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Female drug use and criminal behaviour

A report titled The Female Criminal: An Overview of Women'’s Drug Use and Offending
Behaviour released by the Australian Institute of Criminology, provides an overview of
Australian and international research on the links between women’s drug use and criminal
behaviour. Women’s drug use is a defining factor in their participation in crime, in that the
severity of their drug use is more closely related to their criminality than it is for men,
particularly for activities such as prostitution and property crime. Female offenders are
more likely to be incarcerated for drug offences, assault and robbery, whereas male
offenders are more likely to be incarcerated for assault, robbery and unlawful entry with
intent. Female drug users, particularly those who have been incarcerated, experience higher
levels of abuse, economic hardship and other adversity in their lives than men.

Risk factors common to women’s drug use and criminal activity

Women who commit crime are more likely to experience economic

Parental/familial and social deprivation. Drug using women are also more likely to
issues have a close family member who used drugs and/or was
incarcerated.

Women in prison tend to report sexual, physical, and/or emotional
victimisation at levels exceeding those of women in the wider
community

Childhood abuse and
neglect

Mental illness is an important, often co-related, risk factor for
Mental illness women’s drug use and criminal activity and appears to be a more
complex problem among women than men.

Research shows that a high recidivism rate among drug using
Social supports female offenders is due to their limited ability to manage addiction
following release, due to limited supports to assist them to cope.

Most women (and men) are initiated into illicit drug use through
association with a male drug user and in the case for women,
usually a sexual intimate.

Association with other
drug users

SOURCE: Willis, K. & Rushforth, C., 2003, “The Female Criminal: An Overview of Women’s Drug Use and
Offending Behaviour”, Trends and Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, no. 264, Australian Institute of Criminology,
Canberra.

Full report available on AIC web site: http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi2/tandi264.html
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