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Abstract

Sonja Farak was a chemist for a state crime lab in Massachusetts. She was ar-
rested for tampering with evidence while abusing narcotics at work. Her ar-
rest led to the dismissal of thousands of drug cases in Massachusetts. Given
the account that Farak was a law-abiding citizen, it is questioned as to how an
educated person with a stable job would commit a crime of this magnitude.
Though Farak provided testimony of her behavior, no research has been
conducted on the explanation for her crime. To examine her behavior, data
from Farak’s Grand Jury testimony are analyzed using a qualitative content
document analysis. Examination of the data allows for the application of Co-
hen and Felson’s Routine Activity Theory, which provides a theoretical un-
derstanding of Farak’s evidence tampering and drug use. All three compo-
nents (motivated offender, suitable target, and absence of a capable guardian)
are presented. By doing so we get a better understanding as to how a
law-abiding citizen, while participating in everyday routine life, can commit
crime but remain undetected.
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1. Introduction

In January of 2013, Sonja Farak, a chemist at a state crime lab in Massachusetts,

was arrested for tampering with evidence related to criminal drug cases (Small,

2020). A year later, Farak pleaded guilty to tampering with drug evidence, theft

of a controlled substance, and drug possession (Long, 2021). She received a sen-

tence of 18 months with 5 years of probation and was released in 2015. Farak

tested over 25,000 drug samples while working for the Ambherst state lab (Grand

Jury, 2015), and her confession led to the dismissal of thousands of drug cases in
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the state of Massachusetts (Becker, 2020).

Given the account that Farak was a law-abiding citizen, it is questioned as to
how an educated person with a stable job would commit a crime of this magni-
tude. Though Farak provided testimony of her behavior, no research has been
conducted on the explanation for her crime. To examine her behavior, data from
Farak’s Grand Jury testimony are analyzed using a qualitative content document
analysis. Examination of the data allows for the application of Cohen and Fel-
son’s (1979) Routine Activity Theory, which provides a theoretical understand-
ing of Farak’s evidence tampering and drug use. By applying this theory to Fa-
rak’s behavior, an understanding as to how a law-abiding citizen, while partici-

pating in everyday routine life, can commit crime but remain undetected.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Routine Activity Theory

Cohen and Felson’s (1979) original Routine Activity Theory bridges three key
components that when converged, increase the likelihood of crime. Specifically,
for crime to occur, there needs to be a motivated offender who desires to com-
mit the crime at the exact time the crime may take place, a suitable target which
can be an object or a person, and the absence of a protector or guardian who can
stop the crime from occurring but does not have to be a police officer (Cohen &
Felson, 1979). These components converge through a spatial-temporal routine
(Cohen & Felson, 1979), meaning it needs to be the right time and place for the
crime to occur. Given the importance of the convergence, Felson and Cohen
(1980) argue these events are not random. These crimes occur due to the daily
social interactions and activities in which people engage in that may increase
one’s likelihood of victimization. Therefore, crime is a normal part of everyday
interactions.

In addition to the three basic components, Felson (1986) added handlers as a
potential deterrent of crime. A handler is associated with the motivated offender.
Specifically, the handler tries to prevent the motivated offender from commit-
ting crime. A handler can be a parent, a spouse, or even a probation officer. The
handler provides informal social control through emotional attachment or su-
pervision (Felson, 1986). Through being emotionally attached to the handler, the
motivated offender is less likely to commit a crime because they are concerned
by what the handler may think or fear of losing the relationship (Felson, 1986).
Further, if the handler is supervising the offender or is in close proximity to the
offender, their presence could physically stop a crime from occurring (Tillyer &
Eck, 2011).

Felson (1995) further added the concept of place managers who are tasked
with controlling a location. Their job is to control and maintain places. Place
managers may be a landlord of an apartment complex, a supervisor at a restau-
rant, or a manager at a bank. Like a suitable guardian, an effective place manager

may decrease the likelihood of criminal activity.
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Routine Activity Theory has been integrated with lifestyle-exposure theories
(McNeeley, 2015). Advocates of the Lifestyle-Routine Activity Theory posit that
a person’s routine activities will differentially increase or decrease the likelihood
of a criminal event (McNeeley, 2015). For instance, a person has a higher like-
lihood of victimization if they leave their house daily, drive through high crime
areas, or go to work in lower income neighborhoods. Further, Lifestyle-Routine
Activity Theory provides the backdrop for opportunity in the non-household
events outside of the home have higher likelihoods of crime (McNeeley, 2015;
see also Messner & Blau, 1987). For instance, going to a concert or a sporting
event provides increased opportunity for victimization compared to simply

staying home.

2.2. Application of Routine Activity Theory

Despite originally being dismissed because of its simplicity (Eck & Madensen,
2015), Routine Activity Theory is a widely used theory. One of the strongest ap-
plications of the theory is risky behavior and its association with increased vic-
timization (see Sampson & Lauristen, 1990; Kennedy & Forde, 1990). Sampson
and Lauristen (1990) found that regardless of major demographic correlates of
crime, both minor and violent deviant behavior (theft, violence, drinking) in-
crease the likelihood of personal victimization. Further, being in proximity to
violence, such as a violent neighborhood, increases the likelihood of victimiza-
tion (Sampson & Lauristen, 1990). Overall, scholars have concluded teens that
have more contact with other deviant kids, use alcohol or participate in other
deviant behaviors, and frequent high crime areas, have a higher chance of being
victimized than youth who engage in these lifestyle choices (Sampson & Lauris-
ten 1990; Kennedy & Forde, 1990; Lauritsen, Sampson, & Laub, 1991; Schreck &
Fisher, 2004; Wilcox, Tillyer, & Fisher, 2009).

Cohen and Felson (1979) argued that it is not just about motivation, targets,
and guardians. Crime increases as people engage in everyday situations that oc-
cur outside of the home (see also McNeeley, 2015). For example, Savard (2018)
illustrated that routine behaviors which take place in certain locations outside of
the home for women increase their likelihood of victimization. Specifically,
women have higher likelihoods of victimization if they frequent “transit” loca-
tions such as public garages and parking lots or use public transportation. These
specific locations, given the high frequency of people in one location, may foster
an environment prone for crime (Savard, 2018). Therefore, if women are likely
to leave their home and frequent a transit location during their daily routines,
they are more likely to be victimized.

Less studied, but extremely useful for this study, is applying Routine Activity
Theory to individual offending. Osgood and colleagues (1996) were pivotal in
moving the discourse towards the motivation of the offender and applying the
theory to individual offending. They examined the connection between un-

structured and unsupervised socialization with peers, and its association to de-
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viant behavior by reconceptualizing the idea of suitable targets to mean “a de-
viant act [that is] possible and rewarding” (639). In this regard, there is a lack of
capable guardians to supervise the unstructured behavior, there are no handlers
to intervene, and being in proximity with peers provides a reward to engage in
deviant behavior. Other scholars have found similar results and support the no-
tion that deviant offending is more likely when a person is unsupervised (see
Haynie & Osgood, 2005; Osgood & Anderson, 2004; Haynie, 2001; Wallace &
Bachman, 1991).

3. Significance of Research and Research Question

It is important to point out that Sonja Farak was considered a typical citizen as
she did not fit the stereotype of a drug offender (Long, 2021). Farak was well
educated, participated in sports, was married, owned a home, did not have a
criminal record, and held a respectable job (Long, 2021). Cohen and Felson’s
(1979) theory is applicable to this scenario, as they argue that crime and victimi-
zation occurs during everyday “legitimate activities” (605). Crime does not have
to occur in poor social conditions or neighborhoods. In fact, crime may increase
during times of economic prosperity as there is more opportunity for motivated
offenders (Felson & Cohen, 1980). In this regard, the application of Routine Ac-
tivity Theory to Sonja Farak helps us understand the research question, which is,
how could everyday citizens, while participating in everyday life, commit crime
but remain undetected? Though simple, understanding this research question
helps provide evidence that both victimization and offending can occur in envi-
ronments that are deemed safe and respectable. Crime does not only occur in
dark alleys or at nighttime. Crime, in fact, occurs in all locations. Further, un-
derstanding Farak’s motivation and ability to commit her crimes, helps to un-
derstand that those who commit crime are not necessarily “bad” people. Every-
day interactions and situations increase the opportunity for crime to occur and
various personal circumstances may increase a person’s motivation to commit a

crime.

4. Methodology

Farak’s drug scandal occurred shortly after the arrest and conviction of another
Massachusetts drug chemist, Annie Dookhan, who was arrested and convicted
of falsifying evidence (Musgrave, 2019). It is speculated that Dookhan’s convic-
tion influenced how Farak’s case was originally handled by the District Attorney.
Given the media coverage of Dookhan, the District Attorney did not investigate
whether Farak had committed crimes over the duration of her time as a chemist
in the lab. Instead, the District Attorney only indicted her for the crime she was
immediately arrested for, which was tampering with evidence in 2013. The dili-
gence of state defenders who speculated that Farak’s behavior was more than just
the case in which she was prosecuted led to a larger investigation and eventually

a Grand Jury in which Farak was offered immunity to testify about her entire
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drug use while working as a chemist for the state.

On September 16, 2015, Sonja Farak provided testimony to the Hampshire
County Grand Jury under an Immunity Order. In this regard, Farak was to pro-
vide all evidence of her drug use and drug tampering while employed for the
state of Massachusetts. In exchange for her testimony, she was provided immun-
ity, which meant she would not be prosecuted for the information she provided
(Grand Jury, 2015). If Farak chose to lie or misrepresent information she would
have voided the immunity deal. Therefore, it is with moderate confidence that
her testimony in 2015 is factual. Her Grand Jury testimony was made public and
can be found online under the Hampshire County Court records.

Using Farak’s grand jury testimony, a qualitative document analysis was con-
ducted. A document analysis is a systematic qualitative research method tech-
nique for analyzing a document (Bowen, 2009). Within this technique, data are
examined to interpret the meaning of the information and to organize the in-
formation into themes (Bowen, 2009). Documents can be extremely helpful in
research, as some documents provide context of the event and background (Bo-
wen, 2009). Therefore, document analysis is a useful technique to use for case
studies where the researcher is analyzing a single phenomenon or event (Bowen,
2009).

To conduct the qualitative document analysis, a non-reactive document is se-
lected. A non-reactive document is simply a document that cannot be affected
by the researcher or the research process (Bowen, 2009). Given Farak’s testimo-
ny is an official court document, the researcher has no ability to alter the docu-
ment. The document was skimmed to gain an understanding of what was in-
cluded in the court transcript. It was decided the court transcript contained im-
portant data that spoke to the application of the Routine Activity Theory. Direct
sentences from the transcript were chosen as the unit of analysis. After this was
confirmed, the transcript was read inductively two more times in order to iden-
tify categories of interest and potential emergent themes. Once emergent themes
were documented, the data were scanned again to make sure internal homo-
geneity (everything in one category connects) and external heterogeneity (cate-
gories are independent of each other) were reached (Patton, 2002). By conduct-
ing this research method, a clear pattern of the application of the Routine Activ-

ity Theory became present.

5. Results and Findings

Three overarching themes are highlighted from Farak’s testimony, which fit
within Routine Activity Theory. The themes include: motivated offender, suita-

ble target, and lack of capable guardian.

5.1. Motivated Offender

During the Grand Jury testimony Sonja Farak provided her reasoning and mo-

tivation for taking drugs, but also tampering with evidence. Her explanation il-
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lustrates her status as a motivated offender. Her motivation has two origins. Her
original motivation stems from curiosity as she tried various drugs in college to
help with her depression but never had the opportunity in her daily routine to
use certain drugs like methamphetamines until she was employed at the Am-
herst state crime lab. Farak states,

I guess I was curious. For some reason even while I was in college as a fresh-
man I—I was going through a rough period in my life like mentally and for
some reason I had looked up drugs online and was reading about them and
when I read about it I said like that s the one I would want to try if I was going to
try it. It would give me energy and I liked the positive side effects of it I guess. It
was a longer—it would—it would last a while. It was an energy boost but I never
considered it. When I got to the Ambherst lab I ended up seeing a meth standard
that they had and one day I just decided to try a little bit (p. 58).

Farak stated that trying methamphetamines provided her with the intended
effect she was looking for. This further increased her motivation to keep using
the drug. In her testimony, she stated, “It gave me the desired effects. I felt
amazing. It gave me energy. I felt more alert. I did not wish it but it gave me the
pep I was looking for” (p. 60).

Her use of meth increased over time, and Farak soon became addicted to the
drug. Her addiction meant her motivation to use and tamper with drug stan-
dards and evidence shifted from curiosity and the desire to increase alertness to
needing drugs to function and perform at work. Farak mentioned a few times
that if she stopped using, she would have withdrawal symptoms, her mood
would change, she couldn’t focus, and she would have to take off time from
work. She stated,

I would go through some withdrawals ... It wasn't physical and what you
think of with a heroin—opiate withdrawal of throwing up or anything but I be-
came increasingly lethargic, tired beyond belief, wanting to sleep all day long. I
could get bitchy for lack of a better word. I was very irritable and, I mean, there
were times I took a couple days off from work just because I wasn't feeling like I
could get up and go into work... I was having trouble focusing and even after
those few days of extreme tiredness I would still have a lack of energy and it was
a rebound effect (p. 64-65).

5.2. Suitable Target

By Farak’s own account, she had never had the opportunity to use meth before
working at the Ambherst lab. Her daily routine never put her in the path of a
suitable target. She admitted to being curious about using meth, making her a
motivated offender; however, she needed access to a target. When working for
the Jamaica Plain lab (her first job for the state), she didn’t have access or op-
portunity to steal the drug since standards were locked and her job responsibili-
ties and tasks did not give her the opportunity to test certain drugs. When she

transferred to the Ambherst lab, she had open access to various drugs; specifically,
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the meth standard'. She stated, “Our standards were stored in a couple different
places. In the refrigerator there was probably 50 standards ... and in the filing
cabinet there possibly were twice as many, a hundred” (45). The location of the
refrigerator plays an important role in Farak’s behavior since everyone in the lab
had access to the standards. Further, the refrigerator of standards was located in
the same lab that Farak was working and testing evidence.

Another important factor was the volume of the meth standard that was ac-
cessible to Farak. The meth standard was given to the lab because it was ordered
by mistake by another lab, therefore, there was more meth standard than usual
in the lab. As a result, there was a large quantity that Farak was able to use over a
long duration of time. When she no longer could use that standard, she switched
to other drugs standards such as ketamine; however, this did not provide the in-
tended effect, as the duration of the effects wore off too soon.

Because the drug standards she had access to diminished, Farak eventually
switched to another suitable target: tampering with evidence that had been
seized during drug cases. Specifically, she started to use cocaine. Given the lab
tested cocaine at a higher frequency, Farak could not use the standard as the re-
duction in the standard would be noticeable to those working in the lab. Instead,
she would look for opportunities in which she was tasked with testing evidence
presumed to be cocaine. Farak noted, “I guess I was concerned with the cocaine
standard and the volume going down I guess. I had been assigned a sample from
the USPS, the Postal Service, that was a large amount of cocaine and after ana-
lyzing it, I did take some off to the side for personal use” (p. 80-81).

The USPS sample was the first time she tampered with evidence; however,
Farak admitted that she would purposely slow or speed her work if she knew a
cocaine case was next on the docket to be tested. At this point, she was creating
opportunities where she would have access to her target—evidence bags filled
with cocaine.

Overall, Farak had multiple suitable targets during her time at the Amherst
lab. She admitted to using multiple standards and eventually tampering with
both cocaine and crack cocaine. Working at a lab that tests drugs provided a

huge opportunity to encounter her desired target.

5.3. Lack of Suitable Guardians

The strongest evidence for Routine Activity Theory for the case of Sanja Farak is
the lack of a suitable guardian to stop her from committing her crimes. Farak
painted a picture of very lowkey atmosphere by stating, “there was a little less
stress, more laid back. We all—it was one of the atmospheres if you got your
work done there wasn’t a lot of people stressing over you, looking over you” (p.
34-35). This laid-back atmosphere meant that Farak was often left unsupervised.
Sometimes she would take the standards when “it was over lunch” or “someone

!Standards, as defined by Farak, are the pure substances in which the chemists would test the drug
evidence against.
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may have been in the evidence office across the hallway” (p. 59). Because various
employees were not present, Farak also admitted that she was able to “aliquot a
small amount of the bigger vial to one of our sample vials. And so if they were to
allow me to use it in private, I would use a small metal spatula that we had that
we used to manipulate the powder and dip it in and since it was an oil it would
kind of coat the metal spatula and I would lick it” (p. 61-62).

When questioned further about being alone in the lab, Farak explained,

I could be alone for a short period of time multiple times a week. You know,
Sharon most of the time was across the hall. She did come over and bring, you
know;, certificates of analysis for us to sign and stuff over. Jim almost always left
before me. I guess, depending on the day, sometimes Rebecca would—or two of
us might have court and so one of us would be in the lab from, you know, noon
to the end of the day by ourselves or like, you know; if one person’s already left
for the day, who else is gonna run across the hallway to return their submissions
and get—take some more out. You know, that s gonna take at least five, ten mi-
nutes so if I was on the other side it afforded me the opportunity if I wanted to
try to take another aliquot of some sample from the main stash, I could do that
(p. 119-120).

Farak also detailed that when using crack that she started paying attention to
who frequented bathrooms, which bathrooms weren’t used. She also paid atten-
tion to whether they were single stalled restrooms. She admitted to sneaking

Across the hallway to the fume hood where I would smoke just because I
could get rid of the smell, the smoke directly. If people weren't around I could
pretty much—Iif it was the end of day and everyone had already left or their, you
know;, their shift was over or, you know, say Sharon left to go home early be-
cause it was a long weekend and she was packing, then I could normally smoke
at my lab bench if I wanted to (p. 122-123).

Though there were a lack of suitable guardians watching over her behavior,
the question becomes, did anyone notice samples being diminished or question
her work? Farak describes a moment when her supervisor was conducting an
inventory of the lab and she was concerned about the supervisor noticing the
reduction of the meth standard. Farak added water to the standard; however,
this causes a separation of the chemicals. When asked if she thought her super-
vised noticed, she stated, “He didn’t notice that but due to the age of the sample
and the fact that the seal —the thing that would help seal it was corroding, he
assumed that it was just degrading, breaking down and so he basically got rid of
it” (p. 66).

To extend suitable guardians, Farak also had an absence of a handler. It is
known that her supervisor and her work colleagues did not suspect or inquire
about her drug use; however, even her wife was incapable of noticing and inter-
vening in Farak’s drug use. Farak stated that she was known to have anger issues
and depression, therefore, if she had erratic behavior, her wife would assume it

was because of mental health issues. Farak stated,
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Besides having some depression issues and addiction issues, I have some anger
issues so there were times she would see an erratic behavior and ask if I was on
drugs and I would say no. Or whether—she occasionally wondered if maybe I
was getting some weird contact high at work just being around drugs, poor ven-
tilation, it's an old building but I told her no. We had this—I don’t want to say
Jjoke—a long running joke that I had really bad PMS three weeks out of the
month. But I'll say my anger issues started previous to any drug use, so there was

no like boom, all of a sudden I was acting a certain way around her.

5.4. Summary of Findings

In sum, data show a clear illustration of Cohen and Felson’s (1979) Routine Ac-
tivity Theory. By her own testimony, Farak admitted she was a motivated of-
fender as she acknowledged she wanted to try meth out of curiosity. This curios-
ity led to her becoming addicted to meth; therefore, her continued use of drugs
out of fear of withdrawal was her secondary motivation. She provided much
evidence in regard to having access to a suitable target. Her targets were the drug
standards that were used for testing comparisons, and she had direct access to
drugs that needed to be tested for evidence in drug possession cases. Lastly, Fa-
rak made clear that there was a lack of suitable guardians as she mentioned she
was often left alone in the lab, she could leave her desk without question, and no
one ever questioned her work. All three components of the theory are present
and coincided at the same time, which increased the likelihood that a person, in

their everyday routine, may commit a crime when the opportunity is presented.

6. Discussion

There is no question as to whether Sonja Farak abused her position as a chemist
in a state lab to abuse drugs. As with many crimes, the question becomes why or
how did these crimes occur? For Farak, we can apply the Routine Activity
Theory to answer these questions. We are privy to her motivations, and we are
aware of both the lack of suitable guardians and the access to a desired target.

Farak was clearly a motivated offender as she stated she had a curiosity to try
drugs. By reading the court transcript, however, this motivation may have been
strongly influenced by her ongoing mental health struggles. She outlined that
she struggled with depression and even attempted suicide when she was young-
er. Given her mental health issues, her desire to try drugs may be more than just
simple curiosity. It could be reasoned that her motivation could have been to
lessen her struggles with depression, anger, and anxiety. To this point, it is im-
portant to note that a motivated offender might be motivated by multiple rea-
sons or that their motivation is more complicated than simply to get high. In the
end, Farak had to steal the drugs to lessen the likelihood of withdrawal; however,
this becomes a secondary motivation if we consider her mental health.

The biggest component that increased the likelihood of Farak stealing and us-

ing drugs is the intersection of her desired target and the absence of a suitable
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guardian. The crime lab did not properly secure or supervise access to standards.
Further, Farak detailed multiple times and occasions in which she was left un-
supervised. By Farak’s own account, when she worked for another crime lab that
had better security measures, she did not attempt to steal or use the drugs in the
lab. Therefore, we are left to question whether increased supervision and limited
access to a desired target would have decreased the likelihood of these crimes. If
this is true, it adds weight to the argument that supervision or the presence of
capable guardians does deter criminal behavior.

In addition to the lack of capable guardian, it could be argued that there was a
lack of place managers (Felson, 1995). Farak’s own supervisor can be considered
both a guardian and a place manager. He was tasked with managing the lab re-
garding employee behavior, ordering standards, and keeping track of what was
happening in the lab. In this regard, he is a place manager. He was also tasked
with supervising the employees—looking for suspicious behavior and acting as a
guardian for the lab. In this manner, he was both a place manager and a guar-
dian.

The Sonja Farak case is a great application of Routine Activity Theory. This
does not mean it is the only applicable theory. For example, when reading her
court transcript, there are elements of Sykes and Matza’s (1957) Techniques of
Neutralization Theory. At times, she denies both injury to the victims (the per-
ceived offenders) and at the same time denies harm. She argued she never con-
victed an innocent person because she only stole “real” drugs from evidence. If
the drug gave her the desired effect, then the perceived offender was guilty of
possessing a narcotic; therefore, her testing in the lab was correct. In all, she did
not see the harm in testifying in court against perceived offenders or physically
testing evidence because she knew they were guilty because she tried the drug
herself. This makes for a unique application of the Techniques of Neutralization;
however, appeal to higher loyalties and condemnation of the condemners did
not seem as prevalent in her grandy jury testimony. Overall, it would be inter-

esting to see further application of theory applied to the Farak scandal.

7. Conclusion

The Farak drug scandal adds to the discussion of how everyday citizens can
function and blend into society and still commit criminal behavior (Long, 2021).
As we examine criminal behavior, we need to be aware that there is a thin line
that separates who is criminal and who is not criminal. Many times, this line is
simply who gets caught. If Farak did not make a mistake by hiding fake drugs to
substitute into the drug evidence she could still be analyzing drugs for a state
crime lab in Massachusetts.

Though the Routine Activity Theory allows for us to understand how every
day, routine scenarios can increase likelihoods of criminal behavior, there are a
few limitations to this research. First, we should cautiously apply Routine Activ-

ity Theory to this behavior as the testimony provided is given in retrospect. Fa-
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rak had time to prepare and knew how to phrase certain aspects of her behavior.
Had this been immediate, her responses might have differed, and this could
change the applicability of the theory. Secondly, when viewing the transcript, it
seemed as though the State was trying to emphasize the lack of supervision and
quality control of the state crime lab. This made it easy for Farak to place blame
for the absence of suitable guardians. As with the first limitation, it may be ques-
tioned if this was Farak’s belief at the very beginning. Lastly, at times the appli-
cation of Routine Activity Theory seems simplistic; the three components of the
theory are easily satisfied. Though straightforward, researchers have come to
terms with using the theory to help understand likelihoods of victimization and

the application of individual offending.
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