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dispensaries and shops, as well as place pickup and delivery orders (Ramo et al., 2015). This trend 

links the portability and internet connectivity of the smartphone with drug access along 

parameters that many people are familiar with as part of their daily smartphone use. But some 

platforms have faced difficulties in removing unlicensed, black market sellers, highlighting the 

challenges of separating legal and illegal drug supply (Hussain & Queally, 2019; Leafly, 2018). In 

countries such as New Zealand, though supply of cannabis for non-medical use remains illegal, 

there have been media reports of cannabis products like edibles openly advertised on Facebook 

and Instagram (e.g., Yalden, 2020). Additionally, a recent article by Childs et al. (2022) explores 

the use of the cannabis website LeafedOut (https://leafedout.com/) in Australia, which connects 

local buyers with local black market cannabis sellers via a Google Maps-type interface containing 

seller locations and contact details. As part of LeafedOut transactions, encrypted messaging apps 

are often used to facilitate contact between buyer and seller and arrange trades (Childs et al., 

2022).    

Digital drug markets are embedded within a broader setting of digital content and digital 

communities geared towards drugs, and discussion of best practices around using them safely, or 

maximising their effects. This broader context is not only likely to influence how and whether 

digital drug markets are used, but also serves as an important point of access to marketplaces and 

sellers. Where there is digital drug content, digitally mediated drug supply is often only one step 

removed.  

1.1.5 Broader context: Digital communities and drug content 

The proliferation of digital drug content and role of digital communities in sharing information and 

resources about drug use provide an important backdrop against which digital drug markets 

develop and evolve. Longstanding harm reduction forums such as Bluelight 

(https://bluelight.org/xf/) or digital harm reduction and support resources like Tripsit 

(https://tripsit.me/ ) are increasingly complemented by digital communities on platforms like 

Reddit (e.g., r/drugs) and groups on social media platforms like Facebook and Discord. These 

communities may be oriented towards specific drug types such as cannabis or psychedelics, or 

serve as general spaces where discussion, advice and experiences around drug use can be shared 

(e.g., Arya et al., 2022; Barenholtz et al., 2021; MacLean et al., 2022; Meacham et al., 2018; 

Wombacher et al., 2020).  

Drug-related content often takes an engaging, relatable, or humorous form. Examples 

include meme pages on Facebook geared towards drug use experiences, or the creation of profiles 

https://leafedout.com/
https://bluelight.org/xf/
https://tripsit.me/
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Figure 3: Drug seizures at NZ mail centres for four drug types that are commonly imported into New Zealand: 
Cocaine, LSD, MDMA and methamphetamine. Based on reported data of drug seizures from NZ Customs. Source: 
https://www.customs.govt.nz/about-us/statistics/drug-interceptions/drug-seizures/ 

 

1.3 Social media drug markets: Current research 

There is currently a small but growing body of research literature on the use of social media and 

encrypted messaging apps for drug trading internationally. Moyle et al. (2019) have presented the 

first exploration of social media drug markets using a combination of online survey data (N=358) 

and face-to-face interviews (N=20) with people who had both used and considered using apps to 

purchase drugs internationally. Their online survey sample is comprised largely of respondents 

from the US, Australia, Canada, and the UK, while interviews were carried out solely with 

Australian social media drug market buyers. Among the survey respondents who had purchased 

from social media in the past (n=222), Snapchat was the platform most often used to access drugs 

(76%), followed by Instagram (48%) and Wickr (37%), though the results also highlight regional 

and country-specific variation in the popularity of different platforms for drug purchasing. Most 

respondents used social media to purchase cannabis, LSD, and MDMA/ecstasy. Though it is 

technically possible to use the platforms to facilitate international drug access, the authors found 

that a clear majority of their survey sample had used social media platforms to connect with local 

sellers (Moyle et al., 2019). In keeping with this finding, research has found that drugs are often 

sold in smaller amounts in social media drug markets (Blankers et al., 2021). Moreover, some drug 

https://www.customs.govt.nz/about-us/statistics/drug-interceptions/drug-seizures/
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therefore draws on social media and communications literature and theory to inform the 

contextualisation of project findings. (See Chapter 2 for literature review on social media and 

communications scholarship; And Chapter 3, Section 3.2 for relevant theoretical concepts).  

 The interdisciplinary perspective on social media drug markets presented as part of this 

study forms the third contribution of this research to current academic understanding of social 

media drug markets. In drawing on social media and communications scholarship and theory 

alongside drug market and criminology literature, this project presents a necessary and important 

contextualisation of how the broader social media context may influence and alter drug trading 

practices.  

1.4.1 Project aim and structure 

The overall aim of this project is to explore the use of social media and messaging apps to buy and 

sell drugs in New Zealand. The approach taken to addressing this aim involves two interconnected 

lines of inquiry.  

Firstly, this project starts with an emphasis on establishing the parameters of social media 

drug markets in New Zealand. By this, I mean that focus is placed on contextualising New Zealand 

social media drug trading in relation to: (a) existing findings from international literature on social 

media drug markets and online drug markets generally (Section 1.3); (b) the specifics of drug 

accessibility, and drug markets in New Zealand (Section 1.2); and (c) drawing on a drug market 

theoretical framing (Chapter 3, Section 3.1).  

 Secondly, in Chapters 7 through 9, though I continue to tie study findings into the drug 

market literature, I place more emphasis on the broader social media context in which social 

media drug trading ultimately takes place. This forms the second analytical thread used to frame 

research findings. From this perspective I explore how broader, non-drug related contexts of 

platform engagement and trends in the social media landscape (e.g., user data collection) may act 

as additional, important shaping mechanisms on social media drug trading in New Zealand. In 

keeping with this focus, I draw more heavily on the social media and communications literature 

(Chapter 2), and related theoretical concepts (Chapter 3, Section 3.2). These two project threads 

are then pulled together and interwoven in Chapter 10, which presents the discussion and 

conclusions.  
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media and more broadly. Lastly, I discuss study limitations, and outline directions for future 

research. 
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target population and the need for privacy and discretion around the research topic both elevated 

the importance of secure platform features and meant being able to take part anonymously would 

likely reduce barriers to participation (Opdenakker, 2006). Lastly, I anticipated that many of my 

participants would be younger in age (e.g., < 25 years), and as a result might feel more comfortable 

sharing their experiences via instant messaging as opposed to via a phone call or face-to-face 

(Gibson, 2022; Mason & Ide, 2014; Shapka et al., 2016).  

The encrypted messaging app Wickr was chosen for two reasons. Firstly, Wickr offers 

users a range of security features important to maintaining participant confidentiality and 

anonymity given the nature of the interview topic. Wickr messages are end-to-end encrypted by 

default, and a message timer of 6 days is automatically applied to messages when a new chat is 

started. Additionally, and importantly for this research, Wickr is the only platform of the three 

encrypted messaging apps that feature in this project (Wickr, Signal and Telegram) to offer 

username-based sign up without requiring the input of a phone number to validate accounts. In-

depth discussion of the selection of Wickr as the interviewing tool in this project is presented in 

Section 4.3.2.2. Secondly, this platform has been used to interview social media buyers (Moyle et 

al., 2019) and sellers across Scandinavia (Demant et al., 2019), as well as cannabis purchasers using 

the cannabis website LeafedOut in Australia (Childs et al., 2022). As such, the platform has a 

proven track record with interviewing people involved in digital drug trading. 

The qualitative strand of this project received ethics approval from the Massey Human 

Ethics Committee (Application code: SOA 20/22).  

4.3.1 Recruitment strategies 

Purposive sampling has been widely used to recruit research participants from hard-to-reach or 

hidden populations, facilitating engagement with a range of subgroups within the target 

population (Miller & Sønderlund, 2010; Sifaneck & Neaigus, 2001; Watters & Biernacki, 1989). I 

used a purposive approach to identify digital and non-digital recruitment locations. Locations were 

chosen based on whether they were likely to be accessible to me as a researcher, and whether 

posted adverts were likely to be seen by people who would be interested and eligible to 

participate in interviews. This involved both a broad and narrow targeting approach to identifying 

recruitment locations. Narrow targeting involved recruitment from explicitly drug-related online 

communities, such as cannabis-related Facebook groups (e.g., Barratt, Potter, et al., 2015). Broad 

targeting involved recruitment via groups that were not explicitly drug-related but which had a 

higher likelihood of membership bases involved with drug use (e.g., electronic music groups, 
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Barratt & Maddox, 2016; Gibbs & Hall, 2021). Additional details about the drug servers observed 

during the data collection period are included in Appendix I.  

To ensure the data I collected did not identify specific server participants I used a strategy 

that prioritised collection of data on general server features and dynamics (See categories below). 

I selected additional drug servers to join based on size (more than 400 members), and did not 

solicit invite links from members, as is commonplace on drug servers. Rather, I only joined 

additional servers when invite links were posted publicly. Additionally, I avoided collecting data 

that included specific identifying details on users, such as posts including photos of scammers or 

pictures of car licence plates. Discord drug servers are predominantly pseudonymous, however I 

made sure the collected data did not involve accounts that clearly identified their owners. This 

was important given that many drug server members used personal Discord accounts that could 

contain identifying information (See Chapter 6 and Chapter 8). I used observational data to 

support, illustrate and corroborate perspectives and experience shared with me by the interview 

participants, rather than seeking to interpret and generate unique findings from the observational 

data alone (See Section 4.5.2). Data was stored on a password-protected hard drive.  

 Data collection commenced in mid-January 2021 and finished in mid-April 2021. The 

different drug servers were observed weekly and screenshots taken of server activities, which 

were grouped under four broad categories. These categories were constructed based on a 

combination of my observations in the initial period after joining the servers and preceding data 

collection (discussed above), and from interviews with people who used Discord drug servers:  

1. Server layouts: This category comprised screenshots of server features and provided an 

overview of how drug servers were laid out (Appendix I). Additionally, screenshots of 

administrator announcements and activities (e.g., changes to server layout or features, 

and responses to queries from members) were also grouped under this category.  

2. Seller adverts: I grouped together screenshots of seller adverts taken from the various 

drug selling channels9 on each server. Each week I would take screenshots from different 

selling channels on each server (servers often had separate selling channels for different 

drug types). I endeavoured to capture a range of different advert formats, ranging from 

simple and informative through to highly customised and professional.  

3. Seller reviews and buyer requests: This category was used to record screenshots of more 

general chat messages posted to drug server channels. This included buyer requests for 

 
9 Discord servers are comprised of different channels, which function as public group chats in which 
members can post and interact with one another.  
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Figure 7: A flowchart illustrating the development of the mixed methods approach taken in this study. 
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Demographic 

variable 

Cannabis 

 

Methamphetamine LSD Ecstasy/MDMA 

Social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 

1,993] 

Non-

social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 

6,279] 

All 

cannabis 

purchase

rs 

[n = 

8,272] 

Social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 79] 

Non-

social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 833] 

All meth 

purchase

rs  

[n = 912] 

Social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 317] 

Non-

social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 

3,165] 

All LSD 

purcha

sers 

[n = 

3,482] 

Social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 899] 

Non-

social 

media 

purchase

rs 

[n = 

5,832] 

All 

ecstasy/

MDMA 

purchase

r [n = 

6,731] 

Gender (%) 

Male 71 67 68 53 61 60 73 71 71 61 64 64 

Female 27 32 31 44 38 38 25 28 27 37 35 35 

Gender diverse 2 1 1 3 1 1 2 1 2 2 1 1 

Age categories (%) 

16-17 9 3 4 3 2 2 9 4 5 9 4 4 

18-20 40 20 25 14 6 6 46 30 30 47 30 32 

21-23 24 17 19 23 7 9 26 23 23 27 24 24 

24-25 8 8 8 13 7 8 8 11 10 8 10 10 

26-35 12 24 21 28 31 30 9 21 20 8 21 20 

36+ 7 28 23 20 44 45 2 12 11 2 11 10 

Age (years) 

Median age 21 26 24 25 35 34 20 23 22 20 23 22 
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High 18 41 17 17 20 20 30 26 26 25 23 23 

Low 4 4 4 7 11 10 2 3 3 4 5 5 

Medium 33 38 37 24 28 28 36 38 38 35 36 36 

Fluctuating 46 41 4 53 42 42 32 33 33 36 36 36 

Price change (%) 

Decreasing 5 2 3 57 47 48 12 8 8 34 28 29 

Increasing 13 15 15 3 5 5 4 5 5 5 6 5 

Fluctuating 17 13 14 20 14 14 18 14 14 16 15 15 

Stable 65 69 68 20 34 33 67 73 72 44 52 51 

Frequency of use (%) 

Daily 60 49 52 29 20 21 1 0.3 0.3 1 0.3 0.5 

Weekly 21 23 22 33 24 25 6 3 3 22 11 13 

Monthly 12 16 15 20 18 18 26 21 21 43 38 38 

Once or twice in 

last 6 months 

 

7 

 

12 

 

11 

 

18 

 

38 

 

36 

 

67 

 

76 

 

75 

 

34 

 

51 

 

49 

Seller type (%) 

Gang member 38 11 18 70 29 33 6 2 2 16 4 6 

Drug dealer 86 45 55 92 56 59 61 30 33 70 36 40 

Social 

acquaintance 

74 61 58 77 44 50 43 34 34 58 42 44 
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Table 8: Predictors of social media purchasing for cannabis, methamphetamine, ecstasy/MDMA and LSD. 

 

Cannabis 

(n = 8,215) 

 

Methamphetamine 

(n = 907) 

Ecstasy/MDMA 

(n = 6,671) 

 

LSD 

(n = 3,443) 

Proportion of "SM purchasers" 0.24 0.09 0.13 0.09 

Effect OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Gender (Male vs Female) n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

Education (secondary or lower vs 

tertiary) n.s.   1.93* 1.13-3.29 n.s.     n.s.   

Occupation:  

Student vs Employed 0.98 0.84-1.14 3.24* 1.31-8.06 n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

Unemployed/others vs Employed 1.29* 1.06-1.56 1.98* 1.13-3.46 n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

Ethnicity:  

Maori vs NZ Euro 1.17* 1.01-1.37      n.s.    n.s.   

Other vs NZ Euro 1.22 1.00-1.49 n.s.    n.s.    n.s.    

Region:  

Northland 1.06 0.73-1.54 n.s. 
 

1.04 0.61-1.76 n.s. 
 

Friend/family 

member 

77 61 65 58 40 41 46 49 48 64 54 56 
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Frequency of use (continuous)12 n.s. n.s. 
  

n.s. 
 

1.12* 1.01-1.24 

Frequency of use:  

Daily vs 1-2 6months 1.35** 1.08-1.68 
 

  
 

  
 

  

Weekly vs 1-2 6months 1.12 0.89-1.43 
      

Monthly vs 1-2 6months 0.98 0.76-1.26 .   
 

  
 

  

Easy to get: 

Easy/Very easy vs Very 

difficult/Difficult 1.22** 1.02-1.34 n.s. 
 

1.21* 1.07-1.38 1.22* 1.05-1.43 

Price change:  

Increasing vs 

Fluctuating/Stable/Decreasing n.s.   n.s.     n.s.   n.s.    

Strength:  

Low vs Fluctuating/Medium/High n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

n.s. 
 

Seller type: 

Gang member/seller 2.35***  2.04-2.70 2.48** 1.40-4.43 2.32***  1.81-2.97 2.24** 1.25-3.99 

Drug dealer 3.59***  3.07-4.18 4.99** 1.99-12.48 3.07***  2.61-3.62 2.88***  2.24-3.70 

Social acquaintance 1.85***  1.62-2.11 3.41***  1.86-6.27 1.79***  1.54-2.09 1.96***  1.53-2.5 

Friend/family 1.65***  1.44-1.88  n.s.   1.51***  1.29-1.77 n.s.    

Hosmer and Lemeshow 

Goodness-of-fit  0.756 0.186 0.109 0.205 

 
12 Notes on presented data: *<0.05, **<0.01, ***<0.001 
Continuous frequency of use variable coded as 0 = none 1 = Once or twice in last 6 months, 2 = monthly, 3 = weekly, 4 = daily. 













 

107 
 

Further research is needed to confirm these trends in other countries. Our findings also highlight 

the importance of broadening the incorporation of mainstream social media platforms into youth 

drug education and prevention strategies.  
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Figure 8: An example of how a drug server is typically laid out. 
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Figure 9: An advert for cannabis posted to a drug server including information on strain, weights available, 
and additional charges for drop offs. 

 

 

Figure 10: A more basic advert for imported MDMA. 
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trading by participants, followed by Wickr (n=16), and Discord (n=12). The median number of 

platforms used for drug trading purposes among participants was 2, with the fewest being 1 and 

the most being 5 different platforms. Messenger (n=29), Instagram (n=28) and Facebook (n=27) 

were most often used for non-drug related purposes (see supplementary material for detailed 

breakdown of interviewee drug and non-drug related platform use; Appendix L in thesis).  

Table 9: Aggregate numbers for platforms used by participants to buy/sell drugs, and platforms they used for 

'everyday', non-drug related purposes. Platforms are ordered based on the frequency with which participants used 

them to buy/sell drugs. 

Platform Number of participants 

who used this platform to 

buy and/or sell drugs 

(N=33) 

Number of participants who 

used platform for non-drug 

related purposes (N=33) 

(e.g., keeping in touch with 

friends and family, news, dating, 

etc.)  

Facebook Messenger  17 31 

Snapchat 17 22 

Wickr 16 0 

Discord 12 18 

Instagram* 5 28 

Signal 5 2 

Telegram 4 3 

Facebook** 3 27 

Reddit 2 13 

Kik 1 0 

Tumblr 1 3 

WhatsApp 1 8 

Tinder/Grindr 1 3 

Twitter 0 3 

TikTok 0 1 

Median number of platforms used = 2 (range 1-5) 

* The five participants who used Instagram for drug trading all used Instagram Messenger to buy drugs from friends or 

social connections.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Statements of contribution 
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Appendix D: Interview recruitment advert 
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What types of privacy concern, if any, do you have around engaging with social media for drug 
trading? (e.g., this could be related to exposure to the police, or other people like employers, 
stealing of your personal information, etc.) 

How do you try to manage these risks when using social media for drugs?  

 

Section 8: Wrap-up and closing comments 

Any final comments?  
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Server 2  

Joined: October 2020 

Membership (on joining): 900 members approx. 

Verification: No 

Region: Wellington 

Drug types: Mixed, but primarily MDMA 

Managed: No 

Notes: Another server which was active on joining, but activity declined during data collection 
period. Server was set up to focus explicitly on the supply of MMDA, but other drug types (like 
cannabis) were commonly advertised here as well. No clear administrator.  
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Server 3:  

Joined: October 2020 

Membership (on joining): Unclear, but likely small (e.g., under 400 members).  

Verification: No 

Region: Wellington 

Drug types: Cannabis 

Managed: No 

Notes: Advertised as a cannabis-specific server, but other drug types were also advertised. Very 
simple server layout with few channels and little information about the server. No clear 
administrator.  
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Server 6: 

Joined: February 2021 

Membership (on joining): 3,500+ members 

Verification: No 

Region: Wellington 

Drug types: Mixed (including methamphetamine) 

Managed: Yes 

Notes: The largest drug server I joined during the data collection period. This server employed a 
similar pattern of early, rapid growth by making invite links publicly accessible, and then closing 
off once the server had grown substantially in size. Again, run by a seller who also has an active 
presence across other servers. During the data collection period this server was actively 
managed and highly active.  
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Server 7 

Joined: February 2020 

Membership (on joining): 1,000+ members 

Verification: No 

Region: Wellington 

Drug types: Mixed 

Managed: No 

Notes: A larglely unmanaged server, with channels set up for pick up and delivery of different 
drug types across the Wellington region.  
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Appendix J: Examples of observational data by category 

Category 1: Server layout 

See Appendix G for examples of screenshots pertaining to overall drug server layout. Additional 
data in this category includes examples of general features across drug servers (e.g., organised 
channels, verification, invite links, use of bots), and administrator announcements or interactions 
with members that illustrate drug server rules and customisation (e.g., setting of permissions 
around invite links or adding additional server features like support tickets or roles).  
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2. Seller adverts 

Category data collected from selling channels for different drug types and selected to ensure a 
range of advert styles ranging from interactive (e.g., using emojis, etc), to basic (e.g., little 
description or no photo).  
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