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The Criminality of the Mentally Il
A Dangerous Misconception

Linda A. Teplin, Ph.D.

A longstanding controversy is the relative
dangerousness and criminality of the mentally ill.
The author presents observational data from 1,072

olice-citizen encounters in an urban area. The data
show that persons exhibiting signs of serious mental
disorder were not suspected of serious crimes at a
rate disproportionate to their numbers in the
population. The patterns of crime for mentally
disordered persons and for non-mentally-disordered

ersons were substantially similar. These data help
dispel the ntyth that the mentally ill constitute a
dangerons group prone to violent crime.

(Am ] DPsychiatry 142:593-599, 1985)

n recent years there has been a substantial increase
Iin the number of mentally disordered persons resid-
ing in the community (1). This increase is a result of a
aumber of complex factors including deinstitu-
tionalization, more restrictive laws regarding commit-
ment, and fiscal reductions in mental health programs
(2). Unfortunately, the successful reentry of the men-
tally disordered person into the community may be
hampered by the longstanding stereotype of the men-
cally ill individual as being dangerous (3-10).

A crucial issue is whether the stercotype of the
mentally ill as dangerous and, therefore, more prone to
commit crime is warranted. One way to verify this
stereotype empirically is to observe police-citizen en-
counters (both police-initiated contact and citizen re-
quests for service) and tabulate the relative frequency
and types of crimes committed by persons exhibiting
signs of serious mental disorder with that of non-
mentally-disordered individuals. This report, based on
quantified data from an observational study of 1,072

Received Dec. 12, 1983; revised Aug. 16, 1984; accepted Sept. 19,
1984, From the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Science,
Northwestern University Medical School and Northwestern Memo-
tial Hospital, Chicago. Address reprint requests to Dr. Teplin, 215
East Chicago Ave., Suite 706708, Chicago, IL 60611.

Supported in part by NIMH grant MH-32234 and National
Institute of Justice grant 1-0330-1-TL-1].

The author thanks Stuart Michaels for assistance with the data
analysis, Thomas Lalley for his advice and support, Henry J.
Steadman for his comments on an earlier draft of this paper, and the
officers of the police department surveyed for their cooperation.

Copyright € 1985 American Psychiatric Association.

police-citizen encounters, presents the results of such
an investigation and, in so doing, provides needed data
on the relative criminality of the mentally ill.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

With relatively few exceptions, the bulk of research
in this area has attempted to verify the relative danger-
ousness of the psychiatric patient by comparing the
arrest rates of former mental patients with those of the
general population. Early investigations found arrest
rates among former mental patients to be either lower
than or equivalent to those in the general population
(11=14). In contrast, most of the later investigations
(15-21) found a higher arrest rate among formerly
hospitalized persons than in the general population.

Steadman et al. (20, 21) offer an intriguing explana-
tion for this apparent inconsistency over time. They
found that the number of mental patients with prior
arrests has increased substantially over the years and
posited that the apparently higher arrest rate among
former mental patients is a result of a marked change
in the clientele of state hospitals (20). They pursued
this line of investigation by comparing the rearrest
rates of patients with and without criminal records
(21). The results were striking: those patients without
arrest records (approximately three-quarters of their
sample) were arrested infrequently, i.e., at virtually the
same rate as the general population. In contrast,
patients who had multiple arrests before their psychi-
atric hospitalization were more likely to be rearrested
after their hospital discharge. They concluded that it
was not prior criminality per se that resulted in mental
patients’ being arrested more often than nonmental
patients but the increased numbers of patients with
criminal records entering psychiatric facilities. The
lack of relationship between prior hospitalization and
subsequent arrest was replicated in another investiga-
tion using an offender population (22). In that study,
Steadman and Ribner found no relationship between
the existence of a prior mental hospitalization and
subsequent arrests made within 18 months after the
offenders were released. To date, the only study finding
higher arrest rates among former mental patients with
no prior arrest record is an investigation conducted in
California by Sosowsky (23). Although he reported
arrest rates for former mental patients that were more
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