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1
Real life and virtual worlds  

of drug users and drug dealers  
in social drug research:  

an introduction
Dirk J. Korf

1. Between street and screen 

Changes take place swiftly in the European drug situation and in social drug re-
search. To a large extent, these developments are fuelled by technological inno-
vations. Like many other people, drug users, drug dealers and drug researchers 
increasingly make use of electronic devices such as computers, smartphones, 
laptops, tablets, the Internet, apps, etc. These devices share one thing: the 
screen. The screen is used to search for information and to communicate, and 
today, drug users can also use it for conducting do-it-yourself interventions such 
as risk assessments and harm reduction. They can also order drugs electroni-
cally and this raises the question of what this means for traditional retail drug 
supply, such as street dealing. These developments mean that researchers no 
longer need to go to locations where drug users congregate to conduct ‘real life’ 
observations or interviews. Instead, they can turn to the screen and carry out 
online interviews and virtual ethnography.

Given these rapid technological developments and new opportunities, one 
could almost forget that, in most cases, people use drugs together with other 
people in a real life setting. Today, professionals in the drug field still have 
contact with drug users on the street (e.g. outreach workers, police officers), 
in clubs, at raves and festivals (e.g. prevention workers), or in treatment centres 
and clinics. Consequently, it appears advisable that social drug researchers do 
not fully hide themselves in their offices behind their computer, but keep going 
onto the streets. Of course, it would be wise to make use of technological inno-
vations too. Rather than sticking to pen-and-paper surveys in clubs for example, 
it is much more convenient and faster to use tablets or smartphones. Yet onsite 
observations, informal conversations and qualitative interviews still appear to 
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be an appropriate and sophisticated approach to reveal and understand the 
atmosphere, social interactions, drug use rituals and meaning of drug use in the 
club scene. 

The challenge for social drug research is therefore to find the right balance 
between street and screen. This book includes contributions from research-
ers that illustrate the relevance and value of classic ethnographic methods in 
contemporary research, and also show that sociological concepts and theories 
from the twentieth century can still be helpful in understanding new phenom-
ena in the drug field. Other chapters demonstrate the possibilities of new data 
sources and new research methods, as well as the risks of the use of the Internet 
and the limitations of ‘screen research’. Together, the various chapters present 
a state-of-the art picture of the diversity in today’s world of drug use and drug 
distribution. They show that ‘street methods’ are more appropriate for research 
into certain themes or groups, and ‘screen methods’ for others. It also becomes 
clear that it is not always a matter of choice between them, but rather a com-
bination of online and offline methods that offers the best chances for social 
drug research. Last but not least, this book discusses implications of the use of 
the screen for policymakers and practitioners in the field of law enforcement, 
prevention, harm reduction and treatment.

2. Drug policy at street-level: police and drug users 

In Chapter 2, Michael Bujalski and Łukasz Wieczorek describe the successive 
changes in Polish drug law and drug policy over the past three decades. In 
1985, the Polish Act on Counteracting Drug Addiction was adopted. The em-
phasis was on a public health approach, with a key role for prevention and 
treatment, and the possession and purchase of illicit drugs were not criminal-
ised. Some years later, changing patterns of drug use and increasing supply after 
the democratic transformation in 1989 fuelled the debate on how to respond to 
the possession of small amounts of drugs for personal use (Krajewski, 2004). In 
1997, an amendment to the act penalised drug possession with the exception of 
small amounts for personal use. Three years later, after intensive political cam-
paigns calling for a strict prohibitionist policy, this amendment was withdrawn. 
From then on, the law on possession of illicit drugs was actively enforced (Kra-
jewski, 2013), leading to a drastic increase in the number of drug offences. 

In 2005, a new Act on Counteracting Drug Addiction was adopted, with 
Article 72 concerned with delivering treatment as an alternative to prison. Since 
2011, Article 72 can also be applied to detainees with previous criminal re-
cords. However, this rarely occurs in practice. The question why this is the case 
is at the core of chapter 2. The authors interviewed police officers in Warsaw 
who had been conducting preparatory charges against drug users who had 
committed other criminal acts. Their aim was to examine how the perception, 


