v
L7 o
~‘,’q~g Pryrop® b‘\ﬂ\’

Journal of Sociological Studies of Sustainable Development

Volume 1, Issue 2, pp. 67-86, 2025
homepage: http://sanad.iau.ir/journal/jsssd/

. - §—» \

——
el

N
—l s

From Addiction to Underdevelopment: A Qualitative Analysis of the
Consequences of Drugs on Social Development in Iran

Jafar Rajablou?, Mohammad Hossein Eslami?*, Ehsan Khanmohammadi?®

1. Faculty Member, University of Law Enforcement Sciences, Tehran, Iran. j.rajabloo@yahoo.com
2. Ph.D.in Sociology, Iran. eslamihossein@yahoo.com
3. Ph.D. in Sociology, Yasuj University, Yasuj, Iran (Corresponding Author) ehskh1991.22@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type
Research Article

Avrticle history

Received: 2 September 2025
Accepted: 11 September 2025
Published: 11 September 2025

Keywords:

Sustainable development,
social exclusion, marginalized
neighborhoods, Gorgan.

Introduction: Addiction, as one of the social challenges in Iran, has wide-
ranging consequences on social development indicators.

Objective: This article, which aimed to examine the social dimensions of
addiction and its relationship with social development, is applied in terms of
purpose and qualitative in nature.

Method: The data collection method was based on the Delphi technique and
semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in the fields of social sciences,
social psychology, social policy, and crime prevention. The collected data
were analyzed using thematic analysis.

Findings: The findings showed that addiction has profound consequences on
human capital, social capital, family relationships, and social cohesion, and
at the same time, by intensifying unemployment, poverty, crime, and social
exclusion, it creates a reproductive cycle of harm that is a serious obstacle to
social development. Also, the results indicated the relative inefficiency of
existing policies and programs in managing this phenomenon, which focus
more on individual treatment and pay less attention to its structural
dimensions.

Conclusion: The solutions proposed by the experts included economic
empowerment, continued psychosocial support, reducing social stigma,
creating structural support from the government, and using the capacity of
non-governmental organizations. Based on the results, addiction should be
considered as a development issue and not just an individual one. Adopting
comprehensive, cross-sectoral, and community-oriented policies can provide
the necessary conditions for the sustainable integration of recovered
individuals into society and reduce the rate of relapse to addiction. In addition
to reducing social harm, this is also considered a fundamental step towards
achieving sustainable social development.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

In Iran, the social and cultural dimensions of addiction are particularly pronounced within
families and among the youth. Substance abuse weakens family ties, leads to parental neglect,
and impairs the effective socialization of the next generation. Children from addicted families
often suffer from identity issues, social distrust, disillusionment, and a propensity for high-risk
behaviors, which in turn creates a fertile ground for the reproduction of the addiction cycle in
subsequent generations. The consequence of this trend is an increase in harms such as violence,
serial killings, organized thefts, and the proliferation of smuggling gangs in society (Niazi et
al., 2016: 145). Furthermore, UNODC, within the framework of the SDGs, stipulates that
evidence-based and justice-oriented control of drug markets contributes to achieving Goal 3
(Good Health and Well-being), Goal 5 (Gender Equality), Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic
Growth), and Goal 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions); meaning that any inefficiency
in drug policies directly increases the risk of lagging behind in these goals (UNODC, 2024d;
UN DESA, 2024). Considering the above, it can be concluded that drug addiction is one of the
most serious threats to social development in Iran. On one hand, the direct consequences of
substance use and trafficking have destabilized the country's social and economic foundations,
and on the other hand, weaknesses in policymaking and the absence of comprehensive strategies
have limited effective confrontation with this phenomenon. Given the young demographic
structure of the country and the vital role of human resources in progress, the continuation of
the current trend can be a serious obstacle to achieving sustainable development goals.
Therefore, the fundamental question of this research is how drug addiction, as a foundational
impediment, disrupts the process of social development in Iran, and what factors play a role in
exacerbating this relationship. The answer to this question can be important from both a
scientific perspective—to enrich the theoretical literature on development and social harms—
and a practical perspective—for national policymaking and planning. Consequently, the
necessity of the current research lies in explaining the relationship between addiction and social
development, identifying its various dimensions, and offering practical solutions to mitigate the
destructive effects of this phenomenon on Iranian society.

Method

The research population included experts and scholars in the fields of social harms, social policy
and planning, social psychology, and crime prevention in Iran. Given the qualitative approach
and the Delphi method, purposive sampling was used. The criteria for sample selection were
specialized knowledge, professional experience, and access to credible information about the
research topic. Ultimately, 15 qualified experts were selected for participation. The sample
composition is presented in the table below. Research data were collected using semi-structured
interviews. This type of interview allows for a specific framework based on research questions
while providing opportunities for participants to express free views and provide in-depth
explanations. Interview questions were designed with a focus on the main axes of the research,
covering topics such as the impact of addiction on social development indicators, aggravating
factors, the cycle of poverty and unemployment reproduction, the effectiveness of existing
policies, and proposed solutions for harm reduction. Thematic analysis was used for data
analysis. This analytical method transforms qualitative data obtained from interviews into a set
of coherent and meaningful themes. It is worth noting that the choice of the Delphi technique
and thematic analysis was due to their direct relevance to the research questions. The research
questions, which include examining the impact of addiction on social development, influencing
factors, the cycle of harm reproduction, policy evaluation, and proposed solutions, required the
collection of in-depth data from experts and the extraction of common themes among them.
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The present method allowed for leveraging the specialized knowledge of experts, while
presenting the findings in clear and practical themes for social policymaking and planning.

Findings

Addiction in Iran is no longer merely considered a health problem or an individual deviation;
rather, it is recognized as a structural and multidimensional issue that affects all social,
economic, cultural, and political spheres. Social development, as a multidimensional process,
is based on indicators such as human capital, social capital, public health, civic participation,
family cohesion, and social security. Thus, any harm that threatens these indicators will directly
or indirectly impede the realization of social development. The findings obtained from
interviews with experts also indicate that addiction, from various perspectives, both weakens
the foundations of development and is itself a product of developmental shortcomings and
deficiencies. One of the main dimensions of social development is human capital, which
includes knowledge, skills, physical and mental health, and individuals' ability to participate in
the country's production and progress. Addiction, by reducing individuals' physical, mental, and
social capabilities, removes this valuable capital from the cycle of development. According to
a professor of social sciences: "When an individual becomes addicted, a large part of their
energy, time, and abilities are spent on procuring substances and coping with their physical and
psychological consequences. This individual can no longer function as a productive force in
society and is effectively sidelined from the development cycle.” This statement indicates that
addiction, in addition to reducing labor productivity, imposes significant costs on the country's
economic and social system. A specialist from the Parliament Research Center also stated in
confirmation of this issue: "When statistics show that a large portion of drug users are between
18 and 35 years old, it means precisely at the point where an individual should have the greatest
economic and social role, they experience a decline in efficiency. This is a direct blow to human
capital and development.” Furthermore, an expert from the Drug Control Headquarters stated:
"The harm of addiction is not just consumption; its consequences lie in trafficking, distribution,
and criminal networks that threaten social order. This situation directly weakens the social
security index and citizens' sense of security.” From this perspective, addiction is a security and
structural threat that can endanger social cohesion and stability.

Conclusion

The findings of this research showed that addiction is a phenomenon with extensive
consequences on various dimensions of social development in Iran. These results are consistent
with a significant portion of the theoretical literature and previous research that have explained
addiction in close connection with poverty, unemployment, social exclusion, and weak social
capital. However, the prominent point in the findings of this study is the emphasis on the cycle
of harm reproduction and the structural role of policy inefficiency in exacerbating the negative
effects of addiction on social development. In analyzing the main dimensions and components,
it became clear that addiction leads to the weakening of human capital, the erosion of social
capital, the spread of poverty and inequality, an increase in crime, and a decrease in social
participation. These findings are consistent with human development theories and the social
capital approach, which consider the quality of human resources and social cohesion as
prerequisites for sustainable development. In fact, by disrupting these two key areas, addiction
impedes the necessary foundations for social growth and dynamism. Findings related to
exacerbating factors showed that unemployment, weak support policies, and the inefficiency of
the education and prevention system are among the most important variables that strengthen
the link between addiction and underdevelopment.
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