


Is there a common misconception that substance misuse is just common term for the use of illegal drugs and people who abuse drugs and alcohol? Looking into this, the American Public Health Association (APHA) Website states the “Substance misuse is a serious public health challenge. It includes the use of illegal drugs and the inappropriate use of legal substances, such as alcohol and tobacco. Whether through overindulgence in alcohol, misuse of prescription medication, or use of illegal drugs, such misuse is harmful to our health.” This gives the idea that not only drugs and alcohol are substances but when it comes to abuse these are the most dangerous when it comes to health. 

The NHS website summarises substance misuse as drug abuse and is defined when somebody “amounts or in methods which are harmful to themselves or to other people.” This shows the difference of definition between two different health boards. Whilst the APHA has a broad opinion where they also mention cigarettes and alcohol, the NHS have different agendas. The NHS have focuses for each different substance such as smoking, drug misuse and alcohol abuse. These give clearer guidelines and ensure they separate substance traits.

The Office for National Statistics for the United Kingdom shows that 1 in 11 people between the age of 16 and 59 have taken drugs in the last year and 1 in 6 between the ages of 16 and 24. These statistics are very high but have decreased minimally since when records first started getting taken in 1995 where there was 1 in 9 between the ages of 16 and 59 and 1 in 4 between the ages of 16 and 24. These figures show that there are serious problems in the UK with young adults.

Pycroft (2015) believes to fully understand the effects drugs have on people you must ask yourself, what implications will be taking this drug do for themselves, how will it affect their behaviour and are you concerned that this drug may affect someone else’s behaviour which may influence others. By asking these questions, you will be able to breakdown whether there is a need for it and know this will mean that there is an understanding of what the drug does. 

This suggests understanding the outcomes on all possible avenues before taking any drugs may change your mind on taking the drug and make you understand why you would take this drug in the first place.

A blog on the Government.UK website discusses the damage of alcohol misuse on not only the person drinking the alcohol but their family, co-workers, and community. This can impact their health and well-being and potential criminality on some occasions. Even though there is legality behind alcohol, many statistics show how dangerous alcohol can be when abused by someone in an unstable mindset or abused to a breaking point.

There has been a common argument about how alcohol is legal when cannabis is not. A UK statistic from Office of National Statistics report how there was 8,974 alcohol related deaths in 2020 whilst there were only 34 related deaths from cannabis. This shows how drastic of a health difference there is between numbers of fatalities whilst one can be bought in shops around the country, and another is a criminal offence.

The media has always portrayed substance misuse in the same bracket as addiction, but this is not the case. The NHS website definition of addiction is “Addiction is defined as not having control over doing, taking, or using something to the point where it could be harmful to you.” This overlap between addiction and misuse is very simple and clear. A drug could be potentially dangerous due to the amount of it taken and the amount of it taken could be from the addiction. This does not mean they’re the same as drugs and substances aren’t always dangerous because of the amounts taken. 

According to McLellan (2017) substance misuse is often mistakenly known for the abuse of the substance in high dose or amount resulting harm, physically or mentally. Misuse can be far less than that for example such as making rash choices like driving the car under the influence or being violent and abusive. This does not have to be a reoccurring theme every week, this shows how minimal substance misuse can really be. This shows how easily influenced anybody can be by substances and this could be the problem.

McLellan (2017) states that the “majority of substance-related health and social problems occur among those who are not addicted.” (P.115). This also support his beliefs of that media encourage people to believe that that substance misuse is commonly known as addiction when this is quite opposite the case. Therefore, many people do not believe they have a problem as they’re not addicted but don’t understand their tolerance such as alcohol intake which could lead to further substances.

Looking at how the media portrays substance misuse shows us positives and negatives but as media has always presented itself, there is no story unless it’s negative. The UK drug policy commission (UKDPC) released an evidence review which opened their summary with a statistic “64% of UK adults agree with this statement ‘People with a history of drug dependence are too often demonised in the media.” This highlights the public’s perception on media, and it shows very disappointing. Which means they have had first-hand experiences with substance misuse and understand how difficult it can be for individuals considering it could come from mental problems which they cannot help with.

The (UKDPC) also speaks about what triggers drug related news and shows statistics which elaborates on the negativity on which is shown on drugs and their impact on society in the newspaper. The statistic shows the breakdown of where drugs are referenced to in the newspaper, and it shows that the top 3 reasons for being shown in the media are all negative. 25% of the time they’re mentioned because of the criminal justice related, 10% of the time because of public body activity and lastly 8.4% of the time because of a death. There never seems to be any media about how someone who’s struggling can reach out for help.

The negative media attention on drugs also creates a level of pressure on substance misusers as the feel embarrassed to admit they need help or don’t feel they need help as they don’t fit the match created by the media which are normally addicts which are willing to put drugs before anything in life. The gap the media creates make people believe they’re in no need of help because of how far away they’re from the extreme. 
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