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- Dangerous
conclusions
on crime

Are the mentally ill more likely
to be violent than other people?

., ~ tion: police are re-
* luctant to atrest
L @;;d’,t]\e courts to

arlier this month, Vir-
ginia Bottomley, the
health secretary, an-
nounced an urgent review of
the policy of community care
for the mentally Mompted
commit-

ted by schizophrenics.
Although she went to great
pains to avoid sensationalism,
Mrs Bottomley must have
been aware that in making her
statement she was contribut-
ing to a public perception of
the mentally ill as unpredict-
able, dangerous and violent.
When I and a colleague asked
Gallup to carry out a brief
public opinion survey of atti-
tudes to mental illness, one-
third of the sample endorsed
the statement that the mental-
1y ill were likely to be violent,
and murderers-insane.

spite this
type, there has a consen-

. sus among criminologists that

those with mental illriess are

;. no more criminal than the rest

of us. Some have even argued
that mental illness is associat-
ed with a decrease in crim-

: establis;ing
er this 15 in-

- prosecute  those «

. with.mental illness. Although
humanitarian, this means that

- criminal statistics may under-

. estimate the contribution of

. those with mental illness. On

" ... the other hand, crimes com-

;1 mitted by the mientally ill are
imore likely to be solved, since
S are . ore

- . of women gen

ase. fo

.. pecple with schizophren
:»no more likely to

have a
i cord than the rest

of the population. Women
. with schizophrenia seem to be
- at greater risk, but the number

. inal records remains small.
.. Men with schizophrenia were
twice as likely to be convicted

_ of a violent crime.

If there is an increase in
crimes committed by the men-
tally ill, what are the reasons?
The mentally ill are not im-
mune from factors that deter-
miné criminality in the rest of

. the population, such as pover-

~ ty, poor schooling, violent

- parents, broken es,
and alcohol. In fact,
many of these factors are
associated with later mental
illness,” so the increase in
violent crime among the men-
tally ill may be
quence of an excess of one or
more of these factors. But this
is not the whole story.
Although much anti-social
. behaviour is governed by the
. same factors that operate in
- those free of mental disorder,
at least some offences ap)
to be the direct result of the
experience of mental illness.
The recent crimes that have
attracted so much publicity
seem to be either motiveless,
or to be the direct result of
delusions or hallucinati

stereo- -

fed -at - the

e Conse-

phrenics is far more common
in those who are acutely ill. A
study of men .a

offenders remanded in-custo-
dy in Brixton prison, found.
that the vast majority of of-
fences carried out by those
judged to be schizophrenic
were committed when the
subject was actively psychotic.
In ‘addition, the longer the
person had been ill, the great-
er the risk of delusional
violence. .

These studies have ques-
tioned the consensus that the
mentally ill are not dangerous,
and have suggested that the
risk of violence is increased, at
least in a subgroup of those
with schizophrenia. Yet the
authors who have reached
these conclusions have also
been careful to place them in
context. .

First, the typical schizo-
phrenic remanded in custody
is rarely accused of serious
offences, but ~of minor
assaults, criminal damage
rather sad thefts such as
stealing milk from doorsteps.
Second, even if the risk. of
violence  associated  with
schizophrenia is i
schizophrenics
make very little
impression on the
crime rate. An
American  study
was able to show
thatif schizophre-
nia were eradicat-
ed, the amount of
violent behaviour
_in the commuinity
would decrease

are not psychotic, and the
ie:eral public has little to fear

m the mentally ill. But Littl¢
does not mean nothing.

‘What should be done? At the
moment, it is not possible tc
say :that the policy o
deinstitutionalisation has lec

among those with schizophre
nia had increased betweer
1964 and 1990. However, thi
was no greater than the gver
all increase'in crime that ha
taken place during the sam
period, and deinstitutionalis
ation could not be blamed.
erious crimes committe

Sgiz

usual, but attract unfair notc
riety. Nevertheless, somethin
beneficial may yet result:
The - on  ment:
illness and ‘crime contain
contradictions, but not in on

" area. The majority of seriou
- offences committed by thos

with schizophrenia occur i
those who have drifted out ¢
_medical care or supervisior
There is no fundament:
objection to such supervisio
being given in the communit
and hence no reason to suspe
that community care per se
to blame for the tragedie
However, an inadequatel
funded system of communi
care may be associated with
dangerously low level of s
pervision. Mrs Bottomley’s r
view should consider not on
the policy, but the resourc

devoted to it.
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