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This study investigated the lived experience of substance abusers in the South African context. Participants were 10
individuals attending a drug treatment centre in Durban, South Africa. Data were collected using open-ended interviews
with data being analysed using thematic analysis. Findings suggest that normative social influences and levels of social
support play an important role in shaping, maintaining, and determining the trajectory of drug usage.
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Prevalence rates for substance abuse in South Africa are
extremely high, with recent estimates indicating that drug usage
is twice the world norm, and with the socio-economic conse-
quences of such usage costing the country in excess of R130
billion (US$15.7 billion) per annum (Central Drug Authority,
2012). Findings from epidemiological studies (Plüddermann,
Dada et al., 2010; Plüddermann, Flisher, McKetin, Parry, &
Lombard, 2010) indicate that alcohol, cannabis, heroin, and co-
caine/crack rank amongst the most common primary sub-
stances of abuse among patients presenting at specialist treat-
ment centres in South Africa, with the abuse of
methamphetamine (‘tik’) being particularly high amongst ado-
lescents in the Western Cape and ‘sugars’ (a low quality heroin
and cocaine mix) being the primary drug of abuse among Indian
males in the South Durban region.

Attempts to account for risk and protective factors for sub-
stance abuse in adolescents have focused on: bio-genetic
markers (Courtney & Polich, 2009; Kreek, Nielsen, Butelman, &
LaForge, 2005); individual factors including personality and
psychopathology (White, Fleming, Catalano, & Morris, 2006;
Windle, Mun, & Windle, 2005); as well as socio-contextual fac-
tors such as peer pressure, social norms, and neighbourhood
instability (Buu et al., 2009; Perkins, Hains, & Rice, 2005). In a
recent review of the literature on risk and protective factors,
Stone and her associates (Stone, Becker, Huber, & Catalano,
2012) found support for each of these categories of risk/protec-
tive factors, but concluded that further research is required if we
hope to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the mecha-
nisms leading to problematic substance abuse.

At the present time there have been only two studies which
have attempted to systematically explore risk factors for sub-
stance abuse in South Africa. In Routledge’s (2005) study of
1,918 secondary school students in the Tshwane (Pretoria)
area, drug use was found to be positively associated with
scores on measures of both psychological well-being and life
satisfaction. Similarly, in a study of risk factors for substance
abuse conducted among 1,468 adolescents in Durban and
Cape Town (Brook, Morojele, Pahl, & Brook, 2006), frequency
of illegal drug use was found to be most strongly associated with

personal attributes (depressed mood, rebelliousness, etc.) and
with peer influence.

Substance Abusers Lived Experiences
Although available epidemiological studies provide interest-

ing insights into the dynamics of drug use, they provide us with
little insight into the lived reality of substance users. Questions
such as “How do substance users experience and attempt to
make sense of their behaviour?” or “What do substance users
believe are the influences which determine, maintain, and
shape their behaviour?” cannot adequately be addressed in the
context of nomothetic research methodologies which reduce all
data to group averages. Although such forms of data reduction
are necessary in order to both quantify and describe wide-
spread social phenomena, what is lost in the process is an un-
derstanding of the lived experiences, and emic perspectives, of
individual drug users.

The Context of the Research
We sought to investigate the lived experiences of a sample

of Indian substance abusers living in the greater Durban area,
South Africa. The Indian community of Chatsworth can usefully
be conceptualised as a community in cultural and social transi-
tion (Desai, 2000; Pattundeen, 2008; Wassenaar, van der
Veen, & Pillay, 1998), with the instability associated with such
transition having been found to be associated with a range of
social ills including crime, suicidal behaviour, and substance
abuse (Beekrum, Valjee, & Collings, 2011; Mäkinen, 2000;
Pattundeen, 2008; Singh & Singh, 2007). As Pattundeen (2008)
has pointed out, such cultural transition could be understood as
the product of a number of social forces – including accultura-
tion pressures, changing economic circumstances, and the mi-
lieu of change brought about by both the new democratic order
and global economics – which have increasingly: (a) placed ac-
commodation pressures on the extended patriarchal structure
which characterised many traditional families, (b) created a po-
tential for role conflict and other forms of gender tension, and (c)
produced a generation of youth who are alienated from both pa-
rental values and the values of the broader community.
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These transitional pressures, combined with other social dy-
namics – including high rates of unemployment, divorce, and
parental substance abuse – have created fertile grounds for the
development of a youth culture characterised by a strong sense
of alienation, a disrespect for authority, and a propensity for
substance abuse (Pattundeen, 2008).

Goals of the Study
This study explored the meanings behind the narratives of

young South African drug users in an attempt to chart their jour-
ney from initial contact through to the present. The following
questions were addressed: (a) what were the factors which
shaped and determined initial drug usage, (b) what are the fac-
tors which influenced the trajectory of drug usage, and (c) what
are participant’s views regarding prevention and intervention.

Method

Research Design
The study used an exploratory qualitative approach to probe

insider perspectives on the substance abuse journeys of the
participants. Although no specific hypotheses were entertained,
it was expected that participants’ narratives would provide a
broader systemic perspective on the dynamics of drug use than
that provided with quantitative approaches.

Participants
Participants were 10 consenting individuals (male = 90%,

age range = 19 to 26 years, single = 70%, ethnicity 100% In-
dian) attending a drug treatment programme in the South
Durban area, South Africa. The area in which the study was
conducted has one of the highest rates of substance abuse in
the greater Durban area (Plüdderman et al., 2010a).

Data Collection
Participants answered open-ended questions about their

experiences with substance abuse relating to their initial and
continued experiences of drug use. Initial questions focused on
broad issues (e.g., ‘Tell me about your experiences with drugs’);
with secondary questions being designed to explore issues
raised by participants (‘Tell me why you started taking drugs’),
and tertiary questions being designed to explore broader
psychosocial issues (e.g., ‘How did your family react to your
drug use’). This sequencing of questions allowed participants to
initially tell their stories in their own words, with follow-up ques-
tions being designed to elicit more detailed description and to
probe issues not raised by participants.

Following Shenton (2004), attempts to ensure the credibil-
ity, transferability, and dependability of study findings included:
(a) a reliance on well established and systematic methods of
data reduction, (b) careful attempts to ensure that participant’s
consent was truly voluntary, (c) the use of iterative questioning,
(c) peer scrutiny of the research project, (d) in-depth method-
ological description, and (e) detailed description of the phenom-
enon in question.

Ethical Clearance
Ethical clearance for the research was obtained from the

Humanities Ethics Committee at the University of KwaZulu-Na-
tal, with gatekeeper permission being obtained from the treat-
ment unit. Individuals attending the treatment programme were
initially briefed regarding the purpose of the research and then
given a week to decide if they wished to participate in the re-

search. At the end of this period 10 individuals volunteered to
participate.

Data Analysis
Following transcription, the data were thematically analysed

using procedures suggested by Terre Blanche, Durrheim, and
Kelly (2006): familiarisation and immersion in the data, induc-
tion of themes, coding, elaboration, and interpretation/checking
of themes and codes.

Results

Initial Vicarious Exposure
One of the most striking features of participants’ narratives

was the extent to which they reported vicarious exposure to
substance abuse prior to their own decision to engage in sub-
stance abuse. For some participants this vicarious exposure in-
volved witnessing parental substance abuse in the home, while
for others the exposure involved witnessing drug usage by
neighbours or school mates (‘Two boys I knew were taking
drugs... I used to watch them..[Eventually] I started taking sug-
ars with them for fun’ Participant 2). Many participants also re-
ported that they had two groups of friends: those who never ‘did
drugs’ and the ‘cool’ or ‘main group’ of friends who used drugs
on a regular basis (‘I had a lot of friends...most were good and
never did drugs. [However] the main group influenced me to
take drugs’ (Participant 4).

Thus, for many participants, drug usage was effectively nor-
malised in important social settings as well as being defined as
desirable, ‘cool’, and/or socially acceptable. Such a dual trans-
formation of perceptions of substance use (i.e., with respect to
both normalisation and social-desirability) has been found to be
strongly influential on individual’s decisions to engage in sub-
stance use (King & Chassin, 2007; Merline, Jager, &
Schulenberg, 2008; Sher & Rutledge, 2007; Stone et al., 2012;
White et al., 2008).

Initial Usage
Participants provided a variety of explanations for their initial

drug usage. For a minority of participants, the progression to il-
legal drug usage was consistent with the ‘gateway hypothesis’
(Pillay, 2000) in terms of which initial use of ‘legal’ substances
(e.g., cigarettes or alcohol) is hypothesised to lead to experi-
mentation with ‘minor’ drugs (e.g., marijuana), and subse-
quently to the use of more dangerous substances (e.g., sugars).

However, for most participants initial drug usage was the re-
sult of normative social influence (i.e., a desire to accepted,
liked, or thought of positively by others). This social influence
took a number of forms, including direct peer pressure (‘My
friends encouraged me to take drugs’ Participant 2), indirect
peer pressure (‘Being with people who took drugs made me
want to do so’ Participant 1), or more active attempts on the part
of the individual to increase their social influence (‘My husband
was having an affair with another woman...I needed to compete
for his attention by taking drugs as well’ Participant 8).

These findings regarding social influence are consistent
with, and extend, available findings regarding normative influ-
ences on drug usage (Stone et al., 2012); in that particular
drugs (notably ‘sugars’) were perceived as being more strongly
associated with normative social influence than others. A major-
ity of participants (90%) perceived the use of recently devel-
oped designed substances (such as sugars) as carrying greater
psychosocial cachet than the use of more conventionally
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abused substances such as cigarettes, alcohol, or marijuana (‘I
had older friends who were using it [sugars]. ...and I wanted to
be like them. So I started taking sugars when I was 13 years old’
Participant 4).

Thus, many participants bypassed the gateway progression
from ‘minor’ to more ‘dangerous’ substance usage, preferring
rather to opt for sugars as a preferred drug of initial use.

Social Reactions to Drug Usage
Apart from a general sense of acceptance by the ‘in-group’,

participants reported a range of social reactions to their drug us-
age. At the level of family members and non-using peers, partic-
ipants experienced general disapproval of their drug taking be-
haviour. However, in most cases this disapproval was not
associated with rejection or lack of emotional/instrumental sup-
port from either family members (‘My family continued to pro-
vide moral support...and to assist in the treatment’ Participant 5)
or from non-using peers (‘My good friends ...were pretty upset
but encouraged me to stop taking drugs’ Participant 10).

Social pressure to abstain from family members has been
found to constitute a protective factor for escalating drug abuse
trajectories (King & Chassin, 2004; Trim, Leuthe, & Chassin,
2006). Similarly, although peer influence has conventionally
been defined as a risk factor for substance abuse (Stone et al.,
2012), constructive engagement with non-abusing peers may
have positively influenced treatment-seeking behaviour among
participants in the present study.

Participants reporting feelings of isolation from the commu-
nity at large (‘I felt ostracised...people kept their distance from
me’ Participant 5) and a general sense of alienation (‘They were
talking about me behind my back...and I felt like a rogue’ Partici-
pant 7). Although social isolation and a general sense of alien-
ation may reasonably be assumed to constitute risk factors for
escalating drug abuse trajectories, the impact of these variables
has not been systematically explored in available studies
(Stone et al., 2012); with further research on this issue being
strongly indicated.

Participants’ Views on Prevention
Participants noted the need for stronger resolve (‘...having a

positive mindset and strong will power’ Participant 10), finding a
purpose in life (‘Having goals...one should strive for and work at’
Participant 7) and the need for engagement in constructive ac-
tivities (‘Becoming involved in recreational activities so as not to
become idle’ Participant 9). At an interpersonal level, recom-
mendations included the avoidance of contact with drug users
(‘Stop being with friends who take drugs and join those who
aren’t taking drugs’ Participant 3) and the need for an increased
reliance on family advice and support (‘Listen to your parents
and maybe...you will get a nice job and achieve a lot’ Participant
1).

At a broader level, many participants believed that there
was a need to challenge the notion of drug usage as an easy
shortcut to social acceptance. According to participants there
was a need for youth to be exposed to educational materials on
the risks of drug usage (‘Creating awareness about the reality of
drugs’ Participant 6) and, most importantly, a need for youth to
be exposed to the harsh realities of drug usage (‘They need to
come and see me when I’m withdrawing and see what’s hap-
pening to me’ Participant 8).

Discussion
The findings of the present study suggest that some South

African Indian youth are raised in a context which provides nu-
merous opportunities for vicarious exposure to substance
abuse. The ubiquitous nature of such exposure (at home, at
school, and in the neighbourhood) creates a context in which
the idea of drug usage is hard to ignore and in which: (a) the use
of drugs is normalised and defined as socially acceptable, (b)
drug usage is seen to constitute a readily accessible, and effec-
tive, strategy for achieving normative social influence, and (c)
the use of more dangerous or addictive substances is viewed as
carrying greater psychosocial cachet. As such it is hardly sur-
prising that many youth are drawn into a web of drug usage,
with more dangerous/addictive drugs (e.g., ‘sugars’) often being
the initial drug of choice.

Findings regarding social reactions to drug usage indicate
that while many users continue to receive constructive support
from family members and non-using peers, the community in
general is decidedly less supportive, with this lack of support
engendering feelings of isolation and alienation. This latter find-
ing replicates and extends findings from previous studies which
have identified alienation and isolation as risk factors for sub-
stance abuse (Pattundeen, 2008), with the extension to previ-
ous findings lying in the present findings that alienation and iso-
lation may constitute both a risk factor for, and a consequence
of, drug usage. As such there is a potential for drug users to find
themselves enmeshed in a repeated cycle of drug usage, in-
volving: (a) initial drug usage (as a strategy for achieving social
recognition), (b) community isolation and alienation as a conse-
quence of drug usage, followed by (c) further drug usage in an
attempt to regain lost social recognition.

Conclusion
The present study identified various psychosocial factors

which would appear to play an important role in both substance
use and in treatment seeking behaviour. Study findings suggest
that constructive support provided by family members and
non-abusing peers may assist recovery efforts.
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