
PUBLICATIONS OF THE 
NATIONAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE OF LEGAL POLICY 

185 

Aarne Kinnunen 

THE CRIMINAL CAREER AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS 
OF DRUG OFFENDERS 

Helsinki 2002 



Kansi: Kira Maisniemi 
ISBN 951 -704-271- X 
ISBN 951 - 704 - 272 - 8 (PDF) 
ISSN 0357- 0126 
HAKAPAINO OY, 2002 HELSINKI 



FOREWORD 

The connection between drug crime and other crime is a well-known fact. 
However, fairly little is known about the quantity and quality of drug
related crime. Drug use and drug criminality remain strongly hidden in 
Finland. 

The present study is based on data on recidivism and on demographic 
data collected by the Finnish Central Statistical Office. The basic data used 
in the study consist of the reports filed by the lower courts of their deci
sions. The social security number used in these reports has been used to 
form a register of the recidivists. In the tradition of criminological re
search, these research data provide a unique opportunity. The data consist 
of every person who has been convicted of a drug offence between 1977 
and 1996 in Finland. 

The research work has been supported by many different authorities. 
The original funders of the research were STAKES (the National Research 
and Development Centre for Welfare and Health in Finland) and 
EMCDDA (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction). 
I have been conducting the research while working in the National Re
search Institute of Legal Policy, Statistics Finland, the National Council 
for Crime Prevention, and the Police Collage of Finland. 

My greatest thanks go to Mr Tuomo Niskanen, who diligently pro
vided me with statistical runs from registers, after I left Statistics Finland 
to assume other duties . The following persons have read the different 
versions of the manuscript and have given me useful comments and 
suggestions: Ilkka Arminen, Kauko Aromaa, Pekka Hakkarainen, Helina 
Hakkanen, Heini Kainulainen, Tuula Kekki, Timo Kyntaja, Juha 
Kaariainen, Marja-Liisa Laapio, Tapio Lappi-SeppaHi, Pekka Santtila and 
Ari Virtanen. 

The layout and graphics were designed by Eira Mykkanen. The 
Finnish text was translated into English by Matti Joutsen. 

Helsinki, March 6th 2002 

Aarne Kinnunen 
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I INTRODUCTION 

In Finland, the drug market hides in private homes in the larger cities. In 
general, the sale and use of drugs is not visible to outsiders. In part 
because of the hidden nature of drug use, we know relatively little about 
drug-related crime. It would appear that crime is linked to the extensive 
use of problem drugs. In addition to crime, drug use, close ties to the 

drug subculture and the lack of ties to society can all be signs of social 
problems. Experience shows that various social problems have a 
tendency to accumulate. Indeed, it is rather probable that many persons 
who commit drug and property offences are also in other respects 
socially underprivileged. 

Drug abuse is connected not only with social and mental health 
problems, but also with problems in income and housing. According to a 
report commissioned by the Ministry of Justice (System of Sanctions 
2000 ... ), over 80 % of all prisoners and parolees under supervision, and 
over 60 % of those undergoing community service or on probation, are 
unemployed and lack an education, and thus lack a corresponding in
come. Persons in this group have a considerable number of debts, such 
as compensation claims. Some 40 % of prisoners and parolees under 
supervision, and 10-16 % of those undergoing community service or on 

probation lack permanent housing. 
Most of the persons released from prison are less than 30 years 

old. For them to remain outside of the labour market may well mean that 
they will have to continue to face straitened financial circumstances for 
the rest of their life (Karjalainen 1996). Being marginalised from work
ing life, of course, is not merely an economic question. It is also a factor 
that contributes to marginalisation from society as a whole. Often, 
material and psychosocial difficulties in taking control of one's life are 
closely intertwined with one another, and it is then hard to identify any 
cause-and-effect relationships. The process of marginalisation is mani
fested as a closer association with various criminal subcultures. The 
attractiveness of such subcultures and their direct connection with the 





II DRUGS AND CRIMINAL 
CAREERS 

One of the fundamental observations that have been made in the study of 
criminal careers is that a relatively small group of the most active 
offenders is responsible for the majority of all offences. This has also 
been noted for example in Finnish research on youth crime, based on 
self-report studies (Kivivuori 1999b ). The commission of offences and 
being punished are pa1t of a series of significant events in one's life, and 
for some people crime and going through the criminal justice system 
become the essence of their life. This series of events in one's life 
history can be called a criminal career. Research can be carried out on 
crime committed not only by individuals but also by groups, such as 
families, gangs and communities (Farrington 1992b). Criminal careers 
have often been studied on the basis of cohorts. For example, studies 
have been made of the proportion of a cohort who commit an offence at 
different ages, the number, type and seriousness of offences, and how 
criminal careers end (Kaariainen 1994 ). 

In the criminological literature, the concept of criminal careers 
has also been given different nuances. The sociologist Everett C. 
Hughes, who belonged to the Chicago school, has been said to have 
originally defined the concept of a "career" in this context, in his analyti
cal work during the 1930s (Kempf 1937; Kyvsgaard 1998). An essential 
aspect of the Chicago school's definition of career was the subjective 
dimension. The perspective taken in the analysis is how the individuals 
themselves interpret their acts and their choices, in their relationship 
with the world around them. A subjective and personal concept of career 
evolves over time. Every choice made has an influence on the next. 
Criminal careers have also been studied through the use of biographies. 
A good example of this is the 1930 classic "The Jack-Roller", by Clif
ford R. Shaw, also a representative of the Chicago school. 



5 

In the sociology of deviance, the career perspective has been a 
significant theoretical framework. This has been used to describe the 
relationship between the individual and the environment in connection 
with the onset of deviance. Conventional and deviant careers have been 
compared, and in so doing it has been possible to pay attention both to 
social structures that form careers and to the subjective experiences that 
individuals have of themselves and of their social environment. Deviant 
careers have both a subjective and a structural dimension. People do not 
behave in a deviant manner solely due to their individual characteristics, 
but also due to demands of the surrounding social world. 

In his work "Outsiders" (1963 ), Becker examined the evolution of 
the identity of an individual along with the evolution of a deviant career. 
A deviant career proceeds as a series of choices that are predicated on 
earlier choices. The further one goes in one's career, the less signifi
cance is given to conventional life. What is essential is being labelled as 
deviant. Individuals are dealt with primarily as offenders or drugs a
busers, as if they have no other identity at all. This results in isolation 
and withdrawal from conventional society. On the other hand, persons 
who have been labelled withdraw into their own subcultures where they 
can feel that they are accepted and protected against the outside world. 
Becker adopts an interactionist perspective. Changes in the identity of an 
individual are tied to, and interact with, the surrounding society. In 
somewhat the same sense, Goffman (1963) speaks about a "moral ca
reer" instead of a criminal or deviant career. 

Since the end of the 1970s, research on criminal careers has 
become the focus of increasing interest in the United States (Petersilia 
1980). Criminal career studies were based primarily on quantitative data 
and longitudinal analysis. At that time, this research orientation clearly 
fulfilled a demand in criminal policy. The intention was to focus on the 
resources of the criminal justice system as closely as possible on groups 
that were at risk, which could be identified through research. The re
search orientation has met with criticism as a result of these criminal 
policy calculations. This criticism sought to direct attention at the risk 
that a certain demographic group would become the focus of selective 
incapacitation (Farrington 1992; Kyvsgaard 1998). In her meta-analysis 
of American criminal career studies, Peters ilia ( 1980) concludes that 
these studies do not provide a sufficiently reliable basis for predicting 
future career offenders or assessing the extent to which alternative 
sentencing practices might decrease crime. 

Criminal careers may have different directions. Becoming set in a 
career may mean that the individual becomes more professional in 
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committing offences, and thus there is a smaller risk of detection. On the 
other hand, the evolution of a career may lead to labelling, a life-style 
that revolves around intoxicants, and marginalisation. Aromaa and 
Jarvinen (1989) have identified three typical criminal careers. In the 
first, life proceeds along the usual paths, and the individual has contact 
only with the periphery of the criminal milieu. In the second, at least 
during mid-career the individual lives an active criminal life in the 
underworld, and there are few contacts with the operation of legitimate 
society. Those individuals who are in this group develop the world-view 
and identity of a criminal "outsider". In the third, the career proceeds 
towards the status of professional offenders, where the individual enjoys 
power and respect in the underworld. Individuals in this group must be 
the most careful and unconditional in respect of the criminal justice 
system. 

The depth and intensity of a criminal career affect how the indi
vidual experiences the threat of control by the criminal justice system. 
Persons who move in the fringes of the criminal milieu probably have 
fixed points of contact in conventional society: family, employment and 
future plans. The risk of becoming subjected to control is seen to be 
large, and it is avoided where possible. The threat of the control of the 
criminal justice system varies for those who have taken on the identity 
of an "outsider". This is a question of risks associated with one's life
style. For example going to prison can be experienced as an unpleasant 
evil, but it does not undermine the structure of one's life in the same way 
as it might for an individual who is closely tied to conventional society. 
The "outsider" no longer has the fas;ade of a law-abiding citizen that 
must be upheld. Persons who have achieved the status of a professional 
offender are able to use their professional skills in attempting to avoid to 
some extent the control of the criminal justice system. This is also in 
their interests, since possible sentences of imprisonment can be quite 
lengthy. Studies carried out in the United States have shown that it is not 
common for people to develop into professional offenders. Even people 
with a lengthy criminal career generally do not pay any particular atten
tion to the planning their offences or to specialising in some forms of 
crime (Petersilia 1980). 

It is quite common for different types of offences and deviant acts 
to go together. This understanding is supported by an extensive literature 
in empirical criminology. For example according to Gottfredson and 
Hirsch (1990), school children who steal tend to smoke, use alcohol and 
play truant clearly more often than do school children who don't steal. 
Persons who commit offences are often themselves victims of crime and 
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different types of accidents. In addition, their life expectancy is shorter 
than average (ibid.). Several studies have been carried out in the United 
States on factors that increase the risk of starting to smoke cannabis. 
Among these are having parents or friends who use drugs, coming from 
a broken home, having a poor relationship with one's parents, child 
abuse, truancy or being suspended from school, and depression (see, for 
example, Kandel 1978). 

In international research, the connection between drug crime and 
other crime has been noted time and again (see, for example, Tonry & 
Wilson 1990; Kaplan 1995; Grapendaal et al 1994; Tackling Drugs 
1998). In Finland, a study has shown that, of the patients treated in the 
drug detoxification unit of the Helsinki University Central Hospital 
between 1987 and 1991, 57 % had been convicted of an offence and 
43% had spent time in prison (Meretniemi 1992). 

There is, on the other hand, quite different and conflicting re
search results regarding the timing of drug use and offences along a 
criminal career. It is a general understanding that in particular the use of 
hard drugs leads to or at least strengthens criminal activity. Characteris
tics that lead to drug dependence push the user into seeking money for 
drugs, through the commission of offences or through prostitution, if no 
other options are available. Research has shown that the matter is not 
this simple (Wilson 1990). 

For example, in their review of the literature on the connection 
between drug use and property crime, Chaiken and Chaiken (1990) have 
noted that at least the research does not give clear support to the hypoth
esis that drug use would directly lead to or even precede active criminal
ity. According to Gottfredson and Hirsch (1990) this does not at all 
involve a causal relationship. Drug use and criminality are correlated 
because both are connected with low self-control and a short-sighted 
desire to satisfy needs quickly. Succeeding in a criminal career brings 
the experience of success. White's meta-analysis of the research (1991), 
in tum, notes that most studies show that the influence of one's circle of 
friends is the most important factor explaining drug use and the commis
sion of offences. 

In a Finnish study that was published in 1996 and that was based 
on police registers of reported offences and on other registers used to 
support criminal investigations, a quite clear connection was found 
between drug offences and other offences (Kinnunen 1996). Three out of 
four persons suspected of having committed a drug offence during 1994 
were also suspected of having committed at least one other offence in 
Helsinki between 1992 and 1994. (This proportion does not include 
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those who have received petty fines or summary penal orders.) It could 
be noted that drug crime was connected in particular with thefts ( 48 % of 
drug offenders were also guilty of at least one theft) and the hiding of 
stolen property (33 %). Almost one-third of the drug offenders had been 
convicted of unauthorised use of a motor vehicle. Offences related to 
guns were relatively common (ibid.). 

The study also examined how large a proportion of offences 
cleared by the police had been committed by persons also suspected of 
drug offences. Once again, it could be noted that in particular theft 
(30 %) and the hiding of stolen property (50 %) had to a large extent 
been committed by persons also suspected of drug offences. On the 
other hand, only 7 % of persons who had committed violent offences 
had also been suspected of drug offences (ibid., p. 27). 

Studies of open drug markets and of crime related to these mar
kets have concluded that there is a clear division of responsibilities 
among persons who are part of the drug subculture (Spannow 1997). 
Certain individuals specialise in certain types of offences. Some drug 

users have specialised in residential burglaries, while others prefer to 
break into offices or shops. Some become proficient shoplifters, and 
others obtain their money through means-of-payment fraud. According 
to Spannow (1997) the types of offences committed by drug users 
contributes to their identity. The image of drug users as offenders may 
become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Drug users feel that they cannot adjust 
to the dominant culture, and labelling promotes this process. 

In Sweden, following interviews with almost 700 individuals and 
a study of registers related to crime, Byqvist and Olsson (1998) have 
classified male drug users into four groups. From the 1950s to the 1970s, 
addicted criminals formed the largest group. Typical features of this 
group were an early start on their criminal career, difficult circumstances 
during childhood, and heavy use of both drugs and alcohol. The differ
ence between this first group and the criminal addicts group lay in the 
fact that the criminal career and drug use of those in the latter group 
began later in life. However, this group was as closely tied to subcul
tures as was the first group. Those in the low-crime addicts group, on the 
other hand, were not as strongly tied to the subcultures. Typical features 
of those in this group included a "classical" drug career that evolved 
from cannabis through amphetamine to heroin. The fourth group identi
fied by Byqvist and Olsson consisted of the emotionally unstable 
addicts. Those in this group engaged in little or no criminal activity 
asides from their drug use. Similar classifications have been presented 
also in many other countries (see, for example, www.qed.org.uk). 
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Drugs are used above all by young people with an out-going 
lifestyle, who often visit restaurants and places of entertainment. Those 
in this group are apt to be involved in criminal activity, both as offenders 
and as victims. However, the drug and criminal careers of drug users can 
be quite different, and on the basis of the extensive research we can 
conclude that the connection between drugs and criminality is not at all a 
clear one. Elsewhere (Kinnunen 1998) I have concluded that drug use 
and criminality are mutually reinforcing elements of a certain lifestyle, a 
lifestyle where one seeks excitement, experiences, macho risks and 
social acceptance. In particular during periods of unemployment and 
dismal future prospects some young people have a tendency to actively 
seek a lifestyle where they live for the present, not the future, regardless 
of the consequences. 

The present study is based on data on recidivism and on demo
graphic data collected by the Finnish Central Statistical Office. The 
study seeks to provide a comprehensive view of what types of entries 
have been made into the official court and demographic records in 
respect of persons who have been convicted of drug offences in Finland 
between 1977 and 1996. The intention is to describe what different types 
of offences drug offenders have committed at different times in their 
life. In addition, demographic data are used to describe their socio
economic position. 

It is not possible to use quantitative data to say very much about 
what type of life has led to the commission of drug offences. Indeed, it is 
not the intention here to increase our understanding of criminal careers 
in accordance with the subjective and interactionist approaches used by 
the Chicago school. Instead, the intention is to describe crime and pun
ishment from the statistical perspective as a series of officially recorded 
events in the life of the groups of persons who are the subjects of this 
study. 



III THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
AND THE RESEARCH DATA 

The present study examines the development of the criminal career and 
the socio-economic status of persons who have been convicted of drug 
offences in Finland. (These persons shall be referred to in the present 
study as "drug offenders.") A primary focus is on the timing and 
intensity of drug offences and other offences in relation to one another. 
The research data are used to examine when a criminal career begins, the 
age at which the person in question is first convicted of drug and other 
offences. Furthermore, the focus is on the length of the criminal career 
and the frequency of offending, in other words on how common the 
commission of offences is at different ages. The study also focuses on 
the types of offences committed by persons in the study group. 

The study is connected with both the Finnish drug study tradition 
and the criminological research tradition. Court statistics and police 
registers of offences have also previously been used as indicators of the 
drug offence situation (Kinnunen 2000; Virtanen 2001). Police registers 
of offences have been used in descriptions of the drug markets and of 
drug-related crime (Kontula 1986; Kinnunen 1996). Kainulainen ( 1999) 
has studied the waiving of measures in respect of drug offences, on the 
basis of police, prosecutorial and court statistics. Interviews with these 
authorities have also been used as the basis of research. 

The drug study tradition in Finland is relatively brief. The use of 
cowt statistics in criminological research has a considerably longer 
tradition. Indeed, court statistics provide a rather natural source for 
criminological research. Nonetheless, they are not problem-free. Note 
has been made of the sources of error related to their use, for example 
due to hidden crime (Laitinen & Aromaa 1993, 279-285). Veli Verkko 
is the embodiment of classical statistical criminology in Finland. In his 
study of homicides in Finland, he used cause-of-death statistics, from 
which he created the world's oldest statistics on violent offences 
(Verkko 1949). Recently, Kaariainen (1998) has studied court statistics 
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from the point of view of criminal careers. Previously, Kaariainen 
(1994) studied Finnish criminal careers on the basis of qualitative data. 
Takala's 1993 study of community service, Mieltyinen's 1999 study of 
the impact of mediation on subsequent criminality, and Lappi-Seppala's 
1999 study of the number and cumulation of conditional sentences can 
be given as example of studies that have used court statistics to study the 
operation of the criminal justice system. 

Data for the present study were collected from the Finnish Central 
Statistical Office register on recidivism. The Finnish authorities do not 
maintain any registers on drug users. The Personal Data File Act 
(523/1999) prohibits the creation of personal data files related to the 
health or illnesses of an individual or treatment given to individuals. 
(See also Konstari 1992.) Persons who have been convicted of drug 
offences have been selected as the subjects of the present study. For this 
reason, no data are available on drug use by persons who are pa1t of the 
study group. The court statistics do not provide any data on the type of 
drugs involved in a drug offence. No data are provided on the exact type 
of offence, for example whether it involved the use, sale or providing of 
drugs. It is true that, regarding convictions prior to 1994, data are also 
available on whether this was a drug offence as such or drug smuggling. 
The aggravated forms of drug offences can be separated in the data. 

At this stage, it should be noted that the large bulk of drug use 
does not come to the attention of the authorities, and so these users 
cannot be seen in the registers maintained by the authorities. If the drug 
use does not cause any particular problems or it is experimental and 
occasional, in general it will not be noted in the official data sources. For 
example according to a survey made of school children in 1998 and 
1999, 8 %of the pupils in the eighth form (i.e. about fourteen years of 
age) and 11 %of the pupils in the ninth form (about fifteen years of age) 
have experimented with cannabis at least once. The corresponding 
proportion out of those in the upper secondary level was 15 %, and out 
of those in vocational school 20 % (Luopa et a! 2000). Only a few of 
these experimenters had come to the attention of the authorities. 

In addition, the control exerted by the authorities is selective (see 
Kaariainen 1998). Underprivileged users and those users who suffer for 
example from mental health problems are more apt to become the sub
jects of control. For this reason, the research results presented here 
cannot be generalised to apply to all persons who commit drug offences. 
It is a question of those users who for whatever reason have become 
subjects of a police investigation. The same problem of selectivity 
applies also to other forms of crime. It is clear that persons who have 
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already come to the attention of the police are more likely to be caught 
for other offences. It is considerably easier for the police to investigate 
offences committed by persons who had already come to their attention 
than by persons who have not. As has already been noted, the problem 
of hidden crime is rather well-known in connection with the use of court 
data. Despite these problems, court data provide a rather good descrip
tion of the demographic and social distribution of crime (Kyvsgaard 
1998). 

The study is based on court statistics covering the years 1977 
through 1996, thus providing a nineteen-year span of observations. The 
subject of the study consists of all of those persons (N=16,952) who 
have been convicted during these years of drug offences in proceedings 
before the lower couti. The basic data used in the study consists of the 
reports filed by the lower courts of their decisions. The social security 
number used in these reports has been used to form a register of the 
recidivists. The data do not include those who have been sentenced to 
petty fines or summary penal orders. The 1962 birth cohort (N=631) has 
been subjected to separate analysis, since it is for this cohmi that the 
data on criminal convictions provide the longest uniform time series. In 
1977, those who were born in 1962 reached the age of criminal responsi
bility, fifteen years. 

In the present study, much of the analysis has used as a point of 
comparison those persons who had been convicted of an offence be
tween 1977 and 1996 but who had not been convicted even once of a 
drug offence (N=601, 744; for those born in 1962 N=16,320). The 
results have been compared where appropriate to Kyvsgaard's 1994 
study, "Den kriminelle karriere". Kyvsgaard's study is based on Danish 
comi and employment registers covering the years 1979 to 1991. 

The next stage in the study has been the utilisation of long-term 
demographic data. The available data have been collected in 1970, 1975, 
1980, 1985, 1990 and 19951

• These data provide information on which 

1 In Finland, national censuses have been carried out at ten-year intervals from 1950 to 
1970, and at five-year intervals from 1970 on. The census has gradually been developed 
into a register-based census so that, as of the 1990 census, all data have been collected 
from different registers, and there has no longer been any need to send out census forms 
to individuals. Currently, some 30 different registers are used in the collection of 
demographic data. Carrying out censuses on the basis ofregisters has been made possible 
by the system whereby everyone in the population has their own unique social security 
number. In the international perspective, the reliability of demographic data in Finland 
as a result of the use of these unique social security numbers provides exceptionally good 
possibilities of analysing socio-economic factors among the population (Kinnunen 
1998). 
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demographic group the drug offenders belong to, and the circumstances 
in which they live. In other words, the study helps in showing which 
demographic group is most strongly impacted by the control of drugs. 
Among the variables studied are education, profession, active employ
ment and income level. The 1995 demographic statistics could be linked 
to the data for a total of 16,221 persons, which corresponds to 96 % of 
the data. Most of those 731 persons for whom no demographic data 
could be found were deceased. Some were foreigners . The demographic 
data were not fully available in respect of all of the factors. For this 
reason, the number of observations in the different table may vary. For 
data protection reasons, data pertaining to very small groups of persons 
have been deleted from some tables. 

The work on the study began in 1996, at which time the author 
was serving as senior researcher at the Finnish Central Statistical Office. 
Working at the Central Statistical Office provided an opportunity to 
compile and process data. In 1997, the author moved on to other tasks 
and, for data protection reasons, the research data could not be removed 
from the Central Statistical Office. At this point Mr Tuomo Niskanen 
undertook to prepare the necessary statistical runs, which he has pro
vided to the author in the form of Excel tables. The fact that the research 
data were not directly available to the author has considerably slowed 
the work on the study. At the same time, many questions have remained 
unanswered. Kyvsgaard (1998, 11) has noted, in dealing with corre
sponding Danish data, that every analysis of data leads to the need to 
carry out three new analyses. The need to work out the nuances seems a 
never-ending task. 

In the tradition of criminological research, these research data 
provide a unique opportunity. It consists of every person who has been 
convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 1996. Indeed, it is a pity 
that, for technical data protection reasons, the author has not been able to 
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utilise the data to the extent that the data would have allowed.2 In any 
case, the data are still available and at the disposal oflater researchers. 

2 The legal provisions that apply to the compilation of statistics and to data protection 
prevent the transfer of any research data with individual identi liers outside of the Finnish 
Central Statistical Office. According to the Statistics Act (64/1994) "[A]n authority who 
prepares statistics may transfer data it has collected for statistical purposes, for scientific 
research and statistical surveys regarding social circumstances. llowever, individual 
identifiers and personal data as referred to in the Personal Data File Act may not be 
transferred" (section 18). Even though modern encryption systems can be used to delete 
individual identifiers, one consequence of bringing several different registers together 
may be that individuals can be identified, nonetheless. (Sec Pananen et al 2000 for an 
example of how it is possible to use data systems without violating the rights of the data 
subjects to data protection.) 



IV DRUG CRIME AND CRIMI
NALCAREERS 

4.1 The Cumulation of Drug Offences 

Between 1977 and 1996, 16,952 different individuals were convicted in 
Finland of drug offences.3 Of them, 16.6% were women. The proportion 
of women is about the same for all the offences examined (15.5 %). 
Table 1 provides data on the drug offence convictions for the persons in 
the study data, with as much specificity as is possible on the basis of the 
registers. The trend is observed in five-year segments. It can be seen 
from the table that there has been a clear increase in the number of drug 
offences and aggravated drug offences. The growth has been particularly 
rapid during the 1990s. During this period, the number of drug offences 
tripled in comparison with the situation during the 1980s. The growth 
can be explained both by the spread of drug use and the expansion of the 
drug markets, as well as by the increased activity by the control authori
ties (Kinnunen 1996). There has been an increase in the proportion of 
aggravated drug offences, from four percent during the 1970s to seven 
percent during the 1990s. During 1999, 262 aggravated drug offences 
were committed. This corresponds to 5.8 % of all convictions for drug 
offences given during the same year (Kinnunen 2000). 

3 In Finland, the use, possession, import, sale, transfer, preparation and cultivation of 
drugs are criminalised. The maximum sentence is two years of imprisonment (for use of 
drugs 6 months). For aggravated drug offences, the maximum sentence is ten years 
imprisonment (chapter 50 of the Criminal Code). 
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Table 1 Drug offences in Finland from 1977 to 1996, over five year periods. The 
data refer to cases where a drug offence was the only, or the most serious, 
count in the chnrges (N= 16,952} 

1977-81 1982-86 1987-91 1992-96 
Drug offence (Drugs Act) 2,547 5,192 5,646 5,195 
Drug offence (chapter 50, section I of 
the Criminal Code) 12,891 
Aggravated drug offence (Drugs Act) 68 119 194 174 
Aggravated drug offence (chapter 50, 
section 2 of the Criminal Code) 988 
Smuggling (Drugs Act) 262 651 747 241 
Aggravated smuggling (Drugs Act) 46 99 !54 !56 
Total offences 2,923 6,061 6,741 19,645 
Proportion of aggravated offences, % 3.9 3.6 5.2 6.7 

Note I The captions refer to the statistical' headings used in the Drugs Act (41/72) between 
1977 and 1993 and in the Criminal Code (chapter 50) as of 1994. 

Note 2 Due to the few number of cases, the preparation and promotion of a drug offence 
(chapter 50, sections 3 and 4 of the Criminal Code) were not included in this analysis. 

On the average, the persons in the study data have received 2.1 convic
tions for drug offences during the period under review. There is an 
uneven distribution of drug offence convictions. Table 2 shows the 
number of drug offence convictions between 1977 and 1996 for those 
who were born in 1962. 

Table 2 Persons born in 1962 and convicted of at least one drug offence, by the 
number of drug offence convictions between 1977 and 1996 (N=631 ). A 
"drug offence conviction" is defined here as a court judgment in which a 
person hb 'dfl d ff" as een conv1cte o at east one rug o ence 

Number of convictions All persons convicted All persons convicted at least once 
at least once of a drug offence of an aggravated drug offence 

N % N % 

I 453 72 23 51 
2 88 14 8 18 
3 34 5 6 13 
4 22 4 3 7 
5 17 3 2 4 
6-10 17 3 5 7 
Total 631 100 45 100 

One notable point in Table 2 is that the large majority of drug offenders 
(72 %) have only one conviction for drug offences, and 86 % have at 
most two. The average number of drug offence convictions in this age 
group is 1.6. Generally, each conviction contains one or two separate 
counts for drug offences. The table provides data on the distribution of 
persons convicted of at least one aggravated drug offence. As expected, 
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those convicted of aggravated drug offences have clearly more drug 
offence convictions on their record. 

Of those born in 1962, none had been convicted more than ten 
times of drug offence. In the entire data, there were only 51 persons with 
over ten drug convictions. Also in these cases, the offender has generally 
committed a long series of offences, for which he or she has received 
several separate convictions. There are few cases in which a person has 
committed a drug offence, been convicted, then committed a new of
fence for which he or she was convicted, and so on. 

This result indicates that the control of drugs in society picks up 
several occasional drug users. According to the statistics of the National 
Bureau of Investigation, most drug offences involve so-called drug use 
offences, in other words the use, possession and purchase of drugs. In 
1999, these types of offences accounted for 65 % of all drug offences. 
During recent years, prosecution has been waived for an increasing 
proportion of these drug use offences (Kinnunen 2000). Indeed, there 
has been a lively debate on prosecutorial and judicial practice, and a 
legislative amendment has been made. A new criminalisation has been 
included in the Criminal Code, called a "drug use offence". A person 
who unlawfully uses, possesses for his or her own use, or attempts to 
obtain a small amount of drugs would be convicted of a drug use of
fence. The punishment would be a fine or imprisonment for at most six 
months. This makes it possible to use summary penal fines for these 
offences. 

4.2 Links between Drug Crime and other Crime 

On the basis of the foregoing it can be concluded that during the nine
teen years under review there have not been many career drug offenders 
in Finland who would have been convicted several times of drug of
fences on a continuous basis. On the other hand, there are a large num
ber of convictions for other offences. For example, the persons included 
in the study data have ten times as many convictions for theft offences as 
for drug offences. The following table analyses the connection between 
drug offences and other offences, on the basis of the study data. Table 3 
describes the proportion of all offences between 1977 and 1996 that 
have been committed by persons with convictions for drug offences. The 
examination is limited to the cohort born in 1962 (N=631). Tables 1 and 
2 in the annex provide separately the absolute number of convictions for 



18 

the entire age group, by type of offence, and the number of other of
fences committed by persons who have been convicted of at least one 
drug offence. 

Table 3 The proportion of all offences committed by persons born in 1962 and with 
fli at least one conviction for a d rug o .ence, in fi ve-year periods (N=63 1) 

Number of offences Proportion of all o !fences % 
committed by 
a person with 

a conviction for drug 
offences 
1977-96 1977- 1977- 1982- 1987- 1992-

96 81 86 91 96 
Violent offences 
Homicide 27 26 20 30 24 28 
Assault offences 992 12 13 10 12 16 
Negligent causing of death or 36 2 I 2 2 4 
mjury 

Rape 12 15 22 23 - 6 
Property offences 
Robbery offence 255 30 24 30 44 33 
Theft offence 4,639 23 16 22 30 37 
Unauthorised use 893 25 21 19 26 54 
Fraud and embezzlement 799 19 21 16 18 21 
Hiding stolen property 555 21 13 18 23 37 
Document forgery 490 27 17 25 30 33 
Tax, subsidy and business-related 13 3 - 5 5 2 
offences and offences by debtors 
Damage to property 673 18 12 17 19 31 

Resisting an official and 
related offences 238 16 13 18 18 15 
Drunken driving 926 8 7 7 10 9 
Other Criminal Code offences 1,120 15 15 14 15 17 
Other offences 

Alcohol offences 190 14 14 14 13 13 
Traffic offences 884 18 13 10 18 30 
Any other offences 564 18 13 10 18 30 

ALL OFFENCES 14,571 18 14 16 19 25 

NB. The data shown in the five-year columns refer to offences committed by a person who has 
been convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 1996, and not by persons convicted of 
such an offence during the five-year period in question. 

During the period under review and for almost all the offence categories, 
there has been a strong increase in the proportion of offences committed 
by drug offenders. This may be due to the increased prevalence of drug 
offences and to a strong increase in the population of drug users and 
drug traffickers during the 1990s (see Virtanen 2001 ). In addition, the 
control authorities have been trained to identify signs of drug use and 
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drug crime, in connection with general control and the investigation of 
other offences (Kinnunen 1996). On the other hand, the criminal activity 
of the group under examination may have increased. The explanation for 

the increase may also be found in a combination of all of these factors. 

For some offence categories, there has been a particularly rapid 

increase in the proportion of offences committed by drug offenders. For 
example, this group accounts for 30 % of all of the robberies that have 
been cleared during the time period in question. During the first five
year period, persons in this group had committed 24 % of the cleared 

robberies, and during the last period (1987-1991) the proportion had 
grown to 44 %. Robbery is considered to be a quick and effective way 
for seriously addicted drug users to get money. The proceeds of robber
ies are often in cash. For example in theft offences, time and effort must 
be devoted to selling the stolen goods . On the other hand, the risk of 
apprehension for robbery is clearly greater than what it is for theft 

offences.4 Robbery involves direct personal contact with the victim, and 

often there are other eyewitnesses present. For example in 1999, the 

police were able to clear 13 % of the thefts reported during the same 
year, and 36 % of the robberies (source: police data on reported of

fences). 

As can be seen from Table 3, most unauthorised use of motor 
vehicles has been committed by drug offenders. During the last five-year 
period, the proportion has increased to 54 %. Among the offences com
mitted by those in this entire age group, the number of cases of un

authorised use clearly decrease along with age (see annex 1). Among 
drug offenders, on the other hand, the number of cases of unauthorised 

use clearly increase especially during the last five-year period (see annex 
2). At this time, the offenders were in the 30 to 34 year old age bracket. 

In general, "joyriding" - riding around in a stolen car- is committed by 
persons in younger age groups. Presumably, those in the 30 to 34 year 
old age bracket take cars for a more deliberate reason that do young 

people, who simply want to drive around. 

Out of all the theft offences and the hiding of stolen property, the 

proportion committed by drug offenders increases considerably during 
the last five-year period. As can be seen in annex 2, the number of cases 

of hiding stolen property committed by drug offenders doubles in com
parison with the preceding five-year period. Often the homes of those 

4 Robbery is defined in law as the taking of property with force or the threat of force 
(chapter 31, section 1 of the Criminal Code). The definition of theft does not presume 
the use of violence (chapter 28, section 1 of the Criminal Code). 
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subjected to drug control measures are searched, and stolen goods are 
found. Indeed, the growth in the amount of hiding stolen goods commit
ted by drug offenders can in part be explained by the tightening control 
over the use and sale of drugs. 

Both the unauthorised use of motor vehicles, and theft and the 
hiding of stolen property are connected with a lifestyle that is imbued 
with intoxicants and crime (see Kaariainen 1994; Kinnunen 1996). A 
Finnish study of drug markets and related crime (Kinnunen 1996) indi
cated that some persons suspected of drug offences - in particular young 
men- had a lengthy record of thefts. It is quite possible that also for the 
present study data the propmtion of theft offences committed by drug 
offenders is increased by a rather small group of young drug users who 
are responsible for a large share of the thefts and other property of
fences. In the future, the study data can be utilised for an examination of 
this issue. 

Several other studies have earlier observed a concentration of 
offences among a small group. A much replicated research result is that 
a small group commits a large proportion of all offences. There is clearly 
a skewed distribution of the frequency of offences. According to a study 
by Kaariainen ( 1998) 0.5 percent of the 1962 age cohort accounted for 
over 44 % of the convictions that those in this cohort had received for 
unauthorised use of motor vehicles, and over 40 % of the convictions for 
"ordinary" theft. During the ages of 15 and 29 years, those in this age 
cohort had received a total of 1,392 convictions for unauthorised use, 
and 7,842 convictions for theft. According to a Danish study (Kyvsgaard 
1998; 87) the criminally most active two percent commit one-third of all 
offences. 

In the present study, the proportion of offences requiring planning 
and calm calculation (such as economic offences, fraud and embezzle
ment) that had been committed by drug offenders was less than it was 
for the more traditional "active" property offences. The fact that drug 
offenders had committed such a large propmtion (27 %) of document 
forgeries is presumably due to the fact that in cases involving the forgery 
of prescriptions, the offender is generally convicted both of a drug 
offence and of document forgery. 

In Table 3, attention is drawn to the fact that drug offenders 
accounted for "only" 12 % of all assault offences. Earlier research 
results (Kinnunen 1996) support the view that the drug culture is not 
very violent towards outsiders. The more common cases of violence are 
related for example to the collection of old debts, "paybacks" for infor-
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mants or other disagreements that arise in connection with drug traffick
ing that generally do not come to the attention of the authorities. On the 
other hand, acts of violence such as these that are directly connected 
with drug trafficking can be quite serious. It can be seen from Table 3 
that there has been an increase in the proportion of homicides that have 
been committed by drug offenders. During the five-year period from 
1992 to 1996 this proportion was already one quarter. Of these cases, 
only a small portion was directly connected with drug trafficking. The 
typical Finnish homicide continues to be connected with the life (and 
death) of marginalised men: arguments break out among groups of 
drunks over limited resources, the "ownership" of women or one's "rep" 
as a heterosexual (Kivivuori 1999a; Santtila et al 2001 ). During the 
1990s, only about ten homicides committed in Finland were closely 
connected with the drug market. The motive in these cases included old 
debts, getting rid of informants, or the taking over of drug markets. All 
of the cases have been extensively publicised in the media. 

When examining the connection between drug use and violence, it 
should be recalled that different drugs have a different effect on human 
behaviour. Most violent behaviour arises in the same social context in 
which drugs are used (Fagan 1990). The motive may for example be an 
attempt to ease the symptoms of detoxification or a fight over drug 
market shares. Different drugs have different psychopharmacological 
effects. According to a meta-analysis carried out by Jeffrey Fagan 
( 1990) cannabis and opiates curb aggressiveness. On the other hand, part 
of the symptoms of withdrawal from opiates are short tempers and 
violent feelings . There would seem to be a strong connection between 
the use of amphetamines and aggressive behaviour, although the re
search results point in different directions. In particular long-term use 
may lead to paranoid psychosis (ibid., 255-256). The drug user becomes 
overly sensitive to external stimuli and has a persecution complex, 
suspecting the motives of others. 

Table 4 examines the distribution of convictions separately for 
those with one conviction for an ordinary drug offence, those with at 
least two convictions for an ordinary drug offence, and those with at 
least one conviction for an aggravated drug offence. The percentage 
distributions among the different types of offence are surprisingly the 
same for these three categories. The only clear difference is for theft 
offences. Those with at least one conviction for an aggravated drug 
offence have relatively fewer theft convictions than do those who have 
not been convicted of an aggravated drug offence. This may be an 
indication of the effort of those with a conviction for an aggravated drug 
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offence to distance themselves from petty criminality and thus avoid 
contacts with the control authorities. 

Table 4 Proportion of all offences committed by persons born in 1962 and convicted 
of at least one drug offence (N=631 ). Absolute numbers and proportion 
distribution(%) 

Total Only one con- At least two con- At least one 
offences viction for an victions for an or- conviction for an 

ordinary drug dinary drug offence aggravated drug 
offence (N~3 82 (N=204) offence (N=4~ 

N % N % N % N % 
!Drug offences 1,265 (9) 382 (6) 734 (10) 149 (14) 
Violent offences 

Homicide 27 (0) 9 (0) 17 (0) I (0) 
Assault offences 992 (7) 480 (8) 445 (6) 67 (6) 
Negligent causing of death or 36 (0) 17 (0) 14 (0) 5 (0) 
inJury 

Rape 12 (0) 3 (0) 7 (0) 2 (0) 
Property offences 

Robbery offences 255 (2) 118 (2) 123 (2) 14 (I) 
Theft offences 4,639 (32) 1,960 (32) 2,414 (33) 265 (25) 
Unauthorised use 893 (6) 372 (6) 456 (6) 65 (6) 
Fraud and embezzlement 799 (5) 376 (6) 59 (5) 64 (6) 
Hiding of stolen property 555 (4) 197 (3) 320 (4) 38 (4) 
Document forgery 490 (3) 190 (3) 261 (4) 9 (4) 
Tax, subsidy and business-
related offences and offences 
by debtors 13 (0) 8 (0) 4 (0) I (0) 
Damage to property 673 (5) 301 (5) 341 (5) 31 (3) 

!Resisting an official and 
elated offences 238 (2) 11 8 (2) 109 (I) II (I) 

ILJrunken driving 926 (6) 450 (7) 406 (6) 70 (7) 
Other Criminal Code offences 1, 120 (8) 510 (8) 530 (7) 80 (7) 
Other offences 

Alcoho I offences 190 (I) 108 (2) 74 (I) 8 (I) 
Traffic offences 884 (6) 345 (6) 461 (6) 78 (7) 
Any other offences 564 - (4) 188 J3J 296 141 80 (7) 

ALL OFFENCES 14,571(100 6,132 (100) 7,371 (100) 1,068 (100) 

4.3 The Onset of Criminal Careers 

How did the criminal career of drug offenders begin? We will first 
examine the age at which the offence was committed for which one was 
first convicted. ln the examination of the onset of one's criminal career, 
the focus will be only on those born in 1962. The cohort consists of the 
631 persons born in 1962 who were convicted of at least one drug 
offence between 1977 and 1996. The first offences committed by per
sons born prior to 1962 would not necessarily be seen in the study data. 
In Finland, persons below the age of 15 are not deemed criminally 
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responsible, and so the court data only contains convictions of persons 
aged fifteen and above. For persons born after 1962, the study data 
would have been incomplete. For example those born in 1980 had time 
to commit considerably fewer offences during the period under review 
than did those born in 1962. 

Table 5 The age at which persons born in 1962 and convicted of drug offences 
committed their first offence leading to a conviction (N=631 ), as compared 
to the age of the first offence for those convicted only of other offences 
(N= 16 95 1) Persons convicted at least once between 1977 and 1996 

' 
Age Persons convicted of a Persons convicted only of other 

drug offence offences 
N % N % 

15 148 23.5 1,674 9.9 
16 84 13.3 1,618 9.5 
17 78 12.4 1,584 9.3 
18 60 9.5 1,836 10.8 
19 50 7.9 1,524 9.0 
20 51 8.1 1,212 7.2 
21-25 108 17.1 4,297 25.3 
26-34 52 8.2 3,206 18.9 

Total 631 100.0 16 951 100.0 

Table 5 provides data on the age at which offenders born in 1962 had 
committed their first offence that had led to a conviction. Those in this 
age cohort who had been convicted of at least one drug offence are 
compared with those who have been convicted only of other offences. 
The offences leading to the first conviction tended to have been commit
ted at a rather young age. For those with at least one conviction for a 
drug offence, almost one fourth had committed their first offence at the 
age of fifteen, and one half up to the age of eighteen. It would appear 
that drug offenders begin their criminal career at a clearly younger age 
than do other offenders on the average. In particular the proportion of 
drug offenders beginning their criminal career at the age of fifteen is 
large. According to other studies also those who commit theft and as
sault offences tend to begin their criminal careers at a rather early age 
(Uusintarikollisuus ... 1995). 

According to the police statistics the most criminally active ages 
in Finland are between 15 and 20 years. The types of offences where 
young persons dominate the statistics are generally connected with 
leisure time, alcohol and provisions related to age restrictions. Some 
self-report studies have asked 15 and 16 year-old pupils the age at which 
they have committed various criminal acts. The acts committed at the 
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youngest age include harassment and theft at home, shops and school. 
The buying of stolen property tends to come at a later age than theft 
offences. Also intoxicant offences (the use of prescription medicine as 
intoxicants, experimenting with soft drugs, and drunken driving) tend to 
be begun at a later than average age (Kivivuori 1999b, 25-26). 

According to Danish studies the prevalence of offences is highest 
already at the age of fourteen. Self-report studies indicate that almost 
one-half of fomteen year-olds report that they had participated in crimi
nal activity during the preceding year. In Danish court statistics, the 
prevalence is highest at the age of eighteen. The earlier the age at which 
criminal activity is begun, the greater the probability of recidivism. The 
probability of committing serious offences increases (Kyvsgaard 1998, 
48, 99-1 00). -

Table 5 contains data on all offences. At what age was the first 
drug offence was committed? Table 6 seeks to examine this question. 

Table 6 Persons born in 1962 and with at least one conviction for a drug offence, 
according to the age at which the first drug offence leading to a conviction 
was committed (N=63 I) 

Age Persons convicted of a drug offence 
N % 

15 3 0.5 
16 15 2.4 
17 22 3.5 
18 28 4.4 
19 49 7.8 
20 68 10.8 
21 74 11.7 
22 50 7.9 
23 48 7.6 
24 20 3.2 
25 28 4.4 
26 31 4.9 
27 28 4.4 
28 32 5.1 
29 19 3.0 
30 28 4.4 
31 31 4.9 
32 32 4.9 
33 20 3.2 
34 6 1.0 
Total 631 100.0 
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The first drug offence leading to a conviction was typically committed 
between the ages of 18 and 21, in other words at a clearly later age than 
for offences on the average (see table 5). 

The first convictions are shown in Table 7. The typical first 
conviction has been for a drug offence. This was the case for 24% of the 
convicted persons. After the category of drug offences, the second most 
common first offence was theft (23 % ). The next most common first 
offences were drunken driving, assault and unauthorised use of a motor 
vehicle. Even though drug offences were the most common first offence, 
it should be noted that 76 % of those in the study data had committed 
some other offence before their first drug offence. As a point of compar
ison the table examines the first offence of persons who have not been 
convicted of any drug offences. The table also shows the first offence of 
all persons who have been convicted. The study data includes all those 
born between 1962 and 1980. The study data cannot be used to show the 
onset of the criminal career for those born before 1962. 

Table 7 The most common offences leading to the first conviction for persons born 
between 1962 and 1980, for persons convicted of at least one drug offence 
(N=10,043), for persons convicted of other than drug offences (N=l86,941) 

d £ II 'th (N 196 984) an or a persons WI a conv1ct10n = , 
Convictions for %distribution, No convictions All convicted 
drug offences not including for drug persons 

drug offences offences 
N % % N % N % 

Drug offences 2,444 24.3 - - - 2,444 1.2 
Theft offences 2,287 22.8 30.1 28,638 15.3 30,925 15.7 
Drunken driving and 
driving under the 
influence of drugs 968 9.6 11.1 38,246 20.5 39,214 19.9 
Assault 843 8.4 10.8 21,110 11.3 21,953 11.1 
Unauthorised use 820 8.2 12.7 7,693 4.1 8,513 4.3 
Other offences 2.681 26.7 35.3 91.254 48.8 93.935 47.7 
Total 10.043 100.0 100.0 186 941 100.0 196.984 100.0 

The criminal career of drug offenders may have begun not only with a 
drug offence, but also in particular with a theft offence. The criminal 
career of other offenders, in tum, generally began with drunken driving. 
Assault appears as the first offence more often for those who have no 
convictions for drug offences. In respect of the "other offence" category, 
it may be noted that for 15 % of those convicted of offences other than 
drug offences, the first offence was a traffic offence. 
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Offences and contacts with the authorities at a young age do not 
necessarily mean that a person will have a long and intensive criminal 
career later on. One's family background, educational level, use of 
alcohol and drugs, ties to one's job and one's circle of acquaintances are 
factors that affect the criminal career. According to American studies the 
nature of offences committed at a young age are highly significant. 
Those young persons who commit serious offences at a young age are 
more likely to continue their criminal activity as adults. Those, in turn, 
who do not commit offences when young, or whose criminality is ran
dom and slight, rarely continue criminal activity as adults (Petersilia 
1980, 346-347). 

From the point of view of criminal policy, it is important to 
determine how a criminal career begins. According to a recent Swedish 
report, the first offences brought to the attention of the authorities give 
indications of the features of the future criminal career. The study car
ried out by the National Swedish Council for Crime Prevention 
(Strategiska brott 2000) was able to identify three "strategic first of
fences" which, if committed at a young age, have a great probability of 
leading to sharp involvement in crime. The most important such strate
gic first offence is unauthorised use of a motor vehicle. Over one-fourth 
of those whose first offence was unauthorised use, later in their life 
belonged to the core group that committed one half of all crime in 
Sweden. The other two "strategic first offences" are robbery and theft. 

A looming criminal career can be successfully halted by support
ing young people and by intervening firmly in their life should they first 
be apprehended for offences such as unauthorised use of motor vehicles. 
Marginalisation can be prevented through social policy measures. The 
most important such measures are arrangements for housing, education 
and employment. This is important also for the reason that young people 
who are guilty of car theft or unauthorised use are a risk factor from the 
point of view of traffic safety (Rajalin et al 2001). 

4.4 Age and Crime Distribution 

The view that criminality decreases with age is one of the oldest and 
most widely accepted claims (Quetelet 1831; Steffensmeier 1989). 
According to oft-replicated study results, criminal activity forms a 
reverse J-curve: criminal activity increases steeply up to the late teens, 
after which it begins gradually to decrease. Criminal activity is relatively 



27 

low already at early middle-age. Being an adult is tied with many differ
ent institutional pressures that result in behaviour that is in accord with 
norms. Young people are not necessarily interested in reaching the same 
socially accepted goals as are adults. Young people test their abilities 
and limits in a large variety of fields, demonstrate their loyalty to their 
friends in many different ways and earn prestige also through the com
mission of criminal acts. At the same time, the activity must have style. 

This general model has also been criticised. Studies have led to 
the conclusion that the shape of the curve of criminal activity varies for 
different types of offences (Steffensmeier et a! 1989; Kaariainen 1998). 
For example the commission of economic offences requires a variety of 
skills, and, in comparison with the risks, their potential rewards are 
good. Indeed, we can assume that the age curve for economic crime is 
more gradual, and the peak years come later, than is the case for tradi
tional youth crime. Also traffic offences and family violence do not 
follow the normal age curve. 

In the criminal career research tradition, a distinction has been 
made between the concepts of prevalence (the number of persons guilty 
of an offence) and frequency (the number of times an offence is commit
ted). Studies have shown that the large number of offences committed 
by young persons is due to a large extent to changes in their prevalence. 
The frequency of offences remains relatively stable throughout the 
duration of a criminal career (Farrington 1992a). 

In the following, the focus is on the development of the criminal 
career of the age cohort that can be followed in the data for the longest 
possible time - the age cohort born in 1962. In 1962, a total of 80,454 
children were born in Finland. By the end of 1996, 16,951 persons in 
this age cohort had been convicted of an offence. This corresponds to 
21 % of the age group. 3 5 % of the men and 7 % of the women in the 
age cohort had been convicted. In 1996, those in this age cohort had 
reached the age of 34 years. The proportion of persons in this age group 
with a conviction is surprisingly large. Most convictions had been for 
theft offences (25 % of all the convictions). The most common convic
tions after this had been for drunken driving (13 % ), assault offences 
(10 %) and traffic offences (10 %). (For more details, see annex table 1.) 
The data referred to here do not include petty fines or summary penal 
orders. Had these been included, the proportion out of the age cohort 
that had convicted of an offence would have been much greater. 

By the end of 1996, 631 persons born during 1962 had been 
convicted for a drug offence. This is somewhat less than one percent of 
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the entire age group (0.8 %). A study carried out during the same year 
(Kontula 1997) indicated that of the 30 to 34 year-old respondents, 12% 
of the women and 18 % men reported having used a drug at least once. 
About 4% reported that they had abused prescription drugs. 

The proportion of the 1962 age cohort with a conviction is high, 
but corresponds to what has been found in other countries. A study 
carried out in London concluded that 37 % of men had a conviction 
before they turned 33 (Farrington 1992b). According to a Swedish study, 
one third of men and 7 % of women had been entered into the criminal 
record by the age of 30 years (Stattin et al 1989). According to a study 
by Kyvsgaard (1998, 51-52, 57), 28 % of those born in 1964 and 1965 
had been entered into the criminal record before they turned 27. (How
ever, if the examination is limited to Criminal Code offences, the pro
portion is only 9 %.) Kyvsgaard has estimated that as many as 50-60 % 
of the men in this age cohort will, at some time in their life, have been 
entered into the criminal record. In making international comparisons, 
we should recall that different acts are criminalised in different coun
tries. In addition, offences are entered into the statistics in different ways 
in different countries. 

1000 

900 

800 

700 

600 
(jj 
.D 

E 500 
" z 

400 

300 

200 -... ............. . . ... .... ··-·-·-···-
100 

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 

f ~Number of offences Age 
--+---Number of convictions 
• ·•· • Numberofpersons 

Diagram 1 The development of the criminal career of those born in 1962, and with 
at least one drug offence conviction between 1977 and 1994. The 
number of persons with at least one offence during the different years, 
the total number of convictions and the total number of offences (sepa
rate counts) noted in the court judgments (N=631) 
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Diagram 1 examines the criminal career of those born in 1962 and who 
have at least one drug conviction. The ages of 33 and 34 have been 
dropped from the data, since not all convictions have been entered into 
the data. This has also been done in subsequent examinations. The most 
active period in one's criminal career would appear to be at the ages of 
18 to 23. These were the years at which the greatest number of convic
tions were received. For those convicted of drug offences, the number of 
convictions continues to be high up to the age of 32 years, and the 
number of convictions does not decrease in accordance with the J-curve 
theory. Indeed, the total number of offences (separate counts) in these 
convictions in fact clearly increases around the age of thirty years, in 
other words at the beginning of the 1990s. Also the number of persons in 
this group committing offences remains almost stable along with in
creasing age. The decrease is, however, more gradual than the decrease 
in the graph describing the number of offences. This suggests that the 
increase in the number of offences around the age of thirty is due to the 
criminal activity of a smaller and yet even more active group. 
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Diagram 2 The development of the criminal career of persons born in 1962 and who 
were convicted of offences other than drug offences between 1977 and 
1994. The number of persons with at least one offence each year, the 
total number of convictions and the total number of offences (separate 
counts) noted in the court judgments (N= 16,320) 

Diagram 2 shows the criminal career of those who were convicted of 
offences other than drug offences. The criminal activity clearly differs 



30 

from the profile of drug offenders, and corresponds quite closely to the 
J-curve noted in other studies. The peak of the criminal career comes 
around the age of eighteen years, after which there is a clear decrease in 
criminal activity. The large number of offences committed by young 
persons would seem to be due to an increase in the number of persons 
committing offences (prevalence). The number of persons committing 
offences decreases with age, once factors such as family and employ
ment that provide balance and integrate the young person into society 
begin to function. The assumption behind criminal policy is that the 
operation of the criminal justice system decreases the amount of crime. 
However, at least the fact that young persons become criminally respon
sible for their acts at the age of fifteen does not seem to decrease crimi
nal activity. On the contrary, criminal activity increases most rapidly 

precisely at the ages of fifteen to eighteen years. 
The "drop off' in the criminal career of drug offenders takes place 

at a later stage in life, and more gradually, than is the case with the 
criminal career of those convicted of other offences. Also those who are 
heavy recidivists would appear to have a criminal career that deviates 
from the traditional J-curve. Kaariainen (1998) has examined the crimi
nal career of persons who have been sentenced to prison several times 
and noted that the profile of their sentences has two peaks. Their crimi
nal activity decreases after the age of eighteen years, due to the 
in capacitative effect of unconditional imprisonment, but increases again 
after a few years. A new peak is reached at about the age of twenty-five, 
after which a new gradual decrease takes place. 

Next we examine how the timing of drug offences and certain 
other offences that are commonly found in the data is interrelated. It 
should be noted that this analysis is on the aggregate level. The data 
relate to the cumulative convictions for those born in 1962. A more 
nuanced picture of criminal careers could be obtained through an analy
sis on the individual level (Farrington 1992b ). However, for the reasons 
noted above, this has not been possible. The development of criminal 
activity on the aggregate level is shown in Diagram 3. 
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Diagram 3 The development of the criminal career of those born in 1962, and with 
at least one drug offence conviction between 1977 and 1994. Total 
number of convictions at different ages, by type of offence (N=631) 

It can be seen from Diagram 3 that criminal careers very clearly begin 
with theft offences. Immediately at the outset of the criminal career, the 
level of theft offences is high. 5 

This suggests that theft offences had been committed to a large 
extent already before one's fifteenth birthday. The peak for theft of
fences comes around the age of eighteen years, after which there is a 
gradual and uneven decrease. At the same time as the number of theft 
offences turns to a decrease, the number of drug offences begins to 
increase. The amount of drug offences stabilises around the age of 21 
and 22. Typically, the unauthorised use of motor vehicles and drunken 
driving precede drug offences in the development of the criminal career, 
but clearly there are fewer such offences than there are theft offences. 
Also the number of these offences quickly turns to a gradual decrease. 
The number of both theft and drug offences remains at a relatively high 
level up to the age of 32 years. Indeed, it would appear that the constant 

5 According to Table 7, the most common first conviction for those born between 1962 
and 1980 was for a drug offence. Diagram 3, in turn, shows the total number of offences 
that appear in the convictions. Especially for young persons with drug convictions, the 
total number of theft offences was notably large. 
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high criminal activity of drug offenders, as reflected in Diagram 1, can 
be explained precisely by the combined effect of theft offences and drug 
offences. 

Diagram 4 shows the criminal career of those persons who have 
not been convicted of any drug offences. 
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Diagram 4 The development of the criminal career of persons born in 1962 and who 
were convicted of offences other than drug offences between 1977 and 
1994. Total number of convictions at different ages, by type of offence 
(N=16,320) 

The criminal career of persons born in 1962 and who have been con
victed of offences other than drug offences would appear to be clearly 
different from that of drug offenders. Even though also for them crime 
begins in the form of theft offences, the difference lies in the fact that the 
peak years for theft offences is reached already at the age of 15 to 18 
years, after which the number of theft offences turns sharply down. The 
qualitative change in crime can be seen around the age of 25 years. Mter 
this, the 1962 birth cohort committed more drunken driving offences, 
while the number of other offences decreased. After the age of 25 years, 
the number of theft offences is no longer much different from the num
ber of assault offences. 
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4. 5 Sentences 

The shape of the criminal career profiles can also be seen in the sen
tences given for offences. Diagram 5 shows the number of fines as well 
as conditional and unconditional sentences of imprisonment, by age, for 
drug offenders born in 1962. 
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Diagram 5 Number of sentences given to persons born in 1962 and with at least one 
drug offence conviction between 1977 and 1994, by age. Age refers to 
the age at the time of the commission of the main offence (N=631) 

It can be seen from Diagram 5 that the "punishment career" begins with 
fines and conditional sentences of imprisonment. The number of condi
tional sentences of imprisonment decreases sharply along with age. 

For this group, the peak for fines imposed for drug offences was 
at the age of nineteen years. The peak for unconditional sentences of 
imprisonment was at the age of 26 years. 

According to recent Finnish court statistics, during 1999 the lower 
courts convicted 4,546 persons of drug offences, with a drug offence as 
the main offence in the conviction. Of these offenders, 19 percent re
ceived an unconditional and eight percent received a conditional sen
tence of imprisonment. Of the 1,23 7 persons sentenced to unconditional 
imprisonment, 121 had their sentence converted to community service. 
The median length of sentences of imprisonment imposed during 1999 
for drug offences (only those convictions containing only one count) 
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was 3.7 months, and the corresponding median length for aggravated 
drug offences was 28.4 months (Kinnunen 2000). 

The most typical sanction for drug offences continues to be a fine. 
During 1999, 3,211 such fines were imposed, which account for 71 
percent of all convictions where a drug offence was the main offence. 
During 1999, the median size of day-fines was 25 days (for convictions 
including only one charge). Already for a long time, it has been rare for 
the court to waive punishment for a drug offence. During the beginning 
of the 1970s, some 15 to 30 percent of the accused had their punishment 
waived. From the beginning of the 1980s, the proportion has been two or 
three percent. During 1999, 94 convicted drug offenders (2 %) had their 
punishment waived (Kinnunen 2000). It has been part of the consistent 
practice of district courts to impose a sentence even on those convicted 
of petty drug offences. In this way, the blameworthiness of the conduct 
is emphasised (Kainulainen 1999). 

The quantitative use of the waiving of prosecution as a sanction 
for drug offences has clearly increased after 1990. When reviewing the 
number of cases where prosecution has been waived, we should take 
into consideration that there has been a clear increase in the number of 
drug offences noted in the statistics. In 1998, nine percent of the drug 
offences reported to the police lead to the waiving of prosecution. Usu
ally, prosecution is waived on the grounds of the pettiness of the conduct 
(38% of the case) or on the basis of chapter 50, section 7 ofthe Crimi
nal Code (38 %) (Kinnunen 2000). This provision of the Criminal Code 
allows the waiving of prosecution if the person in question has been 
guilty of the consumption of drugs or of a related drug offence, and the 
act can be deemed, considering circumstances, to be petty. Similarly, 
prosecution can be waived in cases where the drug user has seeked 
treatment. Almost all of the cases in which chapter 50, section 7 has 
been applied involve the former grounds (consumption, and petty 
offence). It is very rare for prosecution to be waived because the drug 
user is seeking treatment. There are considerable differences between 
the different districts in Finland in prosecutorial practice (Kainulainen 
1999). 

Sentences for persons convicted of other than drug offences are 
shown in Diagram 6. The clearest difference in comparison with drug 
offenders lies in the fact that drug offenders receive relatively more 
unconditional sentences of imprisonment. At times, more unconditional 
sentences have been imposed than have fines. Persons convicted of other 
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than drug offences have clearly received more fines than sentences of 
imprisonment. 
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Diagram 6 Number of sentences given to persons born in 1962 and who were 
convicted of offences other than drug offences between 1977 and 1994, 
by age. Age refers to the age at the time of the commission of the main 
offence (N=l6,320) 

Recidivists are rarely given a conditional sentence of imprisonment. 
According to a 1999 study by Lappi-Seppalii, for most persons receiving 
a conditional sentence, this remains the only such sentence they receive. 
During the subsequent three to five years, only about one fifth would 
receive a new conditional sentence. As a rule, only one, at the most two 
new conditional sentences are imposed. On the other hand, some young 
persons receive several conditional sentences. This problematic group 
consists of about ten percent of those who receive a conditional sentence 
during any one year, or in practice about 60 to 80 young persons. Per
sons in this group may come before the court several times during a year 
(ibid). 

What are the impacts of the use of an unconditional sentence of 
imprisonment on a criminal career? One of the explicitly stated aims of 
imprisonment is its incapacitative effect. During the time that a person is 
in prison, he or she is away from the "criminal market". However, in 
practice this is not always true. The incapacitative effect has been stud
ied in particular in the United States. The criminal policy goal of the 
research, which in part has been prolific, has been to show that crime in 
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society can be decreased by incapacitating active offenders. In Nordic 
criminal policy the incapacitative effect does not have a particularly 
central role. What is more important is the attempt to prevent recidivism 
(Kyvsgaard 1998, 172). It is true that the attitude in Finland towards 
combining treatment and rehabilitative dimensions with punishment has 
been more critical than in the other Nordic countries. Recently, activity 
programmes have been developed also in Finland in order to support 
social adaptation after release from prison (Nuutila 1997; Lappi-Seppala 
2000). 

When compared with other offenders, the incapacitative effect of 
imprisonment on drug offenders is less clear. It is easier to continue drug 
offences from inside prison walls. There have been cases also in Finland 
where drug trafficking has been continued from prison. Mobile tele
phones have been used to arrange deals, the smuggling of drugs and on 
the transfer of money (Kinnunen 1996). Personal contacts are very 
important in drug trafficking. It is probably quite possible to engage 
even in extensive drug trafficking while in prison, as long as one already 
has the contacts with people who take care of the practical arrangements, 
such as the transfer of drugs and money. We know that contacts are 
formed with other offenders while in prison, and these contacts may be 
helpful later on in drug trafficking. Prisons have their own drug markets. 
A large share of the prison population has problems with intoxicants 
(Seuraamusjarjestelman ... 2000) and there is a large demand for drugs. 
A high price can be asked for drugs, and large profits can be made. 
Many young persons who received a sentence for other offences have 
their first contact with drugs while in prison. 

The number of prisoners with a drug offence as their main offence 
has increased almost five times since the end of the 1980s. During recent 
years, the proportion of such prisoners has stabilised at around 15-16 
percent of the entire prison population. As of 1 May 1999, there were a 
total of 360 prisoners with a drug offence as their main offence. In 
addition, 84 persons were in remand prison under suspicion of a drug 
offence. During the preceding year, the corresponding figure was 40 
(Vankeinhoidon ... 1999). According to an unpublished study almost one 
half of all prisoners have used intravenous drugs. Over one half of these 
groups have used such drugs while in prison (Arpo 1999). 

When associated with a lifestyle filled with drugs and drug abuse, 
crime is above all a social problem. Society's attempts at regulation need 
to be directed at the roots of social problems. Penal systems based on 
criminal law are often superficial "instant solutions" that waste 
resources. 



V THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
STATUS OF DRUG OFFENDERS 

In the international research literature, it is often claimed that the abuse 
of drugs is concentrated among the unemployed and among persons with 
low socio-economic status. In addition, it is claimed that drug abuse is 
concentrated among ethnic minonttes (see, for example, 
www.qed.org.uk). During childhood, drug abusers were more likely to 
have met with various difficulties at home: intoxicant abuse, problems 
with inter-personal relationships, marital problems, financial insecurity 
or mental problems. These problems are connected with adult criminal
ity. 

One's economic position is presumably not the most important 
cause of problems. On the basis of interviews carried out by Markku 
Heinonen (1989), it would appear that problem users tend to come from 
families with either a poor or a very good financial status. According to 
this study, the childhood experience of drug abusers coming from poor 
or quite well-to-do families were, in many cases, similar: what was 
typical were the experiences of rejection and anxiety as a result of 
family conflicts. 

One way to visualise the cultural forms of drug use is to distin
guish between the deviance model and the youth culture model of drug 
use (Svensson et al 1998). The "deviance model" stresses that drug use 
reinforces a cycle of marginalisation that begins with failures in educa
tion, criminality and other difficulties in managing one's life. To use the 
terms of Cloward and Ohlin (1960), we can speak of the limited possi
bilities for getting by in society and the effect that this has in producing 
crime and intoxicant abuse. The "youth culture" model stresses that drug 
use is deliberate and controlled - there is a conscious attempt to avoid 
risks. During recent years, experimenting with drugs has become more 
common in connection with the popularity of so-called rave drugs 
(Seppala 1999; Seppala & Salasuo 2001 ). 
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In the present study, I have used the census data for 1970, 1975, 
1980, 1985, 1990 and 1995 in order to examine the socio-economic 
status of persons convicted of drug offences. The purpose of the analysis 
below is to use cross-section data to examine the life situation in 1995 of 
persons who have been convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 
1996. The year 1995 is used because this is the year for which the most 
recent census data are available. 

In the analysis, I have used data received from the convicted 
persons themselves in order to determine their socio-economic status. In 
research on criminal careers, data on parents is used to supplement or 
replace data on the research subjects themselves. This has been done, for 
example, in self-report studies with young persons as the subjects. The 
perspective selected undoubtedly affects the research results. The crimi
nal career of drug offenders may weaken their socio-economic status, 
and thus their status may be lower than what could be inferred when 
examining their parent's socio-economic status. 

Many changes in a person's life situation are tied to age. Getting 
an education, getting a job and establishing a family usually take place at 
certain stages in one's life. In the following, the life situation of the 
subjects shall be examined, where necessary, with consideration to age 
and sex. 

5.1 Economic Activity, Socio-Economic Status 
and Occupation 

Table 8 examines the economic activity of drug offenders as of 25 to 31 
December 1995. Information on economic activity shows whether the 
person in question had, during the preceding year, mostly been part of 
the economically active population. Persons who have been employed at 
least six months or unemployed during the year are classified as being 
economically active (employed or unemployed). 
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Table 8 The economic activity of persons convicted between 1977 and 1996 for a 
drug offences and of other offences, and of the entire population aged 15 
years an d f 2531D b 1995 over, as o - ecem er 

Economic activity Drug offenders Persons convicted Entire population 
of other than drug aged 15 years or 

offences older 
N % N % N % 

Employed labour force ( 15- 74 y.) 3,195 19.7 251 ,384 43 .1 1,932,752 46.6 
Unemployed labour force ( 15- 74 y) 6,947 42.8 127,838 21.9 476,567 11.5 
Students, school children (15+ y.) 1,369 8.4 28,823 4.9 454,033 10.9 
Conscripts (17-31 y.) 55 0.3 1,760 0.3 16,204 0.4 
Pensioners (15+ y.) 1,062 6.5 84,267 14.5 1,102,774 26.6 
Others, activity unknown (15- 64 y.) 2,142 13.2 25 ,365 4.4 162,726 3.9 
No data 1,447 8.9 63,184 10.8 

Total 16.217 100.0 582,621 100.0 4,145,056 99.9 

Table 8 shows that only about a fifth of those who were convicted of a 
drug offence between 1977 and 1996 were employed in 1995. 43 % of 
the persons in the data reported that they were unemployed, and a total 
of 28 % were otherwise not part of the economically active population. 

This distribution is clearly different from that of persons who have been 
convicted of other than drug offences. Of those in this latter group, 43 % 
were employed and 22 % were unemployed. 

The table also shows the economic activity for the entire popula
tion. During the year in question, almost one half of the entire popula

tion fifteen years and over were employed, and 11 % were unemployed. 

The difference when compared to drug offenders is quite clear. Accord
ing to a Danish study (Kyvsgaard 1998; 61, 86) the crime prevalence of 

the unemployed is clearly larger than that of the employed. 

In examining Table 8, we should note that the age and sex break

down of drug offenders and of other offenders does not match that of the 
population as a whole. Persons with a conviction tend more often to be 

male and young. 
Table 9 shows the socio-economic position of drug offenders. 

2 % of drug offenders were entrepreneurs and employers, and 3 % were 
managerial employees. 12% ofthem were employees. 
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Table 9 The socio-economic status of persons convicted between 1977 and I 996 for 
a drug offences and of other offences, and of the entire population aged 15 
years and over, in 1995 

Socio-economic status Persons Persons convicted Entire population 
convicted of of other offences aged 15 years and 

drug offences over* 
N % N % N % 

Entrepreneurs and 
employers 315 2.1 42,822 8.2 282,092 6.8 
Managerial employee 471 3.2 31,295 6.0 375,295 9.1 
Lower-level white collar 932 6.3 55,006 10.5 694,094 16.8 
workers 
Employees 1,785 12.1 128,160 24.5 685,569 16.6 
Pensioners I, 183 8.0 89,682 17.1 1,118,557 27.0 
Students and school 
children 1,366 9.2 28,084 5.4 394,596 9.5 
Others** 8,722 59.0 148,008 28.3 586.492 14.2 
Total 14,774 100.0 523,057 100.0 4,136,695 100.0 
* In respect of the data on the entire populatiOn aged fifteen years and over, the socio-eco
nomic position of persons who were not part of the economically active population has been 
classified according to the reference person in the municipality of reference. 
** The category of "others" contains the unemployed, those employed persons whose profes
sion is unknown, and those persons whose socio-economic status is unknown. 

The majority (68 %) of drug offenders who are part of the economically 
active population work in the private sector. 20 % work for a municipal
ity and 8 %work for the State. 

Table 9 shows the socio-economic position also of persons con
victed of offences other than drug offences, and of the entire population 
aged fifteen and over. It is difficult to compare the groups since in 
particular among the drug offenders there was a considerable number of 
persons (59 %) for whom no data are available on their socio-economic 
status or their profession. In addition, the differences mentioned above 
in the age and sex of these three categories further hamper comparisons. 

What were the typical professions of drug offenders in 1995? 
Table I 0 shows, by order of prevalence, the fifteen most common pro
fessions of drug offenders. 
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Table 10 The most common professions of persons convicted of drug offences 
between 1977 and 1996 according to the 1995 census, and their proportion 
(%) out of all persons convicted of drug offences (N= 16>952) 

N % Men (N) Women(N) 

Common labourers 1,013 6.0 989 24 
Machinists and machine repairers 414 2.4 409 5 
Lorry or tram drivers 387 2.3 379 8 
Stockroom workers 315 1.9 303 12 
Construction work assistants 292 1.7 292 -
Wood construction workers 272 1.6 272 -
Cleaning staff and managers of cleaning staff 215 1.3 95 120 
Sales clerks 200 1.2 120 80 
Chefs, cooks and kitchen staff 190 1.1 163 27 
Assistant office workers 186 1.1 so 136 
Painters, floor waxers and floor layers 181 1.1 175 6 
Welders and acetylene torch workers 174 1.0 173 -
Special social welfare workers 172 1.0 92 80 
Headwaiters and waiters 168 1.0 81 87 
Sheet metal workers 136 0.8 134 -

Table 11 The most common professions of persons convicted of other than drug 
offences between 1977 and 1996 according to the 1995 census, and their 
proportion out of all persons convicted of other than drug offences 
(N=60 1.744) 

N % Men (N) Women(N) 

Lorry and tram drivers 30,734 5.1 30,141 593 
Machinists and machine repairers 20,398 3.4 20,260 138 
Construction assistants 12,280 2.0 12,265 15 
Sales clerks 10,778 1.8 7,389 3,389 
Common labourers 10,272 1.7 9,888 384 
Construction work assistants 10,045 1.7 9,982 63 
Agricultural and forestry workers 8,350 1.4 7,615 735 
Electricians 6,800 1.1 6,761 39 
Welders and acetylene torch workers 6,704 1.1 6,664 40 
Sheet metal workers 6,684 1.1 6,663 21 
Stockroom workers 6,655 1.1 6,266 389 
Cleaning staff and managers of cleaning staff 6,517 1.1 1,320 5,197 
Painters, floor waxers and floor layers 5,686 0.9 5,581 105 
Construction equipment operators etc. 5,666 0.9 5,650 16 
Maintenance workers 5,638 0.9 5,392 246 

The most common professions among drug offenders involved physical 
work and a low education level. Common labourers6 was clearly the 

6 The category of common labourers includes those persons who carry out simple manual 
work and who cannot be classified in other professions. Examples which have been cited 
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most common category, and machinist and machine repairers was the 
second most common. The third most common category was drivers. 
The most common professions among female drug offenders were 
assistant office workers and cleaning. On the other hand, health care 
professions, which have traditionally been regarded in a way as the 
professional frame of reference in drug use (see for example 
Hakkarainen 1992) are scarcely represented among drug offenders. The 
1995 data included 17 physicians, 42 assistant nurses and medical 
orderlies, 32 mental health care nurses and 57 departmental nurses. 
However, drug use by persons in these professions does not very readily 
come to the attention of the control authorities. 

Table 11 provides data on the most common professions among 
persons convicted of offences other than drug offences. Even though 
there is a different order of prevalence, to a large extent it is the same 
professions that are represented. Among drug offenders, there are rela
tively many persons working as special social welfare workers and 
restaurant workers. These professions are not among the most common 
professions among those convicted of offences other than drug offences. 
It is somewhat surprising that drivers are quite well represented in both 
groups. However, it is true that lorry and tram drivers is a rather large 
profession among the entire population (3.4 % of the economically 
active population). Large professional groups in the entire economically 
active population also include sales clerks (3.8 %), assistant office 
workers (3.3 %) and machinists and machine repairers (3.0 %). 

5.2 Educational Background 

The census data provides information on the educational background of 
persons with a conviction. Table 12 shows the educational background 
of drug offenders and other offenders in accordance with the 1995 
census. 

are unskilled labourers, street sweepers, ditch diggers, sanitation workers and sewage 
workers. Construction work assistants are not included in this category. 
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Table 12 The educational level of persons convicted between 1977 and 1996 for a 
drug offences and of other offences, and of the entire population aged 15 
years an d 31D b 1995 over on ecem er 

Educational level Persons convicted Persons convicted o Ent ire population 15 
of drug offences other offences years or over 

N % N % N % 
No education beyond comprehen-
sive school, or no data on the 8,609 58.3 234,833 44.9 1,866,232 45 .0 
educational level 
Lower secondary level 3,945 26.7 171 ,081 32.7 954,561 23 .0 
Upper secondary level 1,751 11.9 76,180 14.6 812,526 19.6 
College level or higher 469 3.2 40,963 7.8 511 ,737 12.3 

Total 14,774 100.0 523 057 100.0 4..145 ,056 99.9 

Drug offenders have a lower educational level than do persons convicted 
of other offences, and than do persons in the general population aged 
fifteen and above. Clearly more than one half of those who have been 
convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 1996, according to the 
1995 census, have had no education beyond comprehensive school. In 
the census data, "education" refers to any education given beyond com
prehensive school that lasts for 400 hours or more. Over one-fourth of 
the drug offenders had completed the lower secondary level. The lower 
secondary level had been completed by one-third of persons convicted 
of other than drug offences. Among persons convicted of an offence, any 
education beyond comprehensive school tended to be the lower second
ary level. Among the entire population, the upper secondary level and 
college level was clearly more common. It was very rare for a drug 
offender to have a college level education. 

Female drug offenders had a higher level of education than did 
male drug offenders. The difference is not as clear among persons 
convicted of other offences. 

The results clearly indicate that convicted persons have a low 
education, and drug offenders have an even lower education. In the 
criminological literature, educational failure has been noted to have a 
clear connection with both drug use and crime (see for example Krohn et 
al 1995). Concentrating on criminal activity and the use of intoxicants 
weakens the possibilities of gaining positive experiences in school and 
in vocational training. According to the social control theory, the educa
tional system strengthens the ties between the individual and society, 
and dropping out of the educational system increases the risk of crimi
nality and other asocial behaviour (Hirschi 1969; Thornberry 1985). In 
general, becoming disassociated with conventional institutions strength
ens connections with one's circle of acquaintances, and may further 
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deepen the development of a criminal career. At a later age, the absence 
of an education weakens vocational possibilities and may through this 
increase the tendency to commit offences (Krohn et al 1995). 

Naturally, the educational level depends on the age of the person 
in question. Young offenders have not had the time to obtain the educa
tionallevel to which they aspire. Table 13 shows the educational level of 
drug offenders in accordance with different censuses carried out at five
year intervals. For each age group, the data have been obtained from the 
census data when the persons in question were between the ages of 20 to 
25. 

Table 13 The educational level of persons convicted between 1977 and 1996 of a 
drug offence, between the ages of 20 and 25, according to different cen
suses(%) 

Educational level Year of birth and year of census 
-1949 1950-54 1955- 59 1960-64 1965-69 1970-74 
1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 

No education beyond comprehen-
sive school, or no data on the 70.2 66.7 58.4 52.9 63.8 70.4 
educational level 
Lower secondary level 17.9 22.0 26.7 31.6 25.0 16.1 
Upper secondary level 8.7 10.6 14.0 15.3 11.1 13 .1 
College level or higher 3.2 0.8 0.9 0.1 0.2 0.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
(N) 784 1.539 2 423 2;858 3,229 2,771 

Table 13 shows that the educational level of drug offenders between the 
ages of 20 to 25 years improved with each new age group, up to those 
born at the beginning of the 1960s. After this, there was a clear drop in 
the educational level. According to the 1995 census, of those born 
during the first half of the 1970s, as many as 70 % lacked any education 
beyond comprehensive school. 

The weakening in the educational level may suggest an increasing 
divide in society between the advantaged and the disadvantaged, and the 
increasingly poor chances or interest of youths in danger of 
marginalisation in entering a vocation. Demands on the job have become 
harder. After youths see that it is no longer realistic to pursue the values 
of the dominant culture, these are no longer considered to be ideals. The 
increasingly limited choices on the job market decrease interest in 
getting an education and adapting to traditional society (Cloward & 
Ohlin 1960). The points of interest and the contents of life are to be 
found elsewhere. For example the results of the study by Keinanen 
(1989) on the way of life of the regulars at a bar serving medium-
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strength beer show that hard drinking may have something to say about 
a conscious counterculture. Among the values of the counterculture, 
drinking is part of the "logic of dropping out". 

On the other hand, the drop in the level of education during the 
1990s may be due to young people getting an education later in life than 
what had been the case during preceding decades. There has been an 
increase in educational possibilities, and personal educational plans 
show increasing variety. 

Table 14 examines the field of education of drug offenders. It was 
more usual among drug offenders than among other groups that one's 
education was not continued after comprehensive school, or that no data 
were available on the field of education. 

Table 14 The field of education of persons convicted between 1977 and 1996 for a 
drug offences and of other offences, and of the entire population aged 15 
vears an d 31 D b 199 over, on ecem er 5 

Field of education Persons convicted Persons convicted Entire population 15 
of drug offences of other offences years or over 

N % N % N % 
Secondary school 783 5.3 19,693 3.8 256,097 6.2 
Humanities or aesthetics 227 1.5 4,407 0.8 69,010 1.7 
Teaching 54 0.4 4,098 0.8 83,440 2.0 
Commerce, office work, law, social 618 4.2 37,891 7.2 440,682 10.6 
sciences or the behavioural sciences 
Technology or the natural sciences 3,299 22.3 162,938 31.2 763,826 18.4 
Traffic 155 1.0 6,501 1.2 19,632 0.5 
Social welfare and health 290 2.0 12,243 2.3 257,109 6.2 
Agricul ture or fores try 182 1.2 17,062 3.3 127,007 3.1 
Other specialised fields 556 3.8 23,358 4.5 261,465 6.3 
No post-comprehensive school educa- 8,610 58.3 234,866 44.9 1,866,788 45.0 
ti.on. or tlO data on field of education 
Total 14,774 100.0 523,057 100.0 4, 145 056 100.0 

There were relatively more persons who had completed secondary 
school among the entire population than there were among convicted 
offenders. A secondary school education was somewhat more common 
among drug offenders than among persons convicted of other offences. 
Persons convicted of drug offences and of other offences had relatively 
more seldom than persons in the population at large received an educa
tion in commerce, office work, law, the social sciences, the behavioural 
sciences, social welfare or health. A technological or natural science 
educational background was common among convicted offenders. 

The technological or natural science education received by con
victed offenders tended to correspond to the lower intermediate level. 
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The large majority - 67 % - of drug offenders who had completed the 
lower intermediate level had received an education specifically in one of 
these two fields. Of those drug offenders who had completed the upper 
intermediate level, a similar proportion - 20 % - had received a techno
logical or natural science education, or an education in commerce or 
office work. 

5.3 Income 

Table 15 provides data on the annual earnings of persons convicted of 
drug offences or of other offences. Over one half of the drug offenders 
had no earnings at all during 1995. Also in other respects, the level of 
income was low. The level of earnings of persons convicted of other 
than drug offences was higher than that of drug offenders. 

Table IS The annual earnings of persons convicted between 1977 and 1996 of a 
drup_ offences tm d f h fli o ot er o ences. in accordance with the I 995 census 

Annual earnings, Persons convicted of drug Persons convicted of other 
in Finnish marks offences offences 

N % N % 
0 Finnmarks 9,572 58.7 264,74I 48.9 
I- 5 000 1,204 7.4 30,370 5.6 

5 001-10 000 722 4.4 I5,285 2.8 
10 001 -20 000 925 5.7 22,953 4.2 
20 OOI- 30 000 630 3.9 I9,626 3.6 
30 OOI -40 000 448 2.7 17,225 3.2 
40 OOI- 60 000 573 3.5 25,054 4.6 
60 001 -80 000 1,021 6.3 11,695 2.2 
80 001 - 100 000 I90 1.2 32,496 6.0 

I 00 001 - 150 000 887 5.4 83,034 15.3 
150 OOI- I33 0.8 18,736 3.5 
Total 16,305 100.0 541,2I5 100.0 

Studies conducted in the United States have shown that the higher the 
level of skill and earnings connected with a job, the fewer offences are 
committed, and in pa1ticular violent offences are rare. According to the 
studies, getting a job in itself does not necessarily interrupt a criminal 
career. However, after one has built ties to one's work, there is a clear 
drop in the number of offences committed (Petersilia 1980). It is true 
that the research results only relate to crime that has come to the atten-



47 

tion of the authorities, and so for example the results do not take into 
account violence in an intimate relationship. 

The low educational level, low employment level and modest 
level of income of drug offenders are reflections of the difficulties that 
those in this group have in developing ties to society. The development 
towards marginalisation is evident in a tendency to seek out, to some 
extent, criminal or intoxicant-focused subcultures, which can in tum 
increase the risk of being subjected to the control of the criminal justice 
system. This, in tum, may deepen the difficulties in controlling one's 
life. Often, the material and psychosocial elements involved in control
ling one's life are closely intertwined. In the Helsinki metropolitan area 
in Finland, the situation is worsened by the difficulties that drug users 
have in finding housing. The municipal housing services have not been 
able to meet the special needs of problem users, and in part this group 
has been neglected by such services. This problem, which used to be 
hidden, has surfaced for example in connection with the operation of the 
Kalkkers all-night cafe (Laapio 2000). 



VI SUMMARY 

The present study is based on data from court statistics on persons 
convicted of drug offences or other offences and on demographic data. 
One evident problem with court statistics is their selectivity, a problem 
that is associated also with police data on reported offences. When we 
examine such statistical data, we must carefully consider the way in 
which the study data was put together: acts that have been defined as 
criminal by the law and that have been treated as such in criminal 
procedure are entered into the various registers as offences. Thus, the 
launching of legal proceedings assumes an act that is defined as a crime 
and that has come to the attention of the authorities. This is followed by 
a pre-trial investigation, the transfer of the file to the prosecutor and, if 
charges are filed, the consideration of the case in court. 

What is involved here is above all statistical data produced by the 
criminal justice system. The number of offences that come to the atten
tion of the authorities is strongly affected by the orientation of the crimi
nal justice system and how criminal justice measures are directed. The 
control exercised by the criminal justice system is unavoidably directed 
more at certain acts and groups of offenders than at others. The risk of 
being apprehended, prosecuted and convicted of an offence varies 
among offenders. Persons who have been labelled as criminal and as 
drug users are more apt to be identified and apprehended by the criminal 
justice system. In this way, criminal convictions tend to accumulate 
within a relatively small group. Indeed, Kiiiiriainen (1998) has used the 
more exact concept of punishment career instead of criminal career. 

Dealing with and using drugs is to a very wide extent hidden 
crime. By far most drug use occurs in circumstances where the authori
ties cannot have any way of knowing what is going on. Ending up in 
registers maintained by the criminal justice authorities is in part a matter 
of chance. In part it is also something over which the criminal justice 
authorities can exercise control. They can select who is subjected to 
control and who is taken to court. It is obvious that poorly adjusted 
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persons who use drugs in a visible manner have a greater risk of being 
subjected to the control of the police than do other persons. Similarly, 
persons who have previously been suspected or convicted are subjected 
to unusually stringent control. The large share of drug crime that comes 
to the attention of the police are so-called drug use offences. According 
to data collected by the National Bureau of Investigation, 65 percent of 
drug crime in Finland involves the use, possession and purchase of drugs 
(Kinnunen 2000). The bulk of drug users finance their drug use by 
means other than crime. 

The study data allows only a partial picture of the phenomena 
being examined - the criminal career and socio-economic of persons 
convicted of drug offences. The qualitative description of the phenom
ena must necessarily remain incomplete. For example, the study data 
does not show what types of drugs have been involved in the offences 
for which the persons have been charged and convicted. The data do not 
allow us to draw any conclusions on how persons convicted of drug 
offences had been involved in drugs: were they users or traffickers, or 
possibly both. It has been suggested that the link between drugs and 
crime is particularly strong for those who are hard-core users of opiates 
and amphetamines. In comparison, it has been suggested that the use of 
cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy has less of a link with crime. One view 
(EMCDDA) is that the relationship the user has with drugs is more 
important that the type of drug. Accordingly, we can speak of the recre
ational use and the habitual use of drugs. The habitual use of expensive 
and dependency-inducing drugs (in particular heroin) is more commonly 
associated with crime than is the recreational use of drugs that are less 
inclined to induce dependency. 

In the study, the development of the criminal career of the age 
group that can be followed for the longest time on the basis of the data, 
those born in 1962. By the end of 1996, 21 % of those in this age cohort 
(3 5 % of the men and 7 % of the women) had been convicted of an 
offence. At the time, those in the age group were 34 years old. Most 
convictions had been for theft offences, followed in order of prevalence 
by drunken driving, assault offences and traffic offences. 

By the end of 1996, somewhat less than one percent of the 1962 
birth cohort had been convicted of a drug offence. The statistical data 
clearly show that the drug offenders had been convicted of a large 
number of other offences, especially theft offences, the hiding of stolen 
property and the unauthorised use of motor vehicles. The criminal career 
of drug offenders tends to begin at a rather young age. The majority had 
been convicted for the first time when they were 15 or 16 years old, in 
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other words immediately after reaching the age of criminal responsibil
ity. In particular the number of drug offenders with convictions also for 
theft offences was high, which suggests that theft offences tend to be 
begun already clearly before reaching the age of criminal responsibility. 

For one-fourth of the drug offenders, a drug offence was the first 
offence of which they had been convicted. However, so many theft 
offences had been committed by the age of 15 years that, when mea
sured by the number of offences, it would appear that the criminal career 
of drug offenders clearly begins with thefts. Quantitatively, many drug 
offences are not committed until after the offender reaches the age of 20 
years, at which time there is already a drop in the number of theft of
fences. In general, the criminal activity decreases along with an increase 
in age (see for example Kaariainen 1994). 

In the group under examination, it would appear that the level of 
theft offences and drug offences remains quite high. A comparison of 
the criminal career of drug offenders with that of the criminal career of 
offenders with no convictions for drug offences suggests that the crimi
nal activity among drug offenders remains high for a longer period. This, 
in turn, may suggest that drug use tends to maintain the level of criminal 
activity. On the other hand, the high criminal activity of drug offenders 
may possibly be explained by their lack of ties to society. The use of 
drugs is part of the subculture of persons who commit a great number of 
offences, and this group is subjected to strong social control. 

In the study, the life situation of persons convicted of drug of
fences between 1977 and 1996 was examined on the basis of the situa
tion in one year, 1995. At that time, the average age of the group being 
examined was 30 years. Only about one fifth of the drug offenders were 
part of the economically active population in 1995. 43% of the persons 
in his group reported that they were unemployed in the full sense of the 
word, while 28 % were classified as otherwise economically inactive. 
This distribution is clearly different from that of persons convicted of 
other offences, of whom 43 % were economically active and 22 % were 
unemployed. 

The majority of drug offenders who were economically active 
were employees. 2% were entrepreneurs and employers and 3 %were 
managerial employees. 12% were employees. 

The most common occupations among drug offenders were 
manual labourers in different fields, machinists and machine repairers, 
drivers, and various occupations related to construction. Also the service 
industry, such as sales persons and social welfare work, were relatively 
common. Drug offenders tended to have a poor educational level, and 
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their educational level was lower than that of persons convicted of other 
offences. 

The connection between drug crime and property crime is a social 
reality. There is no simple answer to this problem. Drug-related crime is 
of increasing concern to members of the public, and indeed is feared to 
be one of the greatest security problems of our time. Fear is expressed 
not only about ordinary street crime but also about the nexus between 
drugs and international organised crime. At least so far, this nexus has 
been a thin one in Finland. 

Even though the connection between drugs and crime is apparent, 
there is no justification for speaking about a simple causal relationship. 
The use of drugs is a complex phenomenon and cannot be simplified in 
this way. In addition, there is the danger that if too much emphasis is 
placed on the relationship between drugs and crime, this would justify 
subjecting drug users to unnecessarily strong criminal justice control, in 
the name of crime prevention and general safety. In so doing, insuffi
cient weight would be given in political decision-making to the develop
ment of treatment and support measures. 

The present study has clearly strengthened the view that the 
criminal justice system is focused on persons in a poor socio-economic 
position. Even though Finnish drug policy has become more pragmatic 
than before (at least as shown by the increasing diversity of the system 
of treatment), persons with drug problems encounter the control authori
ties more often than drug treatment professionals. In addition, the activ
ity of the authorities is hampered by their sectoral approach. Finland's 
national anti-drug strategy emphasises co-operation between different 
administrative sectors in decreasing the supply of and demand for drugs 
and in promoting the work of civic organisations (Huumausainestrategia 
1997; Valtioneuvoston ... 1999; Nuorten ... 2000; Valtioneuvoston ... 
2000). In practice, the system of control works in accordance with its 
own logic, and it is rare for the support provided by social welfare and 
health to be connected with, for example, police activity. Indeed, "treat
ment pessimism" prevails among the police and the prison administra
tion, who see very little impact by support measures on the life of drug 
users (Kinnunen 2001). Practical drug policy continues to be based 
excessively on moral arguments and repression. Extensive attitudinal 
change is needed in the activity of the authorities in order to improve 
practical co-operation that will break the cycle of drugs and crime. 
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APPENDIXES 

Appendix table 1 Offences committed by persons born in 1962, five-year periods 
from 1977to 1996(N=L6,951) 

Type of offence Number of offences, 
by year of the court decision 

Total 1977- 1982- 1987- 1992-
1977- 96 81 86 91 96 

Drug offences 1,265 52 398 29S 5H 
Violent offences 
Homicide 102 1C 27 33 3~ 

Assault offences 8,039 1,951 2,682 1,966 1,44( 
Negligent causing of death or injury 1,631 36€ 725 43C llC 

Rape 80 18 31 14 I~ 

Property offences 
Robbery offences 855 372 23S 12S 11 
Theft offences 20,35/ 8,555 5,622 3,598 2,58~ 

Unauthorised use 3,52f 1,583 891 621 431 
Fraud and embezzlement 4,19~ 25S 1,046 1,281 1,61 ~ 
Hiding of stolen property 2,62f 844 771 463 54~ 

Document forgery 1,825 38t 458 472 51 
Tax, subsidy and business-related offences 411 41 61 121 m 
and offences by debtors 
Damage to .property 3,704 1,133 1,048 874 64~ 

Resisting an official and related offences 1,450 27~ 525 402 24 
Drunken driving 10,860 1,731 3,173 3,327 2,625 
Other Criminal Code offences 7,380 2,28 2,116 1,645 1,33 
Other offences 
Alcohol offences 1,384 68( 381 141 17t 
Traffic offences 8,023 1,47~ 2,302 1,68S 2,55~ 

Anyother offences 3,073 524 936 714 89S 
ALL OFFENCES 80,793 22,550 23.43 1 18,225 16 58t 
NB. The data shown in the five-year columns refer to offences committed by a person 
who has been convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 1996, and not by 
persons convicted of such an offence during the five-year period in question. 
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Appendix table 2 Offences committed by persons born in 1962 and who have been 
sentenced at least once for a drug offence, five-year periods 
from 1977 to 1996 (N=63 I) 

Type of offence Number of offences, 
by ear of the court decision 

Total 1977- 1982- 1987- 1992-
1977- 96 81 86 91 96 

Drug offences 1,265 52 398 29~ 5H 
Violent offences 
Homicide 21 2 8 8 ( 

Assault 992 248 272 23~ 23 
Negligent causing of death or injury 36 5 IE lC 

Rape 12 4 ~ I 
Property offences 

Robbery offences 255 8~ 72 57 3~ 

Theft offences 4,639 1,375 1,241 1,073 95( 
Unauthorised use 893 332 170 16C 231 
Fraud or embezzlement 799 55 17C 235 33' 
Hiding of stolen property 555 112 137 lOt 20( 
Document forgery 490 64 llt 14C 17( 
Tax, subsidy and business-related 13 3 E L 

offences and offences by debtors 
Damage to property 673 131 174 16~ 201 

Resisting an official and related offences 238 36 93 72 3 
Drunken driving 926 123 218 341 24£ 
Other Criminal Code offences 1,120 354 29C 245 231 
Other offences 

Alcohol offences 190 93 55 1~ 2':1 
Traffic offences 884 123 175 173 41 
Any other offences 564 70 97 128 26q 

ALL OFFENCES 14.571 3.26'7 3.712 3,478 4,114 
NB. The data shown m the five-year columns refer to offences cormmtted by a person 
who has been convicted of a drug offence between 1977 and 1996, and not by 
persons convicted of such an offence during the five-year period in question. 
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