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abortive first attempt. The effect was to nar-
row the gap between them. Instead of 100%
versus 0%, over the first five years 88% of
the treatment sample were in the programme
compared to 21% of controls. On return to
court half the controls received sentences
which restricted their freedom to commit
crimes and use drugs. Before the interview
they had a year and a half longer for ‘natural’
recovery to occur.

Two main questions were asked of civil
commitment. First, did it suppress drug use
and crime during the seven years of super-
vision? Second, did the suppression out-
last supervision? Answers were supplied by
comparing the parolees’ behaviour after
entering the programme with their behav-
iour before entering it. Again a high hurdle
was set for the initiative, as this baseline
period dated from when they first started
to use narcotics, taking in years when both
drug use and crime had yet to escalate to
the levels which led to commitment.

Any similar changes among the controls
were subtracted from those of the treatment
group, taking account of the fact that not
all the improvements were due to commit-
ment. Even after fleeting contact, controls
too cut their drug use and crime. The final
figure provided a measure of the benefits con-

ferred by commitment over and above the normal
criminal process. With these hurdles to sur-
mount, if commitment still proved benefi-
cial this could be considered both a robust
finding and a minimal estimate of its worth.

Significant cuts in drug use and crime
The relevant findings relate to periods
when the samples were not detained and
were free to commit crimes and use drugs.
Broadly, compulsory residential treatment
was followed by immediate falls in drug
use and crime which subsequent supervi-
sion helped to maintain.

Just before commitment both groups
spent three-quarters of their time in daily
narcotic use. Following residential treat-
ment this fell to less than a quarter. At the
same time controls were spending half their
time in daily drug use. For non-drug crime
results were similar – both groups spend-
ing half their time in crime before admis-
sion, falling to under a quarter for treated
addicts but barely dropping at all among
the controls Results from comparison 1.

On both measures controls gradually
improved. Nevertheless, throughout the
supervised phase (first seven years) the
committed addicts maintained their advan-
tage. Relative to controls, they spent 15%
less time in daily narcotic use and 12% less
offending, committed a third fewer crimes,
gained a third less from those crimes, and
were more likely to be employed – all sta-
tistically significant findings. Imprisonment
was also 70% more common among the
controls. Fewer officially recorded non-
drug arrests (and a similar trend in drug
arrests) confirmed the self-reports.

Mistakes and
cutbacks created
two rare chances

to compare
intensive

treatment of drug
dependent

offenders against
the alternatives.

Control group

292 patients admitted in 1962
and 1963 but released due to
administrative errors before
completing the residential
phase. Most spent little time in
treatment and went through the
normal criminal process.

Treatment group

289 patients diverted from
the criminal process into the
California Civil Addict
Program in 1964. They
received addiction treatment
and parole supervision as
intended.

Control group

282 patients admitted in 1970
when the treatment period had
been cut and the supervision
regimen relaxed, entailing a
greatly reduced resort to
residential care.

Measure

Answer

Improvements in drug use and crime after treatment
under the earlier regimen compared to similar
improvements under the later regimen.

Yes, but the advantages of the earlier regime disap-
peared when methadone maintenance became available.

Key question
Did the cuts in treatment and supervision result in worse
outcomes?

Measure

Answer

Improvements in drug use and crime after treatment
compared to similar improvements in the control group.

Yes, but the extra benefits from treatment fade when
supervision is withdrawn.

Key question
Does diverting drug dependent offenders into treatment
and supervision lead to less drug use and crime than
allowing the criminal justice process to run its course?

Comparison 2Comparison 1

The study’s design

Treatment and testing
sentences for drug offenders are

bringing Britain ever closer to the
model tested in California

Comparison  1  Did it work?
The first stroke of good fortune provided as
perfect a control group as one could hope for
without artificial allocation. It meant the re-
searchers were able to compare addicts who
had been through the programme with oth-
ers who should have gone through it, but
who had escaped on a technicality.

In its first two years 2423 people were
committed. Wholesale administrative errors
allowed nearly half to overturn the order –
a disaster for the authorities, a godsend for
researchers. 292 addicts admitted in 1962
and 1963 but released before completing
the residential phase formed the control
group. Most had spent little time in treat-
ment and the mistakes which led to their
release were (from the study’s point of
view) random. This meant they were very
similar to the treatment group – 289 pa-
tients admitted in 1964 who had been proc-
essed as intended. Remaining differences
were minimised by matching the samples.

The result was two groups of addicts es-
sentially the same except that most of one
had been subject to normal criminal sanc-
tions whilst most of the other had been di-
verted into treatment and supervision. The
study’s power and lasting relevance derives
from this serendipitous provision of ran-
domly selected controls10 without having
to compromise real-world relevance by in-
terfering with normal procedures.

The main methodological glitches
would have made it harder for commitment
to show its worth, setting it a particularly
stringent test. Many of the treatment sam-
ple left commitment early while some con-
trols were re-committed following the
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The crucial gaps,
but they did narrow
over time and when
methadone
maintenance helped
controls to curb their
drug use.

After supervision had ended the treated
group were still doing better than controls,
but the differences were smaller and most
were not statistically significant. Significant
results included 20% less time under legal
supervision, a quarter less income from
crime, and 10% more time living in the
community without using narcotics daily.
Drug use was no longer significantly re-
duced and urinalyses at the time of the in-
terview showed that 45% of both groups
had recently used heroin. It wasn’t that once
free of supervision the committed addicts
had reverted to their old ways, more that
those who had escaped commitment got
better, a trend which had much to do with
the advent of methadone maintenance.

The researchers’ conclusions seem fair:
“the Civil Addict Program clearly reduces
narcotic drug use and associated behaviour
... during the commitment phase [and] to
a lesser extent ... subsequent to discharge.”
To this we need only add an important
rider: ... relative to the criminal procedures and
voluntary treatment options available at the time.

The long view
Remarkably, the two 1960s samples were
re-interviewed in 1985-86, up to 24 years
after being ordered into civil commitment11

and on average nearing their fiftieth birth-
days. For the group as a whole little had
changed over the 11 years since their last
interview – except, that is, for a disturb-
ingly high death rate. 28% had died, nearly
1 in 8 every ten years; a third of the deaths
were overdoses. Continued narcotic use
was clearly a factor. Under a quarter were
abstinent from narcotics or legal substitutes
without being forced to be so by virtue of
prison or death. In urinalyses about a quar-
ter of the sample tested positive or refused
the test, only 5% less than 11 years before.

After their civil commitment little more
seems to have happened to enable those
who continued to use drugs to change their
ways. In any given year less than 1 in 10 of
the samples accessed treatment. However,
they were well into their 30s before metha-
done maintenance became available. Ad-
dicts in the 1950s may also have been a
particularly deviant group compared to
those who adopted this lifestyle when it had
become less rare; later cohorts might have
presented a more encouraging picture. That
argument would also caution against as-
suming similar outcomes in the UK, as
would the make-up of the samples (mainly
of Mexican origin) and differences between
the UK and the USA in health provision
and drug treatment.

Comparison  2  How did it work?
Another serendipitous procedural change
permitted a second comparison – not to as-
sess whether the programme worked, but
how. The 1964 treatment group was this

time compared to another treatment group,
one admitted in 1970. In between the treat-
ment period had been cut and the supervi-
sion regimen relaxed so that lapses did not
automatically entail a return to the thera-
peutic community California’s programme
p. 24. Did this lead to worse outcomes?

This time it was more difficult to match
the samples. By 1970 polydrug use had be-
come more common and few people were
committed unless convicted of a serious
offence. The 1970 sample was in some ways
less promising: they were more criminal yet
had spent less time under parole supervi-
sion. However, they were similar enough
for it to be possible to link outcomes to
changes in treatment and supervision.
Some of these changes were down to the
commitment programme, but one was not:
the advent of methadone maintenance,
which about a quarter of the patients12 en-
tered during their commitment period.

Compared to the pre-commitment
years, drops in time spent in narcotic use
or crime were much steeper after the longer
rehabilitation period enforced on the ear-
lier sample. At first the stricter supervision
they moved on to also seemed to work bet-
ter than the more relaxed regimen. It might
have worked even better had it been not
quite so severe with minor violators, whose
recovery was interfered with rather than ac-
celerated by a return to eight or more
months of rehabilitation.

But the stricter regimen’s advantage was
short-lived. When at the start of the 1970s
methadone maintenance came on stream,
the later admissions improved to at least
the level of the earlier sample. This volun-
tary treatment option appears to have com-
pensated for the less intensive commitment
regimen of the 1970s.13

Whether adding drug testing to parole
supervision created extra benefits was ad-
dressed by pooling the two 1960s samples
and comparing the behaviour of people
under different kinds of supervision. The
testing regimen of the civil commitment pro-
gramme was associated with the lowest time
spent in crime or drug use and a better
employment record, but other forms of
supervision and testing did almost as well.
Both were considerably better than super-
vision without testing, during which time
spent in crime and drug use and average
income from crime were roughly double.

California’s legacy
The lasting significance of the California
Civil Addict Program study is apparent on
two fronts: what it tells us about coerced
treatment, and what it tells about how to
research treatment.

Legal supervision supports treatment
In a recent account of his centre’s contri-
bution to drug research and policy, Doug-
las Anglin elevated the civil commitment
study to a starring role.14 Since the early
reports, more sophisticated analyses have
fine-tuned but have not overturned the
early conclusions.

Most fundamentally, the analyses estab-
lished that addiction and crime co-varied.
Either side of periods of addiction, low lev-
els of subsistence crime help fund “basic
necessities”; during addicted periods, “the
need to purchase narcotics primarily moti-
vates the high volume of income-generat-
ing criminality”. It is as if, for the addict,
drugs become another of life’s necessities,
with a vastly inflated price tag due to their
illegality. In turn, the need for income
escalates to a degree which most can only

After release from
residential rehabilitation,
treated addicts spent far
less time than controls using
narcotics and committing
crimes.

Results from comparison  1
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