmental criminologists are also interested in how alcohol and drug
use influence desistance from criminal offending [28, 53]. Due to age-normative
changes in substance use and offending, these two types of deviance peak at different
stages in the life cycle and desistance for most individuals occurs earlier for offending
than for substance use. Desistance from criminal offending often begins in late
adolescence [8, 32], a time when substance use is generally escalating [2]. For the
most part, youth do not mature out of heavy drinking and illicit drug use until they take
on adult roles, such as marriage and career [26].

Nevertheless, studies have shown that reductions in substance use in young adult-
hood may play a key role in reductions in offending [25, 50]. Furthermore, chronic use
of psychoactive substances can impede desistance from offending (e.g., [6, 13, 14, 22,
27, 39, 41]). Consistent with Moffitt’s [37] snares hypothesis, Hussong et al. ([22], p.
1043) proposed that substance abuse may slow down desistance by entrenching
individuals in antisocial patterns of behavior, increasing the occurrence of snares
(e.g., incarceration), and reducing the accumulation of protective factors (e.g., good
marriages) (see also [6, 27, 46]).

Most studies on desistance have focused on general offending using either self-
report or official records. Although Laub and Sampson [27] found that desistance
processes were quite similar across different types of offenses, violent offending may
be related to substance use in distinct ways from other types of offending [18]. For
example, the pharmacological effects of heavy drinking may cause acute cognitive
impairments, which facilitate the likelihood of violent behavior [12, 17]. There has
been less support, however, for the pharmacological effects of drugs on violence (see
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[36, 52] for reviews). In addition, illicit drug use may push individuals into drug
markets where violence is frequent and normative [7, 52], which has been labeled as
systemic violence [18]. White [53] broadened the concept of systemic violence beyond
drug market influences to include additional socioenvironmental/contextual influences,
such as being involved with drug-using peers who condone and reinforce violence,
living in neighborhoods with high levels of drug use and violence, and frequenting
certain drinking establishments with characteristics that increase the likelihood of
violent behavior.

Few studies have examined the associations between substance use and
desistance/persistence of violent offending specifically. In a national sample of
Swedes, Falk et al. [13] found that substance use disorders were predictive of
persistent violent offending. In another Swedish sample, Nilsson et al. [42]
examined recidivism in violent offending among violent perpetrators in forensic
psychiatric placement. They found that substance abuse/dependence was no longer
significantly related to recidivism once they included age of first conviction and
parental substance abuse in the model.

In a study in the United States, White et al. [56] examined the role of heavy drinking
on desistance from serious violent offending through the middle 20s. This investigation
included Black and White men from the Pittsburgh Youth Study [33] and was based on
both self-report and official convictions of serious violent offending. The authors
examined how patterns of drinking (quantity and frequency combined) during adoles-
cence (approximate ages 13–17) and emerging adulthood (approximate ages 18–25)
were related to persistence of serious violence (i.e., homicide, manslaughter, major
assault, robbery, and attempted or completed rape or sexual assault) through emerging
adulthood. While it has been argued that it is best to view desistance as a process
(dynamic definition) rather than a discrete event (static definition) [5, 11, 24], desis-
tance from serious violent offending could not be measured as a process given its low
overall frequency in the sample. Therefore, a conceptual definition was used and
desistance was operationalized as refraining from engaging in serious violence for a
minimum of 7 years (from ages 18 to 25). A similar time-dependent conceptual
definition for desistance from general criminal offending has been used in previous
studies (e.g., [4, 48, 51]).

In the White et al. [56] study, five distinct violence groups were identified based on
patterns of offending in both adolescence and emerging adulthood: (1) non-violent
men, who did not commit a serious violent offense in adolescence or emerging
adulthood (64.9 %), (2) late-onset offenders, who did not commit a serious offense in
adolescence but committed at least two violent offenses in emerging adulthood (5.7 %),
(3) desisters, who committed at least two serious offenses during adolescence but none
in emerging adulthood (8.5 %), (4) persisters, who committed at least one serious
offense in adolescence and at least one during emerging adulthood (11.5 %), and (5)
one-time offenders, who committed only one serious violent offense in either adoles-
cence or emerging adulthood but not both (9.4 %).

White et al. [56] found that heavier alcohol use during adolescence was a risk factor
for concurrent serious violent behavior; desisters and persisters reported the greatest
amount of drinking during adolescence, compared to the other three groups. However,
increased drinking during emerging adulthood was not associated with persistent
serious violent offending. White et al. [56] suggested that this finding may be due to
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the fact that heavy drinking during emerging adulthood is normative as non-violent
men in the sample substantially increased their drinking in emerging adulthood. In fact,
alcohol use by non-violent men surpassed that of persisters and late-onset offenders by
age 25. Race was controlled in all analyses and this pattern of results held even when
time-varying measures of marijuana and hard drug use and periods of institutionaliza-
tion (e.g., incarceration and hospitalization) were also controlled.

Overall, the results fromWhite et al. [56] demonstrated the importance of examining
the influence of alcohol use on desistance and persistence of violent offending at
different developmental periods. That is, heavy drinking during adolescence may be
an indicator that presages a persistent criminal career [22, 46], whereas heavy drinking
during emerging adulthood is more normative [35] and may be unrelated to violence.
However, White et al. [56] hypothesized that heavier drinking after emerging adult-
hood would become less normative (i.e., perhaps indicative of pathological use) and
would again be linked to violent offending.

In contrast to drinking, drug use is an illegal activity that tends to be linked to
criminal offending across all periods of development [52]. In a study that followed
adolescent offenders past mid-adulthood, Schroeder et al. [48] found that drug use,
compared to alcohol use, was more strongly related to continued offending. They
suggested that drug use may embed individuals into associations with deviant peers
and partners, which reinforce continued involvement in crime. Furthermore, drug users
may become involved in drug dealing to support their drug use and drug dealing is
often linked to violence due to fights over organizational and territorial issues, enforce-
ment of rules, punishments of and efforts to protect buyers and sellers, and transaction-
related crimes (such as thefts or robberies of dealers or buyers, assaults to collect debts,
and resolution of disputes over quality or amount) [7, 36].

The current study extends White et al. [56] by following the same sample of men
through their middle 30s (approximate age 36) and examining whether marijuana and
hard drug use and dependence in young adulthood in addition to alcohol use and
dependence are related to persistence of serious violent offending. By following the
men for an additional 10 years into young adulthood, the current study includes a
developmental period when one expects to see desistance from violence and substance
use. In contrast, the White et al. [56] study followed these men only as far as emerging
adulthood, when substance use would be expected to peak [2, 27]. We, thus, can test
their hypothesis that heavy drinking in young adulthood would again become related to
persistence of violence as it had been during adolescence. In addition, we also move
beyond examining the role of alcohol use alone in desistance from violent offending by
including associations of violent offending with marijuana and hard drug use, substance
use disorders, and drug dealing. Finally, with the additional 10-year follow-up, we can
determine the reliability of conceptual definitions of desistance and determine whether
men who were defined as desisters from serious violence in their middle 20s remained
desisters over the next 10 years.

We expect that there will be changes in the dynamic classification of offenders when
data are extended into the middle 30s, primarily due to more men maturing out of
violent offending. We further hypothesize that non-violent men and desisters, compared
to persisters, will report lower rates of alcohol use as well as of drug use and dealing in
young adulthood and that non-violent men, compared to desisters and persisters, will
report lower rates of lifetime substance use disorders.
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Methods

Participants

The current study used data from White and Black men in the oldest cohort of the
Pittsburgh Youth Study [33]; White et al. [56] used data from White and Black
men from both cohorts. Thus far, the oldest cohort has been followed into their
middle 30s, whereas the youngest cohort has been followed only through their late
20s. By focusing only on the oldest cohort, it allows for an exploration of an
additional 10 years beyond the White et al. study, which moves the men into a
new developmental stage, that is, from emerging to young adulthood. This cohort
included seventh grade boys (M age=13.4, SD=0.8; range=11.7–15.5), who were
initially recruited from public schools in Pittsburgh in 1987–1988. Boys were
screened for their risk for antisocial behavior based on reports from the boys, their
primary caretaker, and a teacher. All boys who scored within the upper 30 % (n=
257) and an approximately equal number randomly chosen from the remainder
(n=249) were selected for follow-up. The racial/ethnic composition of the 506
boys in the follow-up sample was predominately Black (54.5 %) and White
(41.7 %), with the remainder being other or mixed race/ethnicity. At screening,
nearly all were living with their biological mother (94 %), and approximately half
of the boys lived in a household with no biological or acting father (45.3 %).
About one half (50.6 %) of the families received financial public assistance (e.g.,
food stamps, disability). The follow-up sample was not significantly different from
the screening sample in terms of race and family composition [33].

Following screening, boys were initially interviewed every 6 months for five
biannual assessments and then annually for the next 10 years (until approximate age
26). Approximately 10 years after that (2009–2010), participants were re-interviewed
when they averaged 36 years of age (M=35.8, SD=0.8; range 33–39). Of the living
men (25 men were deceased), 84.8 % (N=408; n=213 Black, n=175 White, n=20
other) were located and agreed to participate. Interviewed participants did not differ
from those not interviewed on the screening variables of at-risk status, family socio-
economic status, number of biological parents in the home, parent- and teacher-
reported internalizing and externalizing problems and substance use during adolescence
and emerging adulthood [44, 54].

The study was approved by the University of Pittsburgh Institutional Review
Board. All participants provided informed consent (assent through age 17 and
written after age 17) prior to the administration of the study procedures. Care-
takers provided written consent until the participants were age 18. Greater detail
on participant selection, sample characteristics, and study methodology can be
found in Loeber et al. [33].

Measures

Substance Use

At each assessment, participants reported on the number of times that they used
alcohol, marijuana, and hard drugs (e.g., cocaine, stimulants, opiates,
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hallucinogens, PCP) during the past year on the Substance Use Scale [9]. Past-
year frequency of binge drinking (defined as drinking at least five drinks in a 2-h
period) [40] was also assessed at age 36. Due to the relatively low rate of hard
drug use in the sample, it was dichotomized into any hard drug use in the past year
at age 36 (coded 1) or no use (coded 0). Changes in frequency of alcohol and
marijuana use from emerging adulthood to young adulthood were calculated by
subtracting the highest annual frequency of use between ages 18 and 25 from the
frequency of use at age 36.

Lifetime substance use disorders were assessed at age 36 by the Diagnostic Inter-
view Schedule [21] based on DSM-IV criteria [1]. Any positive diagnosis for DSM-IV
abuse or dependence was coded as a use disorder. Disorders for alcohol, cannabis, and
other drugs were assessed separately. The number of lifetime abuse and dependence
symptoms for alcohol, cannabis, and other drugs was also assessed but results using
these count variables were quite similar to those reported below for the dichotomous
diagnoses and thus are not reported herein (available from the first author upon
request). Self-report of any drug dealing in the past year at age 36 (which was coded
1=yes and 0=no) was also assessed using the Self-Reported Delinquency (SRD) Scale
[9].

Violent Offending

Self-report of serious violent offending was obtained from the SRD [9]. Serious violent
offenses included: completed or attempted rape or sexual assault, use of force or threats
of force to get money or things from others (i.e., robbery), and attacks intended to
seriously hurt of kill. At the age 36 interview, participants reported on whether they had
engaged in each of these offenses since age 18. If yes, participants were asked their age
at last occurrence and frequency in the last year. These measures were combined to
create a self-report measure of any serious violent offending in the last 10 years. In
addition, official criminal convictions for serious violence were collected from the
Pennsylvania (PA) State Police, PA Clerk of Courts, and the Federal Bureau of
Investigation. Official records of offending in adulthood were updated through 1
January 2012 for all participants, even those who did not complete the last interview.
Serious violence convictions included homicide, voluntary manslaughter, sexual as-
sault, aggravated assault, and robbery. Self-reports and official charges were combined
(see “Data Analysis” section below).

Control Variables

Race was dichotomized (White=0, Black=1). Incarceration at any point in the 10-
year period before the young adulthood follow-up (~age 36) was assessed by self-
report and official records. This variable was dichotomized and coded 1 if, at the
age 36 interview, the respondent was physically resident in a correctional facility,
the respondent reported any arrest since the previous interview leading to incar-
ceration, the respondent reported living in a correctional facility at any time since
the previous interview, or official records indicated that the respondent was
incarcerated at any time since the previous interview. This variable was included
to account for time at risk for substance use [45].
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Data Analysis

Individuals were initially categorized into the five emerging adult violence sub-
groups defined by White et al. [56] (i.e., non-violent youth, late onset offenders,
desisters, persisters, and one-time offenders). Serious violent offending between
emerging adulthood (~age 25) and young adulthood (~age 36) was then combined
with the original classification and men were re-categorized into the four new
violence groups (see “Results” section below). All living White and Black men
had official criminal record data (N=461) but self-report violence data were
missing for Black and White men not interviewed at age 36 (N=73). Because
67 % of the men who self-reported a serious violent offense in the last 10 years
had no official conviction record for a serious violent offense, participants with no
official convictions who were missing self-report data were not included in the
new young adult violence groups (N=70). Thus, men designated as desisters had
at least 10 years without a serious violent offense as assessed by self-report and
official records. Conversely, men with a conviction record were included in the
new violence groups regardless of whether self-report data were available (three
men not interviewed at age 36 had an official conviction for a serious violent
offense and are thus included in the young adult violence groups).

Substance use behaviors were then compared between the updated violence groups
using multinomial logistic regression analyses with contrast coding. Each of the five
continuous (alcohol, marijuana, and hard drug use frequency in past year and changes
in alcohol and marijuana use since emerging adulthood) and five dichotomous (use of
any hard drug, drug dealing, and alcohol, cannabis, and other drug use disorder
diagnoses) predictors were tested independently. Frequency of alcohol use, marijuana
use, and binge drinking were log transformed to reduce skew. We controlled for race
and for past 10-year incarceration in all regression analyses. For these analyses, the
sample is reduced to 387 men who were interviewed at age 36, had self-report data on
substance use at age 36, and were either Black (n=212) or White (n=175). All analyses
were performed in SAS 9.3 [47].

Results

Consistency of Violence Group Classification

By combining the groups from emerging adulthood with the information on offending
between ages 26 and 36, we identified four new violence groups in young adulthood:
(1) non-violent men were those who had committed no serious violent offenses in
adolescence, emerging adulthood, and young adulthood (56.3 %); (2) desisters were
men who committed one or more serious violent offenses in adolescence and/or
emerging adulthood but none in young adulthood (35.0 %); (3) persisters were men
who committed one or more serious violent offenses during adolescence and/or
emerging adulthood and also at least one in young adulthood (6.1 %); and (4) very
late-onset offenders were men who did not commit a serious violent offense in
adolescence or emerging adulthood but committed at least one during young adulthood
(2.6 %).
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Table 1 shows the percentage of men in each of the five original emerging adult
violence groups who maintained their original group membership and characterizes
change in those who did not maintain membership. Most of the non-violent men
remained non-violent, although 4.4 % of them violently offended at least once during
young adulthood thus becoming a small group of very late-onset offenders (n=10).
Among those originally classified as late-onset offenders, most (78.1 %) desisted in the
subsequent years. Based on the original conceptualizations of the violence groups,
members of this group may be more accurately referred to as time-limited late-onset
violent offenders (desisters). About one fifth (21.9 %) of the late-onset group commit-
ted another serious violent offense in young adulthood; these individuals were thus
classified as persisters. Only a few (10.0 %) of the men who were originally defined as
desisters at age 25 committed at least one additional serious violent offense between
ages 26 and 36, suggesting they would more accurately be classified as violence
persisters once the window of offending increased. Conversely, most (80.9 %) of those
defined as persisters at age 25 did not violently offend again through age 36, suggesting
that they would be better classified as late desisters from violent offending. Finally,
5.6 % of the one-time violent offenders identified in emerging adulthood committed at
least one other serious violence offense between ages 26 and 36, and thus would be
better classified as persisters based on the extended follow-up, whereas 94.4 % did not
commit another offense making them desisters.

Violence Groups Differences in Substance Use

For descriptive purposes, Table 2 shows the mean frequency of alcohol use, binge
drinking, and marijuana use at age 36 and changes in alcohol and marijuana use from
emerging to young adulthood for the young adult violence groups (note that we show
unlogged means for ease of interpretation). Table 2 also shows the percentage of each
group who used hard drugs, dealt drugs, and was diagnosed with a lifetime substance
use disorder.

We conducted multinominal logistic regression analyses, first with the non-violent
men as the reference group and then with the persisters as the reference group, to see
whether the means and percentages shown in Table 2 differed significantly across the
violence groups. The very late-onset group was excluded from the multinomial logistic
regression analyses because the sample size was too small (n=10). All analyses
controlled for race and incarceration. There were significant race differences in violence

Table 1 Percent of original violence group members who maintained or changed group membership during
young adulthood (n=391)

Original group Original group N Percent maintaining group
membership

Description of those
who changed status

Non-violent 230 95.6 % 4.4 % (very late-onset)

Late onset 32 – 78.1 % (desisters), 21.9 % (persisters)

Desisters 30 90.0 % 10.0 % (persisters)

Persisters 63 19.1 % 80.9 % (desisters)

One-time 36 – 94.4 % (desisters), 5.6 % (persisters)
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group membership (χ2=12.28, df=2; p<0.01). White men were over-represented in the
non-violent group (67.2 % of White men vs. 49.8 % of Black men) and Black men
were over-represented in the persister group (8.2 % of Black men vs. 4.0 % of White
men) and desister group (42.0 % of Black men vs. 28.6 % of White men). (Note that
there were two White men and eight Black men in the very late-onset group.) There
were also group differences in incarceration (χ2=75.06, df=2, p<0.001) with only
4.1 % of the non-violent group incarcerated between ages 26 and 36, compared to
25.6 % of the desisters and 65.2 % of the persisters. (Note that 40.0 % of the late-onset
group was incarcerated between ages 26 and 36.)

As shown in Table 3, there were no significant differences between non-violent men
and the other two groups in the frequency of alcohol use or binge drinking in the past
year. In contrast, desisters reported a significantly greater frequency of marijuana use,
compared to non-violent men. From emerging to young adulthood, both persisters and
desisters decreased their frequency of alcohol and marijuana use significantly more
than the non-violent men. In Table 3, this is reflected by significant, albeit small, odds
ratios. The small magnitude of these odds ratios is due to the nature of the change
variables (difference in frequency). Persisters and desisters, compared to non-violent
men, were significantly more likely to use hard drugs, to deal drugs, and to receive a
lifetime alcohol use and hard drug use disorder diagnosis. In addition, compared to
non-violent men, persisters were more likely to receive a lifetime diagnosis for a
cannabis use disorder.

Table 2 Substance use characteristics of the violence groups in young adulthood (approximate age 36)

Non-violent men
(n=219)

Desisters
(n=137)

Persisters
(n=21)

Very late onset
(n=10)

Continuous variables (mean±standard deviation)

Alcohol use frequencya,d 67.7±89.1 56.6±73.0 57.9±109.4 44.5±62.7

Binge drinking frequencya,d 9.6±42.3 8.5±29.3 22.2±81.5 11.0±31.3

Marijuana use frequencya,d 37.1±103.1 69.2±125.0 49.7±115.0 12.4±31.7

Change in alcohol useb,e −82.1±109.2 −132.1±128.3 −215.6±144.7 −134.5±141.4
Change in marijuana useb,f −36.5±117.2 −100.7±152.2 −240.7±144.7 −147.0±169.2

Categorical variables (% positive)

Any hard drug usea 4.6 15.3 23.8 0

Drug dealinga 2.3 10.2 23.8 0

Alcohol use disorderc 26.3 41.6 57.1 10.0

Cannabis use disorderc 4.6 11.7 23.8 0

Hard drug use disorderc 1.8 6.6 19.1 10.0

Continuous variables are reported as unlogged frequencies
a Past year
b Change from emerging adulthood to young adulthood
c Lifetime diagnosis
d Range: 0–365
e Range: −365–235
f Range: −365–365
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There were no significant differences between persisters and desisters on any
outcome except changes in alcohol and marijuana frequency. Persisters reduced their
alcohol and marijuana frequency more than desisters from emerging to young
adulthood.

Discussion

This study examined the associations between substance use and serious violent
offending in young adulthood. We found that non-violent men differed from the
persisters and/or desisters on every outcome except alcohol use frequency and binge
drinking. There were no significant differences between persisters and desisters in any
substance use variable except changes in substance use for which persisters decreased
more than desisters.

Overall, our results indicate that more frequent drinking and binge drinking were not
related to persistence of serious violent offending in young adulthood, which is
consistent with what White et al. [56] found for emerging adulthood. White et al.
[56] had expected that the lack of a relationship was due to the normative nature of
heavy drinking during emerging adulthood and had hypothesized that there would be a
relationship in young adulthood as the non-violent men matured out of heavy drinking.
Although all three groups showed reductions in drinking frequency at age 36, persisters

Table 3 Multinomial regression analysis of substance use behaviors among violence groups

Desisters vs.
non-violent men

Persisters vs.
non-violent men

Persisters vs.
desisters

Continuous variables

Alcohol use frequencya,b 0.958 [0.848, 1.082] 0.779 [0.604, 1.005] 0.814 [0.635, 1.043]

Binge drinking frequencya,b 1.021 [0.862, 1.209] 0.904 [0.620, 1.318] 0.885 [0.614, 1.276]

Marijuana use frequencya,b 1.202 [1.082, 1.335]* 1.191 [0.953, 1.489] 0.991 [0.800, 1.228]

Change in alcohol usec 0.997 [0.995, 0.999]* 0.992 [0.988, 0.996]* 0.996 [0.992, 1.000]*

Change in marijuana use 0.997 [0.995, 0.999]* 0.992 [0.995, 0.999]* 0.995 [0.992, 0.999]*

Categorical variables

Any hard drug usea 4.554 [1.994, 10.403]* 8.425 [2.151, 33.005]* 1.850 [0.540, 6.335]

Drug dealinga 4.277 [1.456, 12.567]* 10.547 [2.410, 46.152]* 2.466 [0.738, 8.238]

Alcohol use disorderd 1.921 [1.182, 3.123]* 2.970 [1.097, 8.043]* 1.546 [0.588, 4.047]

Cannabis use disorderd 2.301 [0.972, 5.447] 4.425 [1.175, 16.665]* 1.923 [0.587, 6.303]

Hard drug use disorderd 3.672 [1.056, 12.763]* 10.691 [1.997, 57.245]* 2.912 [0.722, 11.748]

Data are presented as odds ratios with 95 % confidence intervals in brackets. All analyses controlled for race
and incarceration. Each predictor was tested individually

*p<0.05
a Past year
b Log transformed variables were used
c Rounded to 3 decimal places but the full confidence interval does not include 1.00
d Lifetime diagnosis
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and desisters, compared to non-violent men, reported significantly greater reductions
and persisters reduced more than desisters. This finding is likely related to differences
between the groups in peak alcohol use frequencies during emerging adulthood, with
the persisters demonstrating the highest peaks and the non-violent group showing the
lowest (not shown). The same interpretation holds for reductions in marijuana use.

The lack of a significant relationship between alcohol use and violence may be due
to the use of a frequency rather than quantity measure. That is, heavy drinking and
specifically intoxication may be more strongly related to violence than frequent use of
low quantities of alcohol [29]. Nonetheless, frequency of binge drinking, which reflects
higher quantities of drinking, was also not significantly related to violent offending.
The non-significant findings may also be due to the fact that we measured drinking and
binge drinking frequency over a full year rather than specifically in relation to the time
of offending. Intoxication at the time of an offense might be a more critical factor for
violent behavior [29]. In addition, in this study, we combined all types of serious
violence, although heavy drinking may be related more strongly to some types than to
others (e.g., assault vs. armed robbery) [16].

In contrast to the negative findings for alcohol, the findings for drug use were
consistent in indicating a strong association of drug use behaviors with violent
offending. Specifically, the use of hard drugs and drug dealing in young adulthood
were linked to a history of serious violent offending as was having a lifetime diagnosis
of a hard drug use disorder. Furthermore, a lifetime diagnosis of a cannabis use disorder
was associated specifically with persistence of offending and frequent marijuana use
was associated specifically with desistance. As has been suggested in other studies
(e.g., [48]), violent offenders may become enmeshed in a culture of deviance, which
supports a drug-using lifestyle. The fact that desisters also were more likely to use hard
drugs, deal drugs, and use marijuana more frequently than non-violent men suggests
that the former group had already become ensnared in a culture of deviance but were
able to avoid committing a serious violent crime during the past 10 years.

In contrast to our findings, Laub and Sampson [27] found that alcohol abuse
contributed to sustained patterns of violent offending and to episodic patterns of violent
offending. They attributed this effect to the fact that heavy drinking interferes with good
marriages and careers and also to the pharmacological effects of alcohol on aggressive
behavior. On the other hand, Schroeder et al. [48] found that drug use, compared to
alcohol use, was more strongly associated with persistent offending. They suggested
that Laub and Sampson’s [27] findings may be outdated due to the fact that their
participants were predominately White and grew up in a different historical period
when illicit drug use was less prevalent (i.e., Laub and Sampson’s [27] participants
were teenagers in the 1940s, whereas the PYS men were teenagers in the late 1980s and
early 1990s).

Surprisingly, there were no differences between desisters and persisters in terms of
any of the current substance use variables or lifetime substance use disorders. However,
prevalence of hard drug use, dealing, and diagnoses were consistently but non-
significantly higher in the persister, compared to desister, groups. The small number
of persisters may have limited the power to find significant differences. It is also
possible that the lack of significant differences between these groups was due to that
fact that the desister group included those who stopped before emerging adulthood as
well as those who stopped after. Thus, as suggested above, later desisters may already
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have become involved in deviant subcultures that reinforced their drug use and drug
dealing.

Serious violent offenders may differ from other types of offenders in terms of
individual factors, such as temperament and psychopathology [3, 31, 38, 49], or
contextual factors, such as neighborhoods [10]. These factors, compared to substance
use, might be more strongly related to persistence of serious violent offending and
better able to distinguish serious violence persisters from desisters (see [34]). None-
theless, using personal narratives, Laub and Sampson [27] found that violent offending
is an intermittent behavior and may not be prospectively predictable over the life
course. In fact, they discussed the dangers of taxonomies and argued that the longer
the time frame studied, the more uncertain a taxonomy becomes. Furthermore, Laub
and Sampson [27] suggested that, in addition to individual and environmental factors,
social interactions and random chance events influence the life course of crime. Future
research needs to consider individual and contextual factors when trying to discriminate
persisters from desisters. Nevertheless, some studies suggest that it is quite difficult to
accurately predict later violent behavior [20].

We found that most men who had committed a serious violent offense in adoles-
cence and/or emerging adulthood did not commit a serious violent offense in young
adulthood. Therefore, most of White et al.’s [56] desisters remained desisters, most late-
onset and one-time offenders desisted, and most persisters became desisters. Further-
more, most non-violent men remained non-violent and only ten men became very late-
onset violent offenders. This finding is consistent with a study on general offending by
Farrington and colleagues [15], which demonstrated relatively strong stability in classes
of offenders, especially beyond the early 30s, and with the age-crime curve in general
[8].

In addition to the limitations discussed above regarding the alcohol use measures,
there are other limitations that should be considered when evaluating our results.
Official offending was based on convictions, similar to the White et al. [56] paper.
However, extraneous factors (e.g., legal representation, plea bargaining) sometimes
influence convictions [44]. We controlled for any incarceration during the 10-year
period between emerging and young adulthood but not for the number of days
incarcerated, which may have affected time at risk. Men reported on their violent
offending over a 10-year period, which may have been affected by recall error;
however, they only had to remember if they had committed any offense, not how
many or when. A measure of lifetime diagnosis of substance use disorders was used
rather than current diagnosis, which affects the temporal association with the violence
group classification. The sample included only Black and White men from one
geographic area in the United States. Thus, the generality of findings needs to be
replicated with women, other ethnic/racial groups, and other geographical samples.

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the literature on violent offending
by being one of the only studies in the United States to empirically examine the
association between alcohol and drug use and persistence of serious violent offending
into the middle 30s. The results suggest that, beyond adolescence, illicit drug use,
compared to alcohol use, may play a more important role in serious violent offending.
The association may be reciprocal and may reflect involvement of violent offenders in a
drug culture, which reinforces their offending rather drug use being a direct cause of
violent behavior. Future research should consider both acute and chronic drug effects
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when studying violent offending. Furthermore, this study demonstrates the importance
of longitudinal research for understanding criminal career patterns and the need for
extended follow-ups beyond the 20s for identifying persistence and desistance of
serious violent offending (see also [27]).
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