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alcohol or are alcoholics (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
[NIAAA] 2014). Globally, more than 76 million individuals have diagnosable drink-
ing problems (World Health Organization 2004), and between 15 and 39 million are 
problem drug users (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC] 2012b). 
The most widely produced and consumed illicit drug is cannabis, or marijuana. 
Refer to Figure 12.2 for more information.

Although we might focus first on one drug user and his or her personal trouble 
with drugs, it doesn’t take long to recognize how drug use affects the user’s family 
and friends, workplace or school, and neighbors and community. Throughout this 
chapter, we will examine the social problem of drug abuse, reviewing its extent, its 
social consequences, and our solutions. We begin first with a look at how the socio-
logical perspectives address the problem of drug abuse.

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON DRUG ABUSE
Biological and psychological theories attempt to explain how drug abuse is based 
on the individual. Both perspectives assume that there is little a person can do to 
escape from his or her abuse: a person’s abuse is genetic or inherited. Abuse may 
emerge from a biological or chemical predisposition or from a personality or behav-
ioral disorder. Such explanations also have consequences for treatment. Programs 
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Figure 12.1  Past-month illicit drug use among persons aged 12 or older, by drug, 2013

SOURCE: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2014.

NOTE: Includes marijuana, cocaine, heroin, hallucinogens, inhalants, or prescription-type psychotherapeutics.


