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Explanation of drug 
abuse

Drug abuse is likely to occur 
when society is unable 
to control or regulate our 
behavior.

Powerful groups decide 
which drugs are illegal.

Certain social groups are 
singled out for their drug 
abuse.

There has been a lack of 
sensitivity to the range of 
drug abuse experiences. 

Drug abuse is learned 
through interaction with 
others.

The perspective also 
focuses on society’s 
reaction to drug abuse, 
noting that certain 
individuals are more likely 
to be labeled as drug users 
than others.

Questions asked about 
drug abuse

What rules exist to control 
or encourage drug abuse?

Are some groups or 
individuals more vulnerable 
to drug abuse than others?

What groups are able to 
enforce their definitions of 
the legality or illegality of 
drug use?

How are they able to 
enforce their definitions?

How are the experiences of 
women and minority drug 
users different from those of 
White males?

How is drug abuse learned 
through interaction?

How are drug users labeled 
by society?

Why are specific groups 
targeted?

Table 12.1  Summary of sociological perspectives: Alcohol and drug abuse 

Alcohol
Alcohol is the most abused drug in the United States. Although the consumption of 
alcohol by itself is not a social problem, the continuous and excessive use of alcohol 
can become problematic. Four symptoms are associated with alcohol dependence 
or alcoholism: craving (a strong need to drink), loss of control (not being able to 
stop drinking once drinking begins), physical dependence (experiencing withdrawal 
symptoms), and tolerance (the need to drink greater amounts of alcohol to get 
“high”) (NIAAA 2003b). Alcohol use is related to a wide range of adverse health 
and social consequences, both acute (traffic deaths or other injuries) and chronic 
(stroke, alcohol dependence, liver damage) (NIAAA 2005).

National surveys reveal the differences in alcohol consumption by individual 
attributes, cultural factors, and structural factors. For example, in 2013, current 
drinking (12 or more drinks in the past year) among adults was highest for Whites 
and persons reporting two or more races. Heavy alcohol use (five drinks on a sin-
gle day at least once a month for adults) was highest among Native Hawaiians 
or other Pacific Islanders and Whites. Overall, alcohol consumption was lowest 
among Asian, Hispanic, and Black adults and Asian and Black college students 
(SAMHSA 2014).

Alcoholism: 
Alcohol dependence, 
characterized by the 
symptoms of craving, 
loss of control, physical 
dependence, and 
tolerance

World Health Organization: 
Alcohol Abuse


