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The drug experience: Cocaine
Professor David Clark explores the dynamic world of heavy cocaine use as revealed in a
provocative, high-quality study by Dan Waldorf and colleagues. This research, conducted in
the US in the 1980s, challenged many of the prevailing myths about cocaine.
There is a good deal of misinformation about
cocaine, which does little to help society tackle the
problems that excess use of this drug can produce.
Waldorf and colleagues set out to study cocaine
users and present their world as they see it, without
making moral judgements about the drug-using
behaviours.
The research involved interviewing 267 current
and former heavy users of cocaine from Northern
California. The sample did not include people in
treatment programmes or in prison, as is common
in other research. Most of the respondents were
‘solidly working- or middle-class, fairly welleducated, and steadily employed’.
Nearly all the respondents first tried cocaine
when it was offered by a trusted friend. Many of the
sample reported that they did not get high the first
time they snorted cocaine. They had to learn both to
experience and then to appreciate the subtle
euphoric effects of the drug.
The majority of respondents increased their use
gradually – there was no uniform progression or
pattern. The slow escalation was likely to be due in
part to the general greater availability of the drug.
Two other factors were often cited as contributing
to escalating use: a slow increase in tolerance for
the drug, and the seductive and insidious nature of
the drug itself.
The tolerance reported with cocaine appeared to
be somewhat different to that observed with opiates.
While some users reported increasing their doses of
drug, they did not generally report decreased effects
of the same dose. Rather than needing more of the
drug to get the same effect, they reported wanting
the same effect again and again.
Many participants ‘agreed that cocaine’s
euphoric effects offered not only a sense of wellbeing, but a feeling of mastery or power that was so
reinforcing it often led them to use more frequently
than they planned or expected’.
The researchers described four relatively discrete
patterns of use. ‘Hogs’ showed a consistent, very
heavy daily use. This pattern of use caused more
dramatic effects, greater compulsion, as well as
marked painful ‘comedowns’ and depression.
‘Nippers’ used regularly, often every day, but only
in relatively small amounts. These users kept their
drug use subordinated to work and family
responsibilities, and often avoided the negative
effects associated with heavy use.
‘Bingers’ used cocaine heavily and then lay off
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‘Some heavy users noted
psychological transformations. The world that had
once been good to live in
became a place that was far
less hospitable – paranoia
increased and depression
sometimes developed.’

the drug for days or weeks. Use was often
constrained by personal finances or by prolonged
negative effects. Some bingers found their binges
getting longer and longer. ‘Ceremonial’ or occasional
users used the drug on special social occasions.
The researchers reported a considerable
movement by individuals from one form of use to
another. Although some users followed a downward
spiral from experimental use to addiction, as many
others nipped and then binged and then nipped
again. Others moved from heavy binge use or
sustained abuse to ceremonial use.
One striking aspect of the study was the
proportion of people who used the drug on a

controlled basis – approximately 50 per cent.
Long-term daily use of cocaine or regular heavy
binges often led to problems. The most frequently
mentioned were nasal irritations, insomnia, paranoia,
strained relationships with wife or husband, depleted
savings, hangover days at work, and periodic sexual
difficulties. The most frequent and severe problems
were reported by the heaviest users.
Some of these problems were reported as
serious, but many were not. Most of the
respondents appeared to find most of the problems
manageable most of the time. They seemed to get
pleasure from cocaine, and accepted the problems
as part of the territory.
Most of the sample agreed that moderate use of
cocaine can be an exceedingly enjoyable experience
– it produced euphoria, more energy, a certain
intellectual focus, enhanced sensations, an
increased sociability and social intimacy.
However, daily use or regular binges transformed
the experience of the cocaine high. The initial
euphoria slowly and subtly became dysphoria,
feelings of wellbeing turned into feelings of being
unwell and unhappy. Feeling energetic was replaced
with feeling apathetic.
These changes in physical feelings were accompanied by transformations in social experience. The
person used the drug in isolation, rather than in
social groups as was done initially.
Some heavy users noted psychological
transformations. The world that had once been
good to live in became a place that was far less
hospitable – paranoia increased and depression
sometimes developed.
A shift in the balance between positive and
negative effects of cocaine occurred. The shift to the
negative often resulted in considerable psychological
pain, and a questioning of the rationality and
desirability of continuing to use the drug.
At this time, those people with conventional
stakes in families, homes, jobs, communities and
identities tended to find the resources and resolve
to abstain or reduce their drug use.
Those with fewer such stakes and social
supports were more likely to feel indecisive and
helpless to overcome their cocaine use problem.
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