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Introduction:
Stigma, identity construction
and the ‘who’ of drug use
Caroline Chatwin, Gary R. Potter, & Bernd Werse

We are pleased to present this edited collection of chapters inspired by the consideration of the various ways in which drug users can be perceived, portrayed,
framed and constructed. The collection arises mainly from presentations and
discussions at the 30th European Society for Social Drug Research (ESSD) conference held in Riga in September 2019. The ESSD maintains a rich focus on
sociological approaches to researching drug use and drug users within Europe,
and this collection of papers comprises the most recent book resulting from
conference proceedings. In particular, this book connects with its two most
recent predecessors: Why? Explanations for drug use and drug dealing in social
drug research (Kaló et al., 2019); and Place, space and time in European drug
use, markets and policy (Potter et al., 2018).
The papers produced for Potter and colleagues (2018) explore the manner in
which time and geographical space impact on trends in drug use, the defining
features of drug markets and local concerns of drug policy makers. Essentially,
the book invites the reader to consider the importance of the where and when
in relation to drug research. Following on from this, the 2019 publication (Kaló
et al., 2019) focuses on the explanations for why people use and sell drugs, a
theme so central to sociological understandings of drug research. This latest
publication is concerned with who people who use drugs are and how their
identities are formed, as well as how they are perceived by a range of different
actors.
Of course, it must be appreciated that there is a great deal of variation and
distinction amongst people who are the users of illicit drugs, conservatively
estimated by the United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC) in 2018
to be some 269 million people, or 5.3 per cent of the global adult population
(UNODC, 2020). It goes against ESSD values to crudely divide such persons
by typologies such as recreational and problematic, nevertheless it is widely
acknowledged that the vast majority do not experience (or cause) significant
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harm as a direct result of their drug use and are not defined by their drug using
identities. For example, as Parker and colleagues observed in 1998:
‘Most adolescents and young adult users merely fit their leisure into busy
lives and then in turn fit their drug use into their leisure and ‘timeout’
to compete alongside of sport, holidays, romance, shopping, nights out,
drinking and most importantly of all, having a laugh with friends.’ (Parker
et al., 1998, p. 158)
There is no universal understanding of how we conceptualise or measure those
who have progressed beyond this ‘everyday’ (South, 1998) nature of use, but
key indicators often include the use of heroin and other opioids, injecting drug
use, hospital emergencies, drug-related infectious diseases, numbers accessing addiction treatment, and drug related deaths (EMCDDA, 2020). Taken collectively, estimates suggest that, globally, only around ten per cent of people
who use drugs ever experience one or more of these problems (Schlag, 2020).
Despite comprising a relatively small proportion, however, this population has
dominated discourse at every level of drug policy making which, in turn, has
shaped drug research landscapes predominantly towards this group (Moore,
2008).
While this imbalance in drug research and drug debates has meant that
more pleasurable motivations for drug use have long been neglected (Holt &
Treloar, 2008), the current global drug situation indicates that drug users matching the key indicators listed above are facing the most difficult time since the
AIDS/HIV crisis that unfolded during the 1980s. Over the past decade, the total
number of opioid related deaths has increased by more than 70 per cent (UNODC, 2020). Over 81,000 drug overdose deaths occurred in the United States
in the twelve months ending in May 2020 (CDC, 2020). Leading public health
experts forecast nearly 500,000 drug related deaths in the US over the next
decade (Blau, 2017), surpassing the projected number of deaths over the same
time period as a result of car accidents and gun deaths combined, far outstripping the number of deaths at the peak of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and similar
to the number of COVID-19 deaths after a year of the pandemic. In Europe,
although rates are variable, latest figures indicate that countries such as the UK
and Sweden are also experiencing sharp increases (EMCDDA, 2020). Within
the UK, Scotland’s crisis is particularly acute with 295 drug related deaths per
million of the population (compared to 81 per million in Sweden, which is the
next highest in Europe; EMCDDA, 2020).
Many of these deaths can be attributed to the so called ‘opioid crisis’, comprised of a rising global prevalence of opioid use and dependence, including
more dangerous use of prescription grade medicines such as OxyContin and
synthetic opioids such as fentanyl. In the case of Scotland, contributing factors
also include an ageing cohort of opioid users, rising levels of benzodiazepine
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and other prescription drug use, and increased levels of deprivation combined
with a failure to invest in harm reduction measures (NRS, 2020). Emerging evidence seems to suggest that the effects of the pandemic will have contributed
to further drug related deaths in a variety of ways, with chronic drug users more
at risk of contracting COVID-19 and of developing a more serious illness, while
at the same time lockdown policies imposed by governments have made life
more challenging for marginalised groups and disrupted access to vital public
health services (EMCDDA, 2020). In Germany, for example, drug-related deaths
have risen by 13 per cent since the onset of the pandemic (Drogenbeauftragte,
2021).
Within this global context, it is perhaps not surprising that a majority of the
chapters in our collection have focused on people who are marginalised in
relation to their use of drugs. In contrast to the statistical presentation outlined
above, however, our authors have focused on the sociological construction of
‘drug user’ identity, centralising the dominant role that stigma plays in shaping
lived experience and sense of self. External perceptions of people who use
drugs are also considered, revealing the deeply ingrained and difficult to shift
nature of stigmatisation, often despite a recognition that a more inclusive framing would bring many benefits.

1

Guide to chapters

The stigmatisation of people who use drugs, and particularly those who are
dependent in their use, is a widely recognised problem, and one which international organisations such as the World Health Organisation (WHO), European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) and United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) seek to address, often through
interventions designed to reach out to marginalised drug users and draw them
into mainstream society.
In our opening contribution, Springer sets out the tensions between the
longstanding stigmatisation of drug users and these attempts to normalise them,
which can sometimes be counterproductive. In doing so, he provides a framework for the chapters that follow. Specifically, he focuses on the manner in
which treatment programmes for people who have become dependent in their
use of drugs often aim to normalise or de-stigmatise their participants, while at
the same time participation in the programmes can actually increase stigmatisation experienced. Springer emphasises how the language patterns used to talk
about drug use and addiction, often by health professionals themselves, can label (Young, 1971) individuals impacting the way they are viewed, by both wider
society and by themselves. He concludes by suggesting that there is a pressing
need to thoroughly destigmatise the area of illegal drug use and that this will be
best achieved by significant policy changes and relaxation of drug legislation.
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In our third chapter, Tsiolis and Kasseri expand on the ideas introduced
by Springer about stigmatisation and the profound impact it can have on the
formation of identity. Their chapter centralises the importance of identity in recovery from drug use. Drawing on the ideas of Biernacki (1986), they argue that
people who use drugs have internalised a ‘spoilt identity’, arising in part due
to long-standing stigmatisation and marginalisation. Recovery is thus described
as the facilitation of internal transformation of identity. Based on the narrative
analysis of ‘Helen’s’ experiences, they demonstrate the central role of identity
in perpetuating drug use and the value of biographical work within therapeutic
communities in allowing people to restructure their self-identities and move
towards drug-free lives.
Continuing with the themes of stigma and identity, Morgan and Bennett
explore the management of stigma in a population of heroin users. People who
use heroin are widely perceived as living disordered and chaotic lives, and the
majority of academic research also depicts them in this way. Becker (1963) and
Young (1971) have conceptualised the impact that being labelled in this way –
as somebody who is problematic – can have on self-perception. But this chapter is concerned with those who fight against that label by seeking to hide their
stigma and present a more normal identity (Goffman, 1963). Building on previous work by Zinberg (1984) with people who only occasionally use heroin, and
Warburton et al. (2005) with people who exercise control in their use of heroin,
our fourth chapter presents a case study of ‘domestic heroin users’ in the UK
who attempt a conventional life, and argues that this group maintains a degree
of capital (Bourdieu, 1977) based around recovery and which can be drawn
upon if cessation of use is desired.
The lens of stigma is moved from self-identity and treatment towards perceptions in wider society in Petrilli, Cacciamani and Beccaria’s exploration of
adolescent’s social representations of people who use drugs in Italy. Our fifth
chapter argues that the punitive nature of Italian drug policy and the alarmist
style of reporting on drug use in the Italian press have facilitated a widespread
perspective of people who use drugs as diseased and lacking in control (Levine,
1978), and as the natural enemies of the state and wider society (Christie &
Bruun, 1969). The discussion foregrounds the significant consequences of this
prevalent and stigmatising depiction as dehumanisation and exclusion from
public debate.
Our sixth chapter turns to the interactions between the police and people
who use drugs in Germany, and particularly focuses on the tensions caused by
a discrepancy between the requirements of the law and understanding about
best practice. Von der Burg and Steckhan’s work in this area demonstrates that
German police generally see the importance of relationship building and community policing in their interactions with marginalised and vulnerable people
who use drugs, but this is not the kind of work that is seen as successful or
which brings reward. Matters are further complicated by German requirements
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for police to uphold the law whenever they see it being broken. The account
provided here thus teases out the frustrating tension, raised earlier in Springer’s
chapter, that exists between the desire to engage and interact with people who
use drugs, and the difficulty in doing so within existing structures of national
and international drug policy.
Thus far, our chapters have primarily focused on people who are dependent
in their use and who experience a high degree of marginalisation and stigmatisation alongside, and often as a result of, their drug use. In our seventh chapter,
Skliamis turns the focus to cannabis and emphasises the role that activism can
play in the destigmatisation of drugs and those who use them. Through his
exploration of motivations for attending cannabis festivals in several European
countries, he argues that such festivals are believed to contribute positively to
the wider societal acceptance of cannabis, particularly in countries where drug
use is more strictly prohibited. He raises the interesting suggestion that while
people who use cannabis are often less visibly marginalised, stigma can be
related to informal sources of control such as family and employers, but can
still result in significant consequences such as sanctions from authorities, loss
of status and offensive disapproval from non-users.
The concept of stigmatisation is turned on its head in our final chapter,
which provides a cross-European study of young people’s drug use trajectories
and provides important insights into the relationship between drug use and offending behaviour. Within this framework, Rolando, Beccaria and Duke explore
the continuing relevance of stigmatisation and marginalisation in understanding
why young people are sometimes motivated to both use drugs and to commit
crimes. In this realm, existing academic research informs us of the key role
environment (Stevens, 2011) and social exclusion (Seddon, 2006) can play in
predicting the coexistence of drug-using and offending behaviour. Here, however, the authors find that relatively advantaged young people across Europe
are also at risk of coming into contact with the criminal justice system because
of their drug use and related offending behaviours, raising the interesting question of whether, amongst some populations, drug use and even drug dealing
have become so normalised that the consequences related to their illegal status
are overlooked when engaging with them.
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