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Chapter 2
Characteristics of lifetime
drug users

Chapter 1 clearly illustrates that the proportion
of drug users, whether narcotic drugs or
psychotropic  substances, is very small
comparing to the proportion of non-users.
However, in order to facilitate planning of
education and early intervention programmes to
prevent students from using drugs, there is a
need to study the characteristics of lifetime
drug-taking students (i.e. students ever used
drugs) in detail. As such, this chapter focused
on analyzing the profiles and drug using
behaviours of lifetime drug-using students.
Drug users in the remaining parts of this report
refer to lifetime drug users, unless otherwise
specified.

It should be noted that the groups of “heroin
users” and “psychotropic substance users”
actually overlapped to a certain extent. 57.3%
of heroin users and 32.9% of psychotropic
substance users had ever used both kinds of
drugs in their lifetime. Readers should bear
this point in mind in comparison of data
between groups.

2.1 Frequency of drug use
(Charts 2.1 and 2.2)
The majority (or 72.8%) of lifetime

psychotropic substance users did not take any
psychotropic substances in the past 30 days
before enumeration. This was followed by
those who used the substances once to three
times in the past 30 days (15.2%). However, a
notable proportion (or 7.0%) had used
psychotropic substances very frequently, and
reported that they had used the drugs everyday
in the past 30 days. The remaining small
proportions of users took psychotropic
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substances once to three times a week (2.9%),
and four to six times a week (2.1%).

Likewise, the majority (80.5%) of lifetime
heroin users did not use heroin in the past 30
days before enumeration.

2.2 Type of psychotropic substances

used (Chart 2.3 and Table 2.1)

Ketamine, cannabis and ecstasy remained the
three  most popular substances used by
psychotropic substance users in 2004, although
their relative popularity has slightly changed as
compared with 2000.

Ketamine, cited by over half of the psychotropic
substance users in 2004, climbed from the third
in 2000 to the top of the list in 2004.
Cannabis, cited by half of the psychotropic
substance users in 2004, ranked the second in
both 2000 and 2004. Although ecstasy
appeared to have lost its relative popularity by
dropping from the first in 2000 to the third in
2004, it continued to be taken by a large
proportion of psychotropic substance users, by
about 46% in both 2000 and 2004.

Following these, cough medicine, organic
solvents and methylamphetamine (“ice”) were
the next three most common psychotropic
substances abused in 2004, as cited by 20.6%,
19.4% and 16.6% of psychotropic substance
users respectively.

Although the overall proportion of psychotropic
substance users decreased in 2004, it should be
noted that among this group of students, the
proportions of those who had ever used
ketamine and cannabis increased substantially as
compared with 2000. The sharp increase in
popularity of ketamine since 2000 was studied
thoroughly by Lee (2002), Ng et al. (2002), Lam
(2004) and Chan (2005). The risk that youth
can be easily attracted to newly emerged and
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trendy drugs is worth noting.

In answering the types of psychotropic
substances ever used, students could choose
more than one answer. However, it should be
noted that the findings do not show whether they
took more than one type of substances at the
same time or on different occasions.

2.3 Main sources of money for drugs

(Table 2.2)

“Pocket money” remained the most common
source of money for drugs, as cited by 26.3% of
heroin users and 37.3% of psychotropic
substance users. The proportions were
comparatively lower than the corresponding
figures of 39.5% and 56.4% recorded for 2000.
Other major sources of money were “illegal
source (e.g. stole or robbed from others)” and
part-time jobs, as reported by 10.3% - 24.7%
and 6.7% - 8.3% of drug-taking students
respectively.

A large proportion (35.0% of heroin users and
43.7% of psychotropic substance users) of
drug-taking students cited “others” as the
answer for this question. Although no further
breakdown was available, we have reasons to
believe that some of these students might get the
drugs from friends or drug pushers free of
charge, or from others who shared drugs with
them at no expense.

2.4 Usual venues for taking drugs
(Table 2.3)

Schools, their own homes and karaoke/discos in
Hong Kong, cited by 15.9%, 13.8% and 12.5%
of heroin users respectively, were reported as
the most common venues of taking heroin.
The most common venues for taking
psychotropic substances were karaoke/discos in
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Hong Kong, close friends’ homes and their own
homes, as cited by 22.0%, 16.9% and 10.7% of
such users respectively.

Unlike heroin users, only 4.1% of the
psychotropic substance users cited schools as
their usual place for taking drugs. Instead, they
preferred to use the substances in entertainment
venues with peers as part of their entertainment
programmes. Such  phenomenan  was
thoroughly studied by Lee (2002) and Lam
(2004). Some psychotropic substances such as
ecstasy was even termed as “party drugs” by
researchers.

It should be noted that results on usual venue for
taking drugs in the 2000 and 2004 rounds survey
were not directly comparable. Students were
allowed to choose more than one venue in the
2000 survey, while they could only choose one
usual venue in 2004. Results of the 2000
survey were included in Table 2.3 for reference
only.

2.5 Usual suppliers of drugs

(Table 2.4)

Among heroin users, drug pushers (32.7%),
close friends / some other friends (25.4%) and
parents (7.8%) were stated as the usual suppliers
of heroin.

Comparatively, over half (or 51.8%) of
psychotropic substance users said that their
drugs were mainly supplied by their close
friends / some other friends.  This was
followed by drug pushers (10.4%).

It is worthwhile pointing out that over half of
the “friends” who supplied drugs were in fact
“close friends” of the drug-taking students.
Moreover, 8.2% - 10.8% of heroin and
psychotropic substance users claimed that their
drugs were usually supplied by their parents,
brothers / sisters and relatives. The adverse
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influence brought about by students’ close
friends and relatives should not be overlooked.

2.6  Persons with whom psychotropic
substances were taken together

(Table 2.5)

More than half of psychotropic substance users
quoted that they usually used psychotropic
substances with their friends (44.0% with close
friends and 19.5% with some other friends).
This echoed the above finding that over half of
psychotropic substance users obtained their
drugs from friends.

Another 9.6% of psychotropic substance users
mentioned that they usually used the substances
alone, followed by 6.8% with their parents,
brothers/sisters or relatives. The distribution
pattern for 2000 was more or less similar.

2.7  Age of first use of drugs

(Table 2.6)

A large proportion (or 41.5%) of heroin users
claimed that they did not remember their age of
first drug use. About 26.0% first used heroin
at the age of 10 or below, while 13.8% between
13 and 14.

For psychotropic substance users, a larger
proportion first used psychotropic substances at
the age between 13 and 14 (28.3%), followed by
between 15 and 16 (24.0%). About 15.4% of
the users claimed that they did not remember
their age of first use.

Students who first took drugs at the age of 10 or
below was a subgroup worth paying particular
attention, although the figures decreased as
compared with 2000. Further in-depth analysis
revealed that a significant proportion (or 31.7%
- 32.5%) of them usually obtained their drugs
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from their parents/brothers or sisters/relatives;
and over 30% of them used drugs at their own
homes.  The family background of these
students could be one of the main reasons for
their early contact with drugs.

2.8 Major reasons for first use of

drugs (Table 2.7)

“Curiosity”, “peer influence / pressure”, “to seek
euphoria / sensory satisfaction” and “relief of
boredom / depression / anxiety” were the four
most commonly cited reasons for first use of
drugs.

The distribution patterns for heroin and
psychotropic substance users were largely
similar, except that “to keep up spirits” was also
a popular reason cited by heroin users.

2.9 Help seeking patterns for
problems arising from drug use
(Tables 2.8 and 2.9)

It was found that majority of the drug-taking
students (57.4% of heroin users and 76.5% of
psychotropic substance users) had never sought
help from others regarding their drug use
problems.

Among those who had sought help, heroin users
opined that their close friends (15.8%), parents
(9.5%) and the police (9.1%) gave them the
greatest help.  For psychotropic substance
users who had ever sought help, many of them
considered that their close friends (26.8%),
parents (11.8%) and social workers (9.3%) gave
them the greatest help.
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