
490    Introduction to Criminology

Sarah Messer and her colleagues applied the life course theory to drug courts. Specifically, 
they maintained that drug courts could be considered a turning point for an offender. 
They interviewed former drug court participants. During these interviews, the partici-
pants discussed how drug court helped them with various aspects of their lives such as 
self-esteem, general educational development, and relationships with family. Overall, 
recidivism rates for these participants were lower when compared to similarly situated 
offenders not participating in drug court.159

Maintenance and Decriminalization
A maintenance policy advocates for the accessibility of drugs through governmental reg-
ulation, such as distribution and legal age of use. A decriminalization policy supports the 
end of using criminal sanctions to address individual drug use. Often, this policy is advo-
cated for marijuana possession.160 Table 16.3 outlines three models of drug maintenance/
decriminalization.

The pros for a maintenance/decriminalization policy are as follows:

•	 The resources that have been allocated for law enforcement efforts could be 
shifted to other areas of crime control, as well as treatment and education.

•	 Due to the low cost of psychoactive substances, there would be a reduction in 
secondary crime (i.e., crimes committed to support an expensive drug habit).

•	 Criminal organizations would no longer remain viable if they continued in drug 
trafficking.

•	 The aggressive marketing strategies of traffickers would no longer be operative.

•	 Individuals dependent on psychoactive substances could lead more productive 
lives; abusers would have an opportunity to become contributing members of 
society.

•	 Individuals using heroin intravenously would not be at risk for getting AIDS or 
hepatitis, because each user would have his or her own hypodermic kit.

•	 Decriminalization would enable use of social controls that inhibit antisocial, 
although legal, behavior. For example, various social controls attempt to influ-
ence the behavior of smokers and drunk drivers.161

1.	 Dangerous drugs can be dispensed only through government-controlled clinics or specially licensed 
medical personnel and only for short-term treatment purposes; unauthorized sale or possession entails 
criminal penalties. Long-term maintenance is limited to the use of methadone. This is basically the 
approach currently used in England.

2.	 Dangerous drugs can be prescribed by an authorized medical practitioner for treatment or maintenance; 
criminal penalties are imposed for sale or possession outside medical auspices. This is the old British 
system.

3.	 Dangerous drugs can be sold and used as tobacco and alcohol products are; that is, nonprescription 
use by adults is permitted. This was the case in the United States before the Harrison Act.

Source: Abadinsky, H. (2004). Drug abuse: An introduction (5th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Thomson 
Learning, p. 369 (table only).

Three Models of Drug Maintenance/Decriminalization
TABLE 16.3

maintenance: 
advocates for the 
accessibility of drugs 
through governmental 
regulation, such as 
distribution and legal age 
of use.

decriminalization: a 
policy related to labeling 
theory, which proposes 
less harsh punishments 
for some minor offenses, 
such as the possession 
of small amounts of 
marijuana.


