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Introduction 

The use of social media and messaging apps as a platform for buying and selling drugs has 

increased in recent years. This rise can likely be attributed to the convenience offered to buyers 

where, unlike cryptomarkets or the surface web, these platforms seamlessly integrate with 

existing social media platforms and require less technological expertise (1). Moreover, in 

FRPSDULVRQ�WR�FRQYHQWLRQDO�´VWUHHW-

https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/ndarc/resources/National_EDRS_2023_Background%26Methods%5B1%5D.pdf
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/ndarc/resources/National_EDRS_2023_Final%5B1%5D.pdf
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Note. Among participants who reported social media/messaging 

platforms as a method used to arrange purchasing drugs in the past 

12 months and responded (N=495), with multiple responses allowed. 

Known person=friend/partner/relative/colleague etc.  

Figure 3: Source when arranging the 

purchase of illicit drugs via social 

media/messaging platform.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Among those who arranged the purchase of illicit drugs via social media/messaging platforms in the past 

year and responded (n=495), 28% reported that they sourced their illicit substances from an unknown 

dealer/vendor (Figure 3). Among those who arranged purchasing illicit drugs via social media/messaging 

platforms in the past year and responded (n=490), 44% reported that the person that they arranged drugs 

from advertised the sale of illicit drugs on these platforms (Figure 4).  

Discussion 

A large proportion (72%) of EDRS participants reported that they had used social media and/or messaging 

platforms as a method to arrange the purchase of illicit drugs in the year preceding interview. Among these 

participants, Snapchat, Facebook and Wickr were the most widely used platforms, with most participants 

using more than one social media/messaging platform, and the majority 
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done so via an unknown dealer. The absence of regulation and feedback mechanisms may heighten the risk 

for these individuals, as they have less reliable means to assess the quality or safety of the products they are 

purchasing.  

Further, these platforms provide a new market for vendors to advertise illicit drugs beyond cryptomarkets or 

the surface web, reaching a greater audience of individuals who may have otherwise remained unexposed 

(6). Our findings suggest that sellers may be utilising this network. That is, among those who had used social 

media/messaging platforms to obtain drugs in the past year, a substantial proportion (44%) reported that the 

person they obtained drugs from had advertised the sale of illicit substances on these platforms. By increasing 

the ease of accessibility to buyers, it is possible that some people who use drugs may experiment with new 

forms of illicit drugs that have the potential to cause greater harm.  

As technology continues to develop and integrate into everyday life, it is likely that social media and 

messaging platforms will remain a dominant market for illicit drugs. It is therefore crucial to closely monitor 

the dynamics of social media use to identify and address emerging risks effectively.  
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Appendix 

Item  

(1) In what ways have you arranged obtaining illicit drugs in the last 12 months? (2019-2023) 

(2) What social networking or messaging apps have you used to arrange the purchase of illicit drugs in the last 

12 months? (2023) 

(3) Thinking specifically about the times you arranged the purchase of illicit drugs via social media and/or 

messaging apps in the last 12 months, from whom did you obtain these drugs? (2023)
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