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Introduction

Global drug use has reached epidemic levels, with
approximately 269 million drug users worldwide [1].
Problematic drug use may lead to serious physical, social,
and mental health problems. An estimated 167,000 deaths
attributed to drug-related disorders worldwide in 2017 [2].
Therising global drug use and its severe adverse consequences
make the drug treatment/rehabilitation a top priority for
policymakers. In modern China, illicit drug use has raised
great concern from both the academia and the public. Nearly
2.15 million Chinese were registered as drug users in 2019
[28]. Drug-related crimes and deaths are also increasing [29].
The current drug treatment programs in China are mainly
compulsory, addressing coercion and discipline. However, the
effectiveness was found to be low [3]. Situated in the fields of
social work, public health, and psychology, Chinese scholars
and practitioners have conducted some empirical tests for
these drug treatment/rehabilitation programs and already
found several effective preventive factors in the programs.
However, the existing research on the design and evaluation
of Chinese drug treatment/rehabilitation programs rarely
investigate the theoretical rationales behind these programs.
This study would address three criminological theories that
have been applied to explain drug treatment and rehabilitation
in Western societies: Differential Association Theory, Social
Bonding Theory, and Labeling Theory. Similar theoretical
rationales could be learnt and adopted by Chinese programs.

Potential theoretical rationales

Differential Association Theory: Differential Association
Theory argues that people acquire criminality from the
others they associate with. Sutherland has highlighted that if
individuals are frequently exposed to law-violating definitions
for a longer time and with greater intensity, they are more
likely to deviate from the law [4,5]. Akers’ social learning
propositions expand Sutherland’s theory and provide a
more comprehensive perspective. Accorder to Akers, the
crime learning process mainly contains three mechanisms:
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reinforcing deviant behavior, adopting beliefs conducive to
deviant behavior, and imitating deviant patterns [6].

In applying this framework to drug rehabilitation,
international studies have provided empirical evidence that
thereduction of affiliation with addicted peers plays a primary
role in the effective drug treatment and recovery process
[7,8].Forinstance, Weiss and his colleagues have demonstrated
why the learning principle is useful in cocaine therapeutic
communities [9]. Through mutual-help group attendance
and participation, the treated drug users could be segregated
from drug subculture and assimilate into an anti-drug group;
gradually, their learning definitions become favorable to law-
abiding values and behavior. Prior literature published in
Chinese journals also has revealed the relationship between
the refusal of drug-addicted peers and positive outcomes of
drug rehabilitation [10,11]. However, these studies generally
lack the theoretical insights.

Social Bonding Theory: Hirschi’s Social Bonding Theory
suggests that motivations to commit deviant and criminal
behaviors intrinsically exist within individuals; social bonding,
thus, is regarded as a determinant of obeying the social
and legal norms to refrain from individuals’ natural crime
motivation [12,13]. People with strong social bonds are less
likely to engage in criminal behaviors because they are more
sensitive to the others’ opinions and fear the corresponding
social consequences. Hirschi has formulated four elements
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of social bonding: attachment, belief, involvement, and
commitment [12].

In western countries, previous studies on drug treatment
have consistently demonstrated that establishing pro-social
bonds could reduceillicitdruguse [14,15]. For example, Knight
and Simpson’s study in the United States has identified that
familyisanessentiallocusofsocialbonding[16].Beingaccepted
by their family is a key element of treatment that enables
drug users to re-embed in a conventional social network,
thereby maintaining an abstinent life. Different from the
individualistic Western culture, China has a collectivist cultural
orientation, which may contribute to a more significant role
played by social bonding. Some evidence has emerged among
the handful studies that address the relationship between
conventional social bonds and positive drug treatment
outcomes in China [17,18]. Unfortunately, these studies either
have very small sample size or are unable to theoretically
explain why social bonding is important.

Labeling Theory: Labeling Theory posits a symbolic
interactionism perspective and argues that criminal and
deviant behaviors are socially constructed through
stigmatizing labels. Becker has proposed that the discrediting
labels, named by the agents of control, are risk factors of
crime and deviance [19,20]. The formation of an individual’s
self-concept and action reflects the tags given by the others
[19]. Individuals might experience higher risks of behaving
in accordance with their tags, which means people labeled as
‘criminals’, ‘addicts’, ‘delinquents’ are more likely to commit
such behaviors.

Proponents of this theory argue that the key factor in
rehabilitating drug addicts is transforming their ‘addict
identity’ to ‘ordinary identity’ [21,22]. Existing empirical
studies have found the stigmatization process surrounding
drug users is a shared problem, leading to the social exclusion
of drug users and constituting obstacles to treatment and
rehabilitation [23,24]. Several descriptive studies in China
also have implicitly indicated the relationship between
perceived stigma and the negative outcomes of drug
rehabilitation [25,26]. Yang and his colleagues have found
that the interviewees report continual stigmatization from
the public and the police after their drug rehabilitation; such
degradation experiences appear to disrupt their normal lives,
reducing the effectiveness of the treatment programs [27].

Current situations of drug treatment and rehabilitation
in china

In the Chinese context, illicit drug use has long been
negatively regarded as a type of severe deviant behavior,
which means harm reduction efforts are mainly applied to
reduce social harms caused by drug use rather than harms
to the users themselves [30]. As we mentioned before, drug
treatment programs in China are often compulsory and run
in confinement [29]. Specifically, the dominant treatment

https://doi.org/10.29328/journal.jatr.1001015

6]

approach is practiced through compulsory institutional
rehabilitation with labor, aiming to minimize the social harm
of drug use by separating drug users from the mainstream
society and socializing them with mainstream norms
[31]. However, the outcome is not that satisfactory and
attracts a lot of criticism [29]. In recent years, to address
the inadequacy of institutional treatment, the community-
based drug treatment and health-oriented harm reduction
programs, mainly consisted of vocational training and psycho-
educational training, have been introduced as alternatives
[32,33]. However, such community-based treatments are
also criticized for being unprofessional and lack of theoretical
foundation. Solid theoretical frameworks are urgently needed
to guide more nuanced approaches to drug treatment design
and assessment in China. That is, before we develop any
treatment/rehabilitation programs, we need to understand
how and why drug users can be effectively supported to
reduce their likelihood of relapse.

Conclusion

The studies of drug treatment and rehabilitation in
China have only been developed in recent decades and still
in their infancy. Most of them are oversimplified or have
limited theoretical discussions. Three potential theoretical
frameworks: Differential Association Theory, Social Bonding
Theory, and Labeling Theory were reviewed here and would
be inspiring for future research on drug treatment and
rehabilitation in the Chinese context. We are looking forward
to more in-depth and systematic explorations toward effective
drug treatment and rehabilitation programs to help Chinese
drug users.
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