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Keywords: Background: Substance abuse represents one of the major concerns in developing countries such as
Substance abuse, Iran. On the other hand, most previous research has been on the motivations for substance abuse in
Motive, local samples and younger age groups (eg adolescents), and as a result our knowledge of the
Qualitative research, motivations for substance abuse in adults is limited.

Qualitative content Aims: The purpose of this study was to identify the motives behind substance abuse from the
analysis perspectives of abusers, their families, and experienced mental health specialists in Shiraz city, Iran.

Methods: Phenomenological qualitative method was used to conduct the research. The data were
collected through semi-structured interviews based on the theoretical sampling method. The
participants were 26 individuals including five addiction specialists/therapists, one family members
of abusers, and 19 substance abusers. The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. The
interviews were then constantly compared based on qualitative content analysis.

Results: Out of 943 initial codes, 10 main categories and 24 sub-categories were extracted that
described the “motives for substance abuse.” The main categories were “communication problems”,
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“physical problems”, “attitude toward addiction”, “experiential avoidance”, “two-wolves” (excessive

EL I3

pleasure-seeking by taking both alcohol and narcotics), “addictive behaviors”, “social determinants”,

2

“psychiatric disorders”, “cultural issues”, and “genetic issues”.
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Introduction

Substance use (including any illegal substance such
as heroin, amphetamine, barbiturate, hemp, cocaine,
psychedelics, etc.) is one of the most pressing
international issues with health-related,
psychological, social, and economic implications.
This issue could lead to substance abuse
(Ahmadpanah et al., 2013; Compton et al., 2015),
bringing about numerous difficulties for addicts, their
families, and society. Substance use is also a major
cause of incapacity worldwide and a serious risk
factor with undesirable mental and physical
consequences (e.g., depression) (Degenhardt et al.,
2018). Meanwhile, the chronic use of alcohol,
hashish, stimulants, and psychedelic drugs can
modify brain functions, causing cognitive-behavioral
deficits that cannot be repaired even after
detoxification (Toledo-Fernandez et al., 2018).
Therefore, substance abuse is a major concern as it
can even account for the outspread of chronic and
recurrent infectious diseases that could threaten
people’s health and lives (Pourallahvirdi et al., 2016).
A study found an estimated figure of four million
deaths per year caused by tobacco and narcotics,
suggesting that the figure could rise to 10 million
deaths in 2030, with a 70% increase in developing
countries (Han et al., 2018). Meanwhile, there seems
to be a decline in the incremental trend of substance
use in advanced countries (Schepis et al., 2020).
Based on a World Health Organization report, Iran
shows the highest degree of opioid consumption in
the world, which is three times greater than the global
average (Soroosh et al., 2019).

The awareness of the main motives for substance
abuse can help to select effective interventions
(Schepis et al., 2020), and considering such factors
can contribute to the implementation of prevention
programmes (Kok et al., 2016). Numerous
hypotheses have been raised in relation to addiction,
although one single hypothesis is not comprehensive
enough to explain addiction (Gullo et al., 2017; Otten
et al.,, 2017). Yet, there are some recurrent factors
emphasized in many studies. For instance, genetic
factors are involved in several nervous system
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functions and are consistently mentioned as causes of
substance abuse (Nestler, 2001).

Substance abuse and addiction still represent public
health concerns on a global scale as they have led to
the formation of a massive socio-economic burden
(Heslin et al., 2015). Therefore, it would be highly
important  for  decisions-makers  (particularly
governments) to understand the reasons people abuse
drugs, while trying to control the social, cultural and
economic damages caused by substance abuse and
addiction (Shahraki et al., 2019). However, in most
quantitative investigations, reasons for addiction have
been identified through theories, although only a
qualitative exploration could profoundly reveal the
conditions/contexts directly perceived by addicts.
Furthermore, most studies in the literature have
focused on substance abuse motives in local samples
and younger age groups (e.g., youngsters), as a result
of which the existing knowledge of substance abuse
motives in adults remains underdeveloped (Schepis et
al., 2020). Given these issues, the present study relies
on the content analysis method, as a qualitative
method, to reveal the various dimensions and factors
contributing to substance abuse.

Method
This study was a qualitative research that relied on
latent content analysis. Codes, sub-

categories/headings, and the main categories were
extracted through deduction and inference by taking
into account logical relationships between the
conceptual dimensions (Packer-Muti, 2009). The
study was conducted in Shiraz, which is a major city
in terms of substance abuse treatment in Iran. The
interviews with the participants (e.g., addiction
treatment specialists, substance abusers, and their
family members) took place in medical offices,
psychiatric hospitals, clinics, substance abuse
treatment  centers, and  psychotherapy and
consultation centers. To select the participants, open
sampling with maximum variation was used. The
inclusion criteria were: (a) having a history of
substance abuse; (b) experiencing problems caused
by substance abuse; and (c) showing a tendency to
participate in the research. Given the inclusion
criteria, the sample size in this study included 26
individuals, including eight addiction specialists and
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therapists  (one general practitioners, five
psychiatrists), one family members, and 19 addicts.
Following the method suggested (Packer-Muti,
2009), the data collection and data analysis
procedures were simultaneously conducted, and the
data were analyzed through a constant comparative
method called grounded theory-based data analysis.
The data analysis procedure included several steps;
first, the taped interviews were transcribed verbatim
and prepared for content analysis. Next, before the
coding procedure started, the transcribed text was
read several times for familiarization. The third step
was concerned with generating codes and categories,
which were inductively extracted through open
coding. As such, the text was read line-by-line and the
relevant codes were extracted. The categories were
differentiated through constant comparison in the
fourth step of open coding. Peer check, member
check, and constant comparison were performed to
reach a consensus in coding in the fifth step. After
completing the coding procedure and ensuring the
accuracy of the codes, a conclusion was reached in
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the sixth step and the concepts were identified. To
ensure confirmability, the personal interest of the
researchers in the subject, the ideas of other
researchers, and the documents of research (Guba,
1981). Finally, a comprehensive description of the
subject, the participants, data collection procedure,
data analysis procedure, and study limitations helped
to establish the transferability of the study. Armed
with such standards, other researchers could pursue
or replicate the study.

Results

Following the analysis of the interviews concerned
with motives for substance abuse, 943 initial codes
were found, out of which 10 main categories and 24
sub-categories were extracted. The findings revealed
that motives for substance abuse could be divided into
10 main categories: communication problems,
physical problems, and social determinants, attitudes
toward addiction, experiential avoidance, excessive
pleasure-seeking, addictive behaviors, psychiatric
disorders, cultural issues, and genetic issues (Tablel).

Table 1. A sample of the codes, sub-categories and categories extracted from raw data

Category Sub-category

Code

Marital conflict

L Romantic breakup and divorce
Communication
problems Family problems

Irresponsibility and inconsideration
of consequences for actions

e AT Physical diseases
Physical impairment or injury
Quality of neighborhood/locality
Unsavory friends
Risky jobs
A positive attitude toward addiction
Illusion of control
Ilusion of family control
Thought suppression

Social determinants

Attitudes toward
addiction

Experiential avoidance

dogorgeh Avoiding negative emotions

Exposure to motivating factors
Addictive lifestyle
Personality disorder
Mood disorder
Anxiety disorder
Obsessive-compulsive disorder
Other psychiatric disorders

Addictive behaviors

Psychiatric disorders

Cultural issues

Sexual problems, family interference in one’s married life

The impact of negative feelings, such as sadness and failure, on
substance abuse

Substance abuse due to living in a dysfunctional and tensed family
Unhealthy support, no consequences for actions, unclear roles or

responsibilities

The impact of physical illnesses, such as migraine and fibromyalgia, on

substance abuse
A negative body image
Availability of narcotics
The need for a sense of belonging and for finding role models
Harsh and demanding jobs
Rapid mood swings
Seeing substance use as a controllable behavior or hobby
Substance abuse caused by other people’s obsessive control
Attempts made to avoid obsession and obsessive thoughts
Negative emotions such as fear, hesitation, and worry
The need for excessive excitement and pleasure
Exposure to people and contexts associated with addiction
Lying, coming home late, making a tense atmosphere at home
Instable and inflexible behaviors
A sense of sadness, emptiness, loss, and despair
Nervousness and irritability

Intrusive and unwanted thoughts, mental actions, and repetitive thoughts

Delusions and hallucinations
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Category Sub-category

Code

False advertising of addictive
substances

Rituals and traditions

Genetic issues . . .
A decline in religious faith among

young people

The role of opportunists and smugglers

The role of cultural events, such as wedding parties and mourning

sessions
A reduced rate of religious faith
The impact of genetics on substance abuse

Conclusion

The present study investigated substance abuse
motives through a qualitative phenomenological
method. Based on the biopsychosocial model of
addiction, the factors extracted from the data were
divided into three groups: “socio-cultural
determinants” (e.g., friends and peers, risky social
environments, communication problems), “genetic
issues”, and “personal aspects” (physical problems,
addictive behaviors, attitude toward addiction, two-
wolves, experiential avoidance, and psychiatric
disorders). A new concept was also extracted called
“two-wolves”, which was used to refer to excessive
pleasure-seeking through substance abuse.

The study showed various findings. First, diverse
reasons accounted for substance abuse at biological,
individual and social levels. Most of the motives
observed in this study were inadequately mentioned
in other studies in the literature, although the concept
of “two-wolves” was not mentioned either directly or
indirectly. Secondly, psychophysiological
dysfunctions could contribute to addiction.
Furthermore, substance use may be resorted to as a
temporary relief of pain and unpleasant feelings,
although drugs ultimately lead to the formation of a
vicious circle that could even engender more
unpleasant feelings. In fact, consuming drugs as a
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temporary solution turns into a problem itself after
some time, and the patient would have to consume
more drugs to solve this problem (creating a vicious
circle). Finally, given the type of research conducted
in this study (latent content analysis), no analysis was
performed to construct a model. Yet, based on the
observations of other studies, there seems to be some
interactions between the categories. Discovering the
interactive pattern between the motives and creating
a conceptual model (based on grounded theory) can
serve as interesting topics for further studies.
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