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ABSTRACT 

Objective: to analyze the phenomenon of the use and abuse of crack from a contextual analysis focusing from 
the issue of individual use to policies for confronting consumption in Brazil. Method: theoretical essay, using 
the analysis framework proposed by Hinds, Chaves and Cypress. Results: the four contexts discussed were: 
the problem of crack, risk and protective factors to its use, the social vision of this phenomenon and, finally, 
policies to confront crack in Brazil. Conclusion: the current situation and complexity involved in crack users 
highlights the need to rethink, on an urgent basis, strategies to face the problem. One possible solution aims 
to provide comprehensive care to the user, involving the individual themselves, their family and the society in 

which they live. Descriptors: Mental Health; Crack Cocaine; Health policy. 

RESUMO 

Objetivo: analisar o fenômeno do uso e abuso do crack de maneira contextual enfocando desde a 
problemática do uso individual às políticas de enfrentamento do consumo no Brasil. Método: ensaio teórico, 
utilizando-se o referencial de análise de Hinds, Chaves e Cypress. Resultados: os quatro contextos abordados 
foram: a problemática do crack, os fatores de risco e de proteção ao seu uso, a visão social desse fenômeno 
e, por fim, as políticas de enfrentamento ao crack no Brasil. Conclusão: a atual situação e complexidade que 
envolve os usuários de crack ressalta a necessidade de se repensar, de forma urgente, estratégias para o 
enfrentamento do problema. Uma possível solução aponta para a atenção integral ao usuário, envolvendo o 
próprio indivíduo, sua família e a sociedade na qual ele se insere. Descritores: Saúde Mental; Cocaína Crack; 

Política de Saúde. 

RESUMEN 

Objetivo: analizar el fenómeno del uso y abuso del crack a partir de análisis contextual enfocando desde la 
problemática del uso individual a las políticas de enfrentamiento del consumo en Brasil. Método: ensayo 
teórico, utilizándose el referencial de análisis de Hinds, Chaves y Cypress. Resultados: los cuatro contextos 
abordados fueron: la problemática del crack, los factores de riesgo t de protección a su uso, la visión social de 
ese fenómeno y, por fin, las políticas de enfrentamiento al crack en Brasil. Conclusión: la actual situación y 
complejidad que envuelve los usuarios de crack resalta la necesidad de repensar, de forma urgente, 
estrategias para el enfrentamiento del problema. Una posible solución es la atención integral al usuario, 
envolviendo el propio individuo, su familia y la sociedad en la cual él se insiere. Descriptors: Salud Mental; 

Cocaína Crack; Política de Salud. 
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Psychoactive substances, more commonly 

known as psychoactive drugs, are substances 

that, when ingested, inhaled or injected, 

have the capacity to change the 

consciousness, mood or an individual’s 

thinking processes, resulting in physiological 

or behavior changes.1  

The use and abuse of such substances 

constitutes a serious public health problem 

due to its serious consequences and its 

beginning increasingly early, spreading up in 

an almost epidemic manner among young 

people, regardless of gender, race or 

economic situation.2,3 

According to the world report of the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC), about 243 million people between 

15 and 64 years of age, or 5% of the global 

population, used illicit drugs in 2012 and 

since then, there were no significant 

changes in the overall status of their use, 

production and health consequences.4  

In Brazil, the most used illicit drugs are 

marijuana and cocaine, that includes crack,5 

which has been emerging as a very 

important issue, and has been called "crack 

epidemic”. 

Crack, a cocaine derivative, is a potent 

stimulant of the central nervous system with 

a high potential for addiction, and contains 

40-80% of cocaine. Its effect is short, lasts 

three to ten minutes, and the lack thereof 

causes very unpleasant feelings. This is a 

relatively new drug, of easy access, low 

cost, largely associated with criminality.6 

Studies focus on the treatment of 

dependence of crack users, using different 

drugs such as buspirone,7 topiramate,8 

biperiden,9 among others, but little is 

known about consumption patterns, coping 

difficulties, addiction and family, social and 

economic problems related to the use of 

crack.10  

Considering the width, the diversity of 

aspects involved and the consequences the 

use and abuse of cocaine and its variations, 

especially crack, bring for the life of 

individuals, families and society, it is of 

utmost importance to reflect on the 

complexity of the problem,10 its social 

relevance, potential risk factors hampering 

the development of actions and existing 

political strategies in Brazil.  

 

● To analyze the phenomenon of the use 

and abuse of crack from contextual analysis 

focusing from the issue of individual use to 

policies for confronting consumption in 

Brazil. 

 

This is a reflection theoretical essay that 

follows the analytical framework proposed 

by Hinds, Chaves and Cypress, which ranks 

contextual levels in four interactive but 

distinct layers: the level immediate context, 

the level specific context, the level of 

general context and the metacontext.11 

The immediate context has as main 

characteristic the phenomenon itself with 

its focus on the present. In this work, this 

context is related to the crack user profile 

through socioeconomic characteristics and 

factors related to consumption.  

The specific context, characterized by 

individualized and unique knowledge that 

encompasses the immediate past and 

relevant aspects of the current situation, 

includes the elements that are present in 

the environment and influence the 

phenomenon from past and current 

interactions. In this sense, individual risk 

and protective factors that influence the 

individual for the use of crack, either 

stimulating or restraining it, were included. 

The general context involves the 

influence of the organization of events or 

behaviors in the phenomenon in question, 

associating meanings that individuals have 

developed over time. This context seeks to 

explain why the phenomenon occurs in the 

observed manner. In this study, we 

considered the influence of personal beliefs 

and cultural values for the growth of crack 

use by society, i.e., the social vision of the 

phenomenon. 

Finally, the metacontext seeks to 

establish reasons for the behaviors and 

events, usually incorporating past and 

present and imposing conditions for a 

possible future. Thus, in this context, 

policies for confronting use and abuse of 

crack in Brazil were contemplated. 

 

 Immediate context - user profile 

Although the use of crack had had its 

beginning in the 80's, only in 2014 a study 

was conducted that allowed to know the 

profile of crack users in the streets in Brazil, 
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pointing out the paucity of studies on this 

population.12 

Brazilian crack users are characterized in 

general by being: man, young, multidrug 

user, low socioeconomic and educational 

level, marginalized, with the worst social 

and health indicators compared to other 

users, although in recent years the use of 

this drugs have spread to other social 

strata.10  

There is a higher consumption among 

non-whites (blacks and mulattos) living in a 

context of social vulnerability, which 

represent 52% of the population, according 

to data obtained by the Brazilian Institute of 

Geography and Statistics - IBGE.13 

The Brazilian profile does not differ from 

the profile found in other international 

studies,14-15 which reveals that crack use is 

globally associated with individuals with low 

educational and socioeconomic level, 

although there has been an increase in the 

use and abuse of this drug in higher social 

classes. 

The fact of belonging to excluded social 

groups generates in the individual feelings 

of suffering and discrimination, which 

directly influences on individual choices and 

about health, predisposing them to 

inequities.   

To better understand this phenomenon, 

one cannot ignore the influence of context 

and environment on the crack user. Thus, 

socioeconomic determinants are a 

propellant factor in the use and abuse of 

this substance, which, associated with the 

consumerism of capitalist society, with 

globalization and with increased 

urbanization, aggravate the consumption of 

this drug.10 

As a matter of public health, it is 

important to concern with these 

determinants and their relation to the 

consumption of crack, since these users 

usually have a worse prognosis, with more 

severe addiction, involvement in crime, 

risky sexual behavior and major social losses 

when compared to users of other 

substances.16 

The stereotype drawn to crack user 

assumes poverty and marginalization, 

establishing a situation of increasing 

isolation and breaking bonds of friendship, 

family and society. Thus, it establishes the 

unification of users in a solidarity 

relationship, deepening their condition 

more and more in their stigma.17 

Given the seriousness of the abusive use 

of crack and considering the negative 

repercussions, both in individual and social 

level, related to this practice, it is essential 

to recognize this individual’s profile, as well 

as the risk and protective factors for this 

use.18 

 Specific context– Individual risk and 

protective factors  

The drug abuse affects the human being 

in their various dimensions - biological, 

psychological and social, and is also a result 

of a number of factors (physical, emotional, 

psychological and social) correlated. In this 

sense, risk and protective factors are 

intrinsic attributes of the individual, group 

or social environment that predispose or 

minimize this risk. Therefore, in each 

domain (individual, family, peers), risk and 

protective factors can coexist.19 

Adolescence is the most vulnerable age 

group to experimentation and drug use.20 It 

is a transition period marked not only by 

physical development, but also by changes 

in emotional, mental and social aspects, 

which is critical to build the identity of the 

subject. It is in this confusing moment, 

permeated with contradictions, 

ambivalence, that the individual 

experiences new conducts and seeks social 

self-assertion, resorting to efforts in order 

to integrate themselves in the different 

social groups.21 

In this age group, experimentation and 

drug use is generally related to youth's own 

factors, such as uneasiness, acceptance of a 

group, omnipotence, conflicts and 

challenges to social and family structure. 

Moreover, one can also add other relevant 

factors, such as ease of access, permittivity 

and lack of control.18 For adolescents, 

taking risks is a way to recognize the power 

they exercise over their new and unknown 

body, and drug use is a way of dealing with 

problem situations.22 

In modern societies, family is established 

as the primary social institution, whose 

main claim is to promote the development 

of the individual as a socio-cultural agent, 

also being assigned to it the role of moral 

construction of children and promotion of 

development of their personality. So, the 

family is an important component in the 

study of the factors related to the 

consumption of psychoactive substances and 

can be considered both as a risk factor, 

when other family members encourage and 
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make use of drugs, and as a protective 

factor, when members influence the 

cessation of the use and / or search for 

treatment.23 

Integration of family context as an 

important part in building strategies in 

prevention and treatment of addiction 

corroborates ecological thinking, which 

recognizes that everybody is interrelated 

and interconnected. So, one’s change will 

reflect the change of the whole system.22 

The broad dimension that involves the 

phenomenon of crack consumption and the 

consequences highlighted in relation to the 

individual, family and society reflects the 

influence of social determinants as 

protection or risk predictors for this 

consumption.19 

Such determinants destabilize the social 

network of that individual: friends, family 

and work, permitting the introduction of 

systems of recovery or depreciation of the 

life and self-esteem of an individual, a 

population or their social groups,10 and 

generating the crisis that permeates the life 

of the subject and the lack of motivation to 

move forward. 

 General context – Social dimension of 

the phenomenon 

Drug use and abuse is not a current 

phenomenon. The history of drugs is present 

in the history of mankind and permeates 

many contexts, from religious rituals to the 

promotion of immediate pleasure. An 

anthropological analysis of postmodern 

Western society denotes a contemporary 

society governed by the technological 

evolution of a globalized world and by the 

imperatives of consumerism, establishing a 

scenario of changing values, maximization 

of life and intensification of pleasure, 

bringing negative effects on individuals’ 

physical and mental health.24 

The exaltation of values related to 

competitiveness, aesthetic, individualism 

and consumption, to which we are 

unconsciously driven every day,25 fosters an 

environment where individuals become 

collectors of sensations, in search of instant 

pleasure as a way to escape from suffering. 

In this sense, cities have become a territory 

of fear and insecurity arising from the 

increasingly recurring violence. 

Common sense sees the drug user as a 

violator of social rules that affects the 

proper functioning of society. This condition 

leads to proliferation of prejudice towards 

minority groups, including the crack users, 

labeled as "drug addicts", to whom society 

blames for all existing violence. 

Interestingly, sometimes this label is 

awarded only to the vulnerable part of 

society, those who fall into the "suspicious 

biotype", and the other side of the coin, the 

"citizens", maintain their illegal practices 

unpunished. Faced with the existing socio-

cultural diversity and the different 

possibilities of strategies aimed at 

addressing this phenomenon, the use of 

drugs can be tolerated or vetoed.26 

In seeking to explain the complex reality 

of the phenomenon of "drug abuse", science 

has tried to justify the relationship of users 

and society, which become an increasingly 

vehement part of the social scenarios. 

Considering the complexity and the social 

relevance of the phenomenon, it is essential 

a panoramic and integrative analysis of the 

context to which it is inserted, identifying 

possible elements that contribute to support 

effective intervention actions. 

The redefinition of values arising from a 

promiscuous society, whose value is 

assigned to that in evidence, established by 

the media, leads the human being to a 

search without limits to meet the needs of 

the body and not from their inner self. In 

this sense, moral values are becoming 

extinct and give space to the development 

of new values. Within this vacuum, 

contingent policies are drawn up, tirelessly 

seeking the "humanization of the human 

being” 24 and the confrontations of the 

pursuit of immediate pleasure obtained with 

the use and abuse of drugs. 

 Metacontext – Confronting policies 

The political vision of the phenomenon 

has always been linked to the systematic 

prohibition, which started in the US with the 

internal repression of narcotics.17 In 1988, 

the Brazilian government adhered to the 

Guiding Principles of Drug Demand 

Reduction, established by the United 

Nations (UN), with emphasis on commitment 

of investment in this demand reduction 

programs. That same year, the National 

Drug Policy (SENAD) was created with the 

mission to articulate, coordinate and 

integrate the public and private sectors of 

civil society to combat drugs.27  

The redirection of the national drug 

policy, in 2004, established the principle of 

shared liability, using a strategy of 

cooperation and joint efforts between 
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government, private sector, third sector and 

citizens in combating consumption of 

psychoactive substances, giving greater 

visibility to the decentralization of actions 

on drugs in the country.27 

The increase in crack use and the 

challenges proposed by this practice, with 

frequent association with crime and 

violence, required the establishment of 

actions exclusively aimed at this problem. 

Thus, in 2010, it was instituted the 

Integrated Plan to Combat Crack and Other 

Drugs, with policies aimed at "confronting" 

such a problem.  

With the same connotation, in 2011, the 

federal government set the plan: "Crack can 

be overcame", based on three areas: care, 

which delegates attention to the user and 

their family, through the health care 

network and therapeutic communities; 

prevention, which aims to strengthen the 

network through coordinated actions, 

operating in schools; and, finally, authority, 

with crackdown on drug trafficking, "crack 

areas" and the fight against organized 

crime.27 

The national policy for "combating" drugs 

much resembles the model of "war on 

drugs", of repressive nature proposed in the 

United States and adopted in several 

countries,17 however, the problem of crack 

use goes beyond the walls of crime and 

establishes itself as a web that is slowly 

taking root in society, requiring not only the 

look prohibitive, but the chain of integrated 

and intersectoral actions that allow 

approaching the problem. 

 

The use of crack emerged in Brazil in the 

late 80’s and relevant factors such as ease 

of access to all social classes and low cost 

enabled its gradually increased 

consumption. In addition, social 

vulnerability also contributes to the spread 

of use. 

The use and abuse of crack in the 

contemporary society is a serious problem 

not only for public health but also for social 

and cultural aspects, and goes through 

various contexts, from the micro-structural, 

where the individual and their family are 

present, to the macro-structural, which 

contains the social vision of the 

phenomenon and the policies for its 

confrontation. 

This issue is still far from being solved 

due to various factors and contexts present 

in this consumption. This shows the need for 

health policies and practices that seek to 

accomplish a new look under mental health, 

provided with the psychiatric reform. 

Surpassing the criticism to health 

policies, one must take the blindfolds that 

hinder seeing the social needs of such a 

phenomenon that go well beyond the 

therapeutic treatment and the "war on 

drugs", so that the holistic being is 

considered and inserted in a context. 
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