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focus on the individual, arguing that the abuser needs to be “fixed.” Although both 
perspectives have been important in shaping our understanding of drug abuse, these 
perspectives cannot explain the social or structural determinants of drug abuse. In 
this next section, we will examine how sociological perspectives address the prob-
lems of drug abuse.

Functionalist Perspective
Functionalists argue that society provides us with norms or guidelines on drug use. 
Cross-cultural studies reveal that there is variation in the way people expect to 
behave when they drink. For example, violent behavior is associated with alcohol 
consumption in the United States, Great Britain, and Australia; yet drinking behav-
ior is described as “peaceful and harmonious” in Mediterranean and South African 
countries (Social Issues Research Center 1998).

A set of social norms identifies the appropriate use of drugs and alcohol. The use 
of prescription drugs, as directed by a physician, is considered acceptable behavior. 
Prescription drugs alleviate pain, reduce fevers, and curb infections. Alcohol in mod-
eration may be routinely consumed with meals, for celebration, or for health bene-
fits. One glass of red wine a day has been shown to reduce one’s risk of heart disease.

Yet society also provides norms regarding the excessive use of drugs. For example, 
college students share the perception that excessive college drinking is a cultural norm 
(Butler 1993); this perception is enforced by the media and advertisers (Lederman  
et al. 2003). Aaron Brower (2002) argues that binge drinking is determined by and is 

Figure 12.2  �Annual prevalence of cannabis use as a percentage of the population aged 15–64, selected 
countries, estimates from 2007 to 2009
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SOURCE: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2012b.


