


Illegal drug consumption remains an ever-increasing domestic and international issue with the figures for illicit drug use remaining consistently high (Jones, 2022; UNODC, 2022). Moreover, overdoses from illegal drug use have effectively become a global epidemic with records showing that overdoses have increased exponentially over recent years (Jalal et al., 2018; Breen & Butt, 2022). Illegal drug usage can also cause detrimental effects on the users themselves, their families, their friends, and society in general.  Despite this, efforts made to clamp down on the consumption and distribution of illegal drugs have proved futile, likely due to the ease of obtaining such drugs, and is evident by the current volume of illegal drugs that are still currently being consumed each year in the UK (Jones, 2022; Warren, Smalley & Barefoot, 2015). This essay will look at the prevalence of illegal drug use in the UK, and some of the causes of illegal drug use, particularly the social and economic factors. Moreover, throughout this essay, constructionist theories will be used to examine illegal drug use, and their strengths and weaknesses will be determined.
In the UK, illegal drug use is a major issue with the figure of illegal drug users remaining consistently high. In the year 2022, 1 in 11 adults aged 16 – 59 reported that they had taken an illegal substance at some point (Jones, 2022). When looking at the age range 16-24, statistics show that the percentage of young adults who admitted to taking an illegal substance was 18.6% (Jones, 2022). The reason that this figure is so high is unknown, although, social factors are likely extremely influential. Studies have shown that peer pressure is often an extremely influential factor in a young person’s decision-making process regarding taking illegal drugs (Keyzers et al., 2020). A study was also conducted on substance use in university students. The study found that from 3075 students that were surveyed, of which, 1610 were men and 1447 were women, 60% of men and 55% of women had admitted to using an illegal substance with the main reasoning being for pleasure or for help with a mental health condition such as anxiety or depression (Webb et al., 1996).
However, it is worth noting that the figure of illegal drug users has not relatively changed since the report was last completed in 2020 (Stripe, 2020). It could be argued that the spike in illegal drug consumption that we saw in 2020, which has stayed constant when looking at the 2022 figure, could be due to the lockdowns caused by COVID-19. During the lockdowns, a lot of people struggled with things such as fear of COVID-19, bereavement and isolation and loneliness. Moreover, a lot of people had family members that were ill during the lockdown and were unable to visit them. Due to this, it is possible that people turned to illegal drugs during this time as a way of coping and a reliance on these types of drugs may have been formed.
Constructionist theories are used in several different fields and focus on many different things such as cultural and social norms, class division, and social interactions. Some notable constructionist theories include Marxism, labelling theory, social constructionism, social positivism, and constructivism. Constructionist theories are useful in helping to explain why some individuals participate in illegal activities and can also help in explaining why some individuals are more susceptible to being lured into participating in illegal activities (Katz, 1992). However, like most things, constructionist theories do have their own strengths and weaknesses. Constructionist theories could be praised in regard that they can explore the deeper causes of crime such as poverty and education (Herny & Matsueda, 2015). However, constructionist theories could be criticised for focusing too much on society and cultural factors and not putting as much emphasis on the biological and genetic factors that influence crime (Pinker, 2019).
Labelling theory is a constructionist theory that was created by Howard Becker and was established in the 20th century. Labelling theory states that individuals who are perceived and labelled as criminals by society are more likely to begin to participate in illegal activities due to the stigma and effects of the label that has been put on them (Becker, 1963). In terms of illegal drug use, labelling theory would suggest that individuals whom people may perceive as illegal drug users or addicts may find that their relationship with their family and friends is strained and may also find it difficult to form new relationships due to the stigma that has been imposed upon them by being labelled as an addict (Roe et al., 2010). An individual being labelled as a criminal, such as being labelled as an addict, will also result in an individual having reduced employment prospects and a lack of opportunities due to the stigma that has been imposed upon them by the label assigned to them (MacDonald & Pudney, 2000). Because of this, individuals may start, continue, or increase their consumption of illegal drugs because they already have the label of being an illegal drug user. Furthermore, the social and psychological impact of being labelled as an illegal drug user may also push an individual into taking illegal substances (Ashford et al., 2019; Mincin, 2018).
Labelling theory is effective in that it helps to explain the effects of stigmatisation on individuals and has also been shown to help explain Criminal and deviant behaviour such as using illicit drugs (Rossana, 2013; Gay, 2000). Labelling theory is also effective at highlighting the effects of labelling on individuals. A study was conducted that assessed the effects of labelling on employment prospects. The study found that the labels associated with being a criminal such as being an addict, had the strongest negative effects and reduced employability chances (Davies & Tanner, 2003). Moreover, a study was also conducted that assessed the effects of labels that are imposed on children when their parents are convicted of a crime. The study found that children whose parents had been convicted of a crime were much more likely to commit a crime themselves due to a lack of opportunities due to the criminal label imposed upon them. (Besemer et al., 2017). Furthermore, studies have been conducted that analysed the treatment that individuals receive when they have been labelled as an addict. One such study found that those labelled and perceived as an addict were likely to be treated differently and stigmatised by society (Ashford et al., 2019). Another such study found that stigmatising language causes an individual to fall deeper into their addiction, decreases the likelihood of them seeking help and increases the risk of using illegal substances dangerously (Wilson, 2020).
However, labelling theory has received criticisms for its lack of ability in explaining primary deviance and for being too vague, simplistic and having no empirical evidence (Bernburg, 2009; Raybeck, 1988; Scimecca, 1977). Moreover, a literature review was conducted that analysed criticisms of labelling theory. The review concluded that labelling theory was “a collection of vague, oddly sorted, unsystematic notions and conceptions” and that labelling theory “falls victims to its own internal contradictions and misconceptions” (Broadhead, 1974). However, there have been arguments that the criticisms of labelling theory were unwarranted due to the criticisms misinterpreting the theory (Gay, 2000). 
[bookmark: _Hlk129191166]Positivism was first created by Caesar Lombroso, whom many have referred to as the “Father of criminology”, in the late 19th century (University of Glasgow, 2016; (Burke et al., 2019). Psychological positivism theory focuses on the psychological aspects of what makes an individual commit a criminal offence. Psychological positivism typically associates crime with a person’s learning, neurological development, and intelligence (Burke et al., 2019). Regarding illegal drug use, psychological positivism would suggest that an individual who has a mental health condition or an individual with a neurological condition might be more susceptible to committing an illegal offence such as taking illegal drugs.
Biological positivism theory focuses on the certain physical features that Lombroso characterised as being that of a criminal. The physical features that Lombroso characterised as being that of a criminal included traits such as an asymmetrical face, twisted nose, and long arms. (Burke et al., 2019). Biological positivism would suggest that an individual with one of these physical features would be more susceptible to partaking in illegal activities such as taking an illegal drug. 
Psychological positivism could prove to be somewhat credible in its claim that psychological issues can make an individual more susceptible to crime due to multiple studies finding that individuals with mental illnesses or defects are more likely to participate in illegal activity (Stuart, 2003). Moreover, the percentage of people who take an illegal substance to help alleviate a mental health condition is reasonably high, which would give the theory some credence (National Institute of health, 2020). However, other studies have found little evidence of this and have found that people with mental health conditions are more likely to be the victims of crime, rather than the perpetrator (Thornicroft, 2020; Ghiasi, Azhar & Singh, 2022). It could also be argued that due to the volume of people who suffer from mental health conditions being exponentially high, if this theory had any credibility, the volume of individuals who partake in criminal activity would be a lot higher than it is (Mind, 2020). However, certain mental health conditions, such as schizophrenia, have been found to have higher instances of crime due to the symptoms that the condition can cause such as hallucinations and paranoia (Thornicroft, 2020). 
Biological positivism could also prove to be somewhat credible in its claim also and could be backed up by the XYY theory. XYY theory is the theory that some men are born with an extra Y chromosome that can make them violent and more susceptible to crime.  People who have XYY syndrome have certain biological features that are indicative of XYY syndrome including being taller (Jeffrey & Jeffrey, 1975). XYY syndrome has also been discovered in several criminals such as the serial killer Richard Speck, which gives Lombroso’s theory about biological features being characteristic of criminals some credence (Saxe, 1970). However, other studies have found that there is no empirical evidence that an extra Y chromosome causes violent and deviant behaviour (Re & Birkhoff, 2015). Furthermore, Goring stated that Lombroso’s theory about biological positivism was flawed. Goring stated that if Lombroso had “looked beyond prison walls” then he would have seen many of the same characteristics in a large portion of the population, many of whom weren’t criminals (Jalal et al., 2018).
Marxism was created by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the 19th century and attempts to state how society works and attempts to suggest how we can improve society and make it more equal (Nickerson, 2023). Marxism states that society is divided into 2 groups which are the bourgeoisie, which is the rich upper class and the proletariat, which is the poorer working class (Nickerson, 2023). Marxism states that there is a class struggle between these 2 groups and that the bourgeoisie effectively extorts the proletariat to maximise profit (Nickerson, 2023). 
The notion of Marxism does not specifically have an opinion on illegal drug use and primarily deals with the division between social classes and the impacts of such divisions on society (Nickerson, 2023). However, an example of Marxism in relation to illegal drug usage could be that lower-class citizens could be seen to be more susceptible to taking illegal drugs due to them having lower incomes and fewer prospects, which may make an individual turn to illegal drugs as a form of escapism. 
Marxism has often been praised for its explanation of social conflict and the subsequent class division (Nickerson, 2023). Moreover, Marxism has also been praised for its ability to explain crime by highlighting the social struggle that occurs in capitalist societies which can influence crime (Nickerson, 2023). Even though Marxism has no official stance on illegal drug use, it could be argued that that high instances of illegal drug usage in the general population are indicative of widespread social and economic issues. Furthermore, research has found that capitalist societies and principles heavily influence illegal activities such as illegal drug use which would support Marxism (Greenberg, 1993). 
However, Marxism has been criticised for being out of date in today’s society and that social classes today are far more complex than they once were (Nickerson, 2023). Marxism has also been criticised for its stance on capitalism. Many have stated that capitalism is effective in today’s society and is less exploitative than it once was (Nickerson, 2023). It could be argued that addiction is a personal choice, one that is driven by social and personal factors, as some studies have found, and that addiction is not influenced by divisions in social classes (Whitesell et al., 2013; Nawi et al., 2021). However, there is clear evidence that shows that drug use is more prevalent in deprived areas, and that there is a higher likelihood of overdoses in deprived areas, which would directly contradict these claims (Grinspoon, 2021; Manhica et al., 2021; (Smyth & Kost, 1998).
Several Theorists have contributed to social positivism including Emile Durkheim, Robert Merton, and Park & Burgess. However, many consider Auguste Comte to be the founder of social positivism, having first described positivism in the 19th century. Social positivism focuses on the social factors that contribute to an individual participating in illegal activity (The Chicago school, 2021). Social positivism states that crime can be influenced by a multitude of factors such as an individual’s family, friends, economic status, education, and political beliefs (The Chicago school, 2021). In terms of illegal drug use, social positivism would suggest that social factors are influential factors in an individual’s decision to use illegal drugs. For example, social positivism would suggest that people who are unemployed, living in poverty, associating with other drug users, or living in a deprived area, may be more prone to illegal drug use to deal with the stresses of their day daily life.
Social positivism is a strong theory in that it explores a wide range of social factors, of which, a large majority are influential factors in a person’s decision to take illicit drugs. Studies have found that social factors such as economic status and education can be highly influential factors in a persons decision to commit a criminal offence such as using illicit drugs (Hjalmarsson et al., 2015; Kizilgol & Selim, 2017). Moreover, a study found that socioeconomically disadvantaged children are more likely to be susceptible to committing criminal offences (Fergusson et al., 2004). Studies have also been conducted that assessed the link between socioeconomic factors and illegal drug use. One such study found that poor parenting, parental divorce, parental death, family conflicts, and parents or friends that are addicts were all influential factors that contributed to an adolescent’s decision to take illegal drugs (Janicijevic et al., 2017). Furthermore, a study was conducted that analysed socioeconomic factors and drug use among adolescence. The study found that income, wealth, and education were influential factors in an adolescent’s decision to take illegal drugs (Patrick et al., 2012).
Social positivism could be criticised for not considering other factors that could influence criminal activity. Social positivism focuses solely on the social aspects that contribute toward crime and as such, does not consider other reasonings such as biological influences and complex personal influences. Some individuals may take illegal drugs as a coping mechanism for mental health conditions or other long-term conditions, where social factors play no part. Some studies have also found that there is a weak correlation between socioeconomic factors and crime. Dunaway et al, 2000 conducted a study and found that there is little evidence to support the idea that socioeconomic factors influence an individual's decision to commit a criminal offence which would support the previous claim that socioeconomic factors are a poor indicator of criminal activity. However, several studies have shown that socioeconomic factors influence illegal activity with statistics showing that deprived areas have a high likelihood of crimes such as violence, theft, and illegal drug use which would contradict that claim (Fergusson, 2004; De Nadai, M et al, 2020)
[bookmark: _Hlk129235287]Constructivism is a broad topic that has been applied and used by many different fields. As such, there is no true creator of constructivism. However, many consider Jean Piaget to be the founder of constructivism, with constructivism being traced back to Piaget’s work on educational psychology in the 20th century (McLeod, 2023). Constructivism theory states that individuals will construct knowledge rather than passively take in knowledge and essentially regards the leaning process as an active process rather than a passive process (McLeod, 2023).  Constructivism also states that individuals only truly learn when they actively engage with the content they are trying to learn in a hands-on capacity and Constructivism states that information received passively is not truly beneficial (McLeod, 2023). Constructivism also states that individuals’ opinions are shaped by society and that opinions and views can change as society changes (McLeod, 2023).
In terms of illegal drug use, constructivism states that individuals will form their own opinions of drugs based on their past experiences (McLeod, 2023, Miller, 2009). For example, if an individual has had a positive experience with drugs, then they will likely continue using them. Constructivism also states that individuals will form an opinion of drugs based on society’s opinion of them (McLeod, 2023; Miller, 2009). Some drugs are heavily condemned by society because of the effects they cause and due to laws which criminalise them and carry long sentences which showcase to people how bad these drugs are.  For example, Heroin causes extreme detrimental effects and carries lengthy jail time for possession and dealing. As a result, heroin users will often face long jail time and will also be ostracised from society due to their addiction. However, Constructivism also states that social opinions are not permanent and are likely to alter over time based on new information and new cultural and social norms (Fosnot, 2005). For example, cannabis was often criminalised and often considered the gateway drug for people starting an addiction (NIDA, 2020). However, social opinion and policy are now changing in some countries regarding cannabis and the stigma and illegality surrounding it is disappearing (Dills et al, 2021). 
Constructivism is effective in that it recognises that opinions and views can change as society changes and that there are no fixed viewpoints in the world (Fosnot, 2005). Constructivism is also effective in that it recognises that individuals form their own views and recognises that there could be several reasons why an individual may decide to commit a criminal offence such as using illegal drugs (Miller, 2009). 
It could be argued that because constructivism places emphasis on individuals forming their own opinions, then this will encourage individuals to continue using illegal drugs if they have had a good experience with them. Moreover, it could also be argued that constructivism does place enough emphasis on the wider social factors that contribute to crime such as poverty.
In conclusion, constructionist theories do seem to be somewhat effective in their ability to explain and suggest the influencing factors of crime. Moreover, the constructionist theories mentioned can at least somewhat explain illegal drug usage and their influencing factors. Furthermore, constructionist theories, cover a large basis of factors that can influence illegal activity. However, the limitations of each constructionist theory do have some credence which should be taken into consideration when using them to explain criminality. Moreover, some constructionist theories contradict each other, so more research would need to be conducted to determine the definitive theories that are most effective in determining the root causes of criminal activities such as illegal drug use.
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