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Abstract 
This paper seeks to improve understanding of how romantic relationships and 
parenting influence illegal drug using trajectories, and, conversely, how illegal 
drug use impacts on romantic relationships and parenting. This analysis is 
part of the first life course-based qualitative study of former methampheta-
mine users in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Laub and Sampson’s “age-graded 
theory of informal social control” is applied to data from in-depth semi-structured 
interviews with 35 former methamphetamine users. Analysis shows that sup-
port for the theory is relatively weak in regards to relationships (especially fe-
males), yet strong for parenting. Compared to romantic relationships, pa-
renting is less likely to increase illegal drug use and much more likely to de-
crease illegal drug use. Methamphetamine exerted the most negative influence 
on romantic relationships and parenting. Additionally, female interviewees 
encountered much greater adversity in their relationships and parenting. 
Overall, the male partner was more likely to influence increased drug use 
among the female partner, whereas the female partner was more likely to in-
fluence decreased drug use among the male partner. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the “Harvard Study of Adult Development”, one of the world’s 
longest studies of adult life, happiness and a flourishing life rest on two main 
pillars. One pillar is love, and the other pillar is “finding a way of coping with life 
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that does not push love away” (Vaillant, 2012: p. 50). By concluding “happiness 
is love” (Vaillant, 2012: p. 52), this 75-year longituduinal study clearly shows 
lives are greatly enriched by loving relationships. By contrast, the study also 
found that those with an impaired capacity for intimacy were much more likely 
to use mood altering drugs to “soothe themselves” (Vaillant, 2012: p. 143). Ac-
cording to Ministry of Health data (2014; 2016; 2019a), approximately 1% of 
Aotearoa/New Zealanders used methamphetamine in the previous 12-months, 
while about 0.2% or 10, 000 individuals use methamphetamine on a monthly ba-
sis. The same data also shows methamphetamine use among males is two-to-three 
times higher than females; those aged 25 - 44 use methamphetamine at a higher 
rate than other age groups; Māori are two-to-three times more likely to have 
used methamphetamine than European/Pākehā; while about five times more 
people living in the most deprived neighbourhoods use methamphetamine than 
those living in the least deprived neighbourhoods. While methamphetamine use 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand is relatively uncommon and unequally distributed, it 
nevertheless has the potential to negatively affect individuals, families and 
communities. Frequent methamphetamine use can potentially increase the risk 
of cardiovascular and mental health problems, particularly anxiety, mood swings 
and paranoia, and has been associated with violent behaviour for those with ex-
isting mental health problems and a predisposition for violence (Policy Advisory 
Group, 2009). Methamphetamine use is also intimately connected to criminal 
activity, which harms community cohesion. For example, 36% arrested for a 
criminal offense in 2015 reported using methamphetamine in the previous 12 
months (Johnson, 2018). Moreover, survey results from 2010 to 2016 indicate 
between 33% - 56% of frequent drug users purchased methamphetamine from a 
gang member or gang associate (Wilkins et al., 2017). And in 2017, the Police 
Association claimed methamphetamine to be the biggest driver of crime in ele-
ven of the twelve police districts (Clayton, 2017b). 

More broadly, the 2018 government inquiry into mental health and addiction 
found one-in-five Aotearoa/New Zealanders experience mental health and ad-
diction challenges at any given time (Paterson et al., 2018). Since citizens noted 
too many children grow up in a “toxic environment” of “multigenerational 
trauma, family violence, poverty, abuse and neglect”, then intervening early to 
prevent adverse childhood experiences was seen as the “best medium- to 
long-term investment in mental wellbeing” (Paterson et al., 2018: p. 50). The 
inquiry also noted future research on Aotearoa/New Zealand’s drug users should 
“engage more fully with life-course theory” and a “life-course approach” (Pater-
son et al., 2018: p. 50; 83). While government policy needs to be guided by evi-
dence, at present there is a serious lack of research on methamphetamine users 
in New Zealand. This IRB-approved1 research is a direct response to that call by 
providing the first life course-based qualitative study of frequent methampheta-
mine users in Aotearoa/New Zealand. While this government inquiry is correct 
to promote wellbeing early in life to tackle the social determinants of mental 
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health and substance use challenges, better understanding is also required re-
garding stability and change in drug use patterns over the whole life course. This 
is because there are important differences in adult delinquent trajectories that 
cannot be predicted from childhood (Laub & Sampson, 2003). Simply, as indi-
viduals age and their social roles change, experiences and events at each stage of 
the life-course influence drug use patterns (Teruya & Hser, 2010). With greater 
knowledge of the social processes underlying methamphetamine use over the 
life-course, this research has the potential to help improve prevention, interven-
tion, and treatment programs for Aotearoa/New Zealand’s methamphetamine 
users. 

2. Age-Graded Theory of Informal Social Control 

Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of informal social control empha-
sizes the importance of interpersonal social bonds at all ages across the life 
course. Such bonds link individuals to one another and to wider institutions of 
informal social control such as family, school, work and the community. The 
theory posits that deviance and crime are more likely to occur when a person’s 
bond to conventional society is weak or broken. A key component of the theory 
is incorporating both stability and change in deviant and criminal behaviour 
over the life course. On the one hand, childhood experiences are important for 
understanding behavioural stability, yet experiences in adolescence and adult-
hood can redirect delinquent and criminal trajectories in either a more 
pro-conformist or anti-conformist manner. Laub and Sampson argue job stabil-
ity and marital attachment are significantly related to changes in adult criminal 
behaviour. Simply, the stronger the adult bonds to work and family, the less de-
viance and crime. Thus the theory postulates that transitional life events (e.g., 
marriage, parenting) and specific social bonds (e.g., a cohesive marriage, close 
attachment to children) can function as turning points to “knife off” delinquent 
trajectories set earlier in life. By contrast, they found persistent adult offenders 
lead unstructured and chaotic lives across multiple dimensions (specifically liv-
ing arrangements, family and work). This implies situational context is impor-
tant for understanding patterns of stability and change in deviant and criminal 
behaviour over the life course.  

Prior analysis by the author (Bax, forthcoming) on the family environment of 
41 former methamphetamine users discovered participants had encountered 
approximately five adverse childhood experiences on average, and that almost 
three-quarters had encountered four or more ACEs. Such cumulative adversity 
indicates prosocial authoritative parenting practices during childhood are im-
portant to help avert the developmental pathway of frequent substance use from 
unfolding (Patterson, 1980). A subsequent analysis (Bax, 2021) expanded the 
scope of the inquiry to include the life domains of school, friendship and work. 
This analysis discovered 20 commonly shared adverse experiences that hindered 
educational and employment success and contributed to drug use. With 12 of 
these 20 adverse experiences related to school, and with the significance of de-
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linquent peer involvement contributing to drug use, this analysis highlights the 
importance of improving educational outcomes to alter drug use trajectories, 
especially in high school, and especially for male and Māori students. The 
present analysis expands the scope even further by analysing the interviewees’ 
romantic relationships and parenting situation. This allows a better understand-
ing of how romantic relationships and parenting influence illegal drug using 
trajectories and how, in turn, illegal drug use impacts on romantic relationships 
and parenting. 

Laub and Sampson (2003) argue the behavioural change that results from a 
marriage is due to an enduring attachment that gradually grows over time. The 
growth of this social bond is akin to an investment process, for as the investment 
in the bond grows the incentive for avoiding deviancy and crime increases be-
cause more is at stake to lose. The marriage bond creates an interdependent sys-
tem of responsibility and restraint, and as social capital accumulates so too does 
the inhibition to engage in deviance and crime. Additionally, marriage can 
change one’s sense of self because it entails “getting serious” and “becoming an 
adult” (Laub & Sampson, 2003: p. 43), while becoming a parent increases “a 
sense of maturity and responsibility” (Laub & Sampson, 2003: p. 136). Marriage 
and parenting responsibilities also lead to meaningful changes in routine activi-
ties. As more time is spent in structured family-centred activities, less time is 
spent in unstructured leisure activities outside the family, especially with deviant 
peers (Warr, 1998; Shover, 1996). Importantly, Laub and Sampson (2003) con-
cur with Horney, Osgood and Marshall (1995) who found marriage and cohabi-
tation differ with respect to their crime suppression effects. While marriage re-
duces delinquency and crime, cohabitation does not, and may actually increase 
deviant and criminal behaviour.  

Thus illegal drug users will be inhibited from using drugs to the extent they 
accumulate social capital in their stable marriage relationship. Conversely, if 
marriage is absent, or characterized by weak attachment, or if an individual is 
divorced, separated, single or in an unstable relationship, continued illegal drug 
use will occur (Roe et al., 2010). The same rule applies to parenting, which is as-
sumed to have a “civilizing effect” on deviants and criminals, especially men 
(Popenoe, 1996).  

Drug use research clearly shows drug use trajectories are linked to changes in 
social roles, with problematic drug use associated with loss of conventional roles 
and relationships (Levy & Anderson 2005; Boeri & Walen, 2012). When drug 
users become more immersed in the drug-user role their bond to conventional 
social roles, specifically legitimate worker, spouse, parent, weakens or even 
breaks. If they become less committed to or severe their bonds to that conven-
tional role, then time spent in the drug using role is predicted to increase 
(Becker, 1963; Biernacki, 1986; Boeri, 2004). Therefore, frequent illegal drug us-
ers must learn to control their drug use in order to fulfil their conventional 
role-related behaviour (Boeri, Sterk, & Elifson, 2006). Various studies have 
found marriage (Curran at al., 1998), the quality and duration of a marriage 
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(Hser, Longshore, & Anglin, 2007), romantic relationships (Boshears, Boeri, & 
Harbry, 2011), caring relationships (Moneyham & Conner, 1995), meaningful 
family attachments (Peele, 1989), a stable home environment (Granfield & 
Cloud, 1996), having a child (Granfield & Cloud, 2001) and becoming a parent 
(Peele & Rhoads, 2019) can function as turning points to knife off drug use 
trajectories. The data indicates individuals “mature out” of frequent drug use 
when they form stable, mature relationships and/or become parents (Peele & 
Rhoads, 2019: p. 131). Simply, individuals who have a “stake in conventional 
life” and greater social capital are better able to alter their drug-taking practic-
es. Conversely, those with less social resources, and who have less or nothing to 
lose by their drug use, are most likely to continue drugs use (Granfield & Cloud, 
1996).  

3. Life Course Method 

By integrating personal, social and environmental factors, the life-course method 
focuses on changes in relationships and behavior as people twist and turn along 
the pathway of life, and how, in turn, these changes affect behaviours such as 
drug use patterns. The life-course approach recognises the mutual influence of 
person and social context over time (Giele & Elder, 1998). Since people are in-
fluenced by, and, in turn, influence others, the life-course approach also recog-
nises the bi-directional nature of relationships (White Riley, 1998). Ideally, a 
life-course approach seeks to obtain data on: human agency (health, wellbeing, 
and subjective aspects of meaning and satisfaction); linked lives (relationships in 
family, school, work, friendship, marriage and other social domains); timing 
(event histories in these major domains of activity), and; location (social, cultur-
al and historical context) (Giele & Elder, 1998). 

The life-course method offers an expanded organizing framework that allows 
researchers to account for the trajectories, transitions and turning points that 
characterize the life-course of methamphetamine users (Hser, Longshore, & An-
glin, 2007; Boeri & Whalen, 2012; Teruya & Hser, 2010). Additionally, a retros-
pective person-based life-history narrative approach reveals in the drug user’s 
own words the personal-situational context of their behaviour, thereby revealing 
the interconnectedness between life events and situations (Laub & Sampson, 
2003). What gives the life course approach its life is the sentient individual who 
is: 1) encountering new circumstances and relationships, 2) going through im-
portant life changes, and 3) deciding whether to continue on the present trajec-
tory or change their life course. After all, it is this socially situated sentient indi-
vidual who is “integrating events and experiences and giving them meaning” 
(Giele & Elder, 1998: p. 184). The data acquired for this research is as follows 
(Table 1).  

In this paper, only data from the 35 semi-structured interviews is used. The 
interviews, conducted in 2018, were divided into two parts: 1) Life in Review 
(containing 35 questions), and 2) Methamphetamine Use (containing 30 ques-
tions). In Part 1, interviewees were asked to review their life from beginning to  
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Table 1. Data source. 

N Primary Data (obtained via snowballing method) 

35 
In-depth semi-structured interviews with former methamphetamine users 

(100 hours of recorded data) 

6 
In-depth unstructured interviews with mother/wives/ex-wife/partner/former-partner of 

former methamphetamine users (10 hours of recorded data) 

 Supplementary Data (obtained via an online methamphetamine support group) 

6 Transcribed testimonies of former methamphetamine users (7 hours of video data) 

18 Transcribed live online chats with former methamphetamine users (20 hours of video data) 

65 Approximately 1 million words of transcribed empirical data 

 
present, including the following domains: family; school; friendships; work; ro-
mantic relationships; marriage; parenting; psychological health; physical health; 
religion/spirituality. Interviews focused on the significant relationships, expe-
riences and events in each of the above life domains in order to understand the 
trajectories, role transitions and turning points in their life. Participants were 
also asked about their drug use history (except methamphetamine), and at the 
end of each life domain were asked whether that domain has influenced their 
drug use, and, reciprocally, whether drug use has impacted on that life domain. 
Part 2 focused specifically on their methamphetamine use, including onset, pro-
gression, control, impact, desistance and life post-methamphetamine use. On 
average, each interview lasted approximately three hours. Regarding the 41 in-
terviews, contact was initially made with five former methamphetamine users 
known to the author. A snowballing method was used to locate 22 other inter-
viewees, while the remaining 14 were located through advertisements posted on 
two online methamphetamine support groups. The interview location was cho-
sen by the interviewee, and included private homes, commercial establishments, 
public spaces and work.  

Participants were born between 1962 and 1995 (with half born in the 1970s), 
and 43-years-old on average. Additionally, 54% are male, 46% female, 74% Eu-
ropean/Pākehā and 26% Māori (the general population is 49%, 51%, 70% and 
16.5% respectively). Regarding residence, participants have lived throughout all 
of Aotearoa/New Zealand’s provinces in various villages, towns and cities. Re-
garding socioeconomic-status, distribution largely accords with the 2006 Aotea-
roa/New Zealand socio-economic index (Milne, Byun, & Lee, 2013). Despite the 
sample size, the interviewees” sociodemographic characteristics are broadly ref-
lective of the general population. To qualify as a former frequent methamphe-
tamine user, participants had to have used methamphetamine for at least six 
consecutive months, but had not used for at least 12 months. On average, inter-
viewees were frequent methamphetamine users for seven-and-a-half-years, and 
ceased being a methamphetamine user seven-year prior to the interview at age 
36. All interviewees also have an extensive and varied history with other legal 
and illegal substances. All have used alcohol and cannabis at least once (begin-
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ning at age 14 on average). Approximately three-quarters have used nicotine, 
LSD and amphetamine. Approximately half have used magic mushrooms and 
ecstasy, and one-third cocaine. However, only nine have used an opioid (opium, 
heroin or methadone) and only seven have used ketamine, benzodiazepine or 
gamma-Hydroxybutyric acid (GHB). On average, each has used six of these 14 
substances over the past 14 to 43 years. 

4. Romantic Relationships 
4.1. Number of Serious Relationships 

Interviewees were initially asked, “Can you tell me about the serious relation-
ships you have had in your life?” Other than two homosexual men and two bi-
sexual women, all other interviewees are heterosexual. The number of serious 
relationships was divided into three categories: 1) only one relationship, 2) be-
tween two and five serious relationships, and 3) six or more serious relation-
ships. Only three interviewees have had only one serious relationship to date, 
and all three are male. Conversely, five interviewees have had six or more serious 
relationships, and they are all female. The vast majority (27-out-of-35) have had 
between two and five serious relationships during the past 15 to 35 years, with 
2.8 relationships per person on average. Age of onset of their first serious rela-
tionship ranges from 14 to 25 and is 17.8 years of age on average (although 16.2 
for females and 19.1 for males). By way of comparison, the 2014/15 New Zealand 
Health Survey indicates males aged 16 - 44 have had, on average, 11 heterosexual 
sexual partners and first had heterosexual sex at age 17.4, whereas females have 
had eight heterosexual partners and first had heterosexual sex at age 17.2 (Min-
istry of Health, 2019b). 

4.2. Relationship Status 

The interviewees’ past and current relationship status was analyzed. Over 
one-third of the males and half the females have yet to marry. This is not due to 
age, as the average age of 40 is approximately 10-years older than the national 
age at first marriage (Clayton, 2017a). Of the twenty who have married, half di-
vorced between ages 23 and 47. By contrast, only 19% of Aotearoa/New Zealan-
ders in 2010 had divorced or separated by age 49 (DePaulo, 2019). The average 
age at divorce was just prior to their 35th birthday, which is 10-years earlier than 
the national median age at divorce (Clayton, 2017a). The current marriages be-
gan 3 to 34 years prior to the interview, and on average were in their 14th year. 
For 9-of-the-13 current marriages, the interviewee remained married during and 
after methamphetamine use (and 7-of-the-9 were male). Four of these husbands 
secretly used methamphetamine for at least 4-years behind their partner’s back, 
while two husbands and two wives used methamphetamine with their spouse. 
Despite the strain methamphetamine use placed on the marriage, 8-of-the-9 
were in relatively stable and loving marriages (and for seven the relationship be-
gan prior to methamphetamine use onset).  
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At the time of the interview, over half the males were in a marriage relation-
ship, while almost a quarter were in a cohabiting relationship. By contrast, only 
three females were married, while just two were in a cohabiting relationship. 
Thus over three-quarters of the males were either in a relatively stable marriage 
or long-term relationship, while over two-thirds of the females were single. 
Overall, the females are more likely to have never married and to have divorced, 
and much more likely to be single; nevertheless, all managed to desist from me-
thamphetamine use. Of the nine Māori interviewees, one was married and four 
were in a relatively stable long-term relationship at the time of the interview. 
Despite two having divorced, seven yet to marry, and four being single, all ma-
naged to desist from methamphetamine use.  

4.3. Relationship Stability 

The underlying nature of the interviewees’ relationships, in particular stability, 
was also analyzed. One-third of the males, but only two females, have been in 
relatively stable long-term relationships. Additionally, just over one-third of 
both males and females have been involved in relatively unstable long-term rela-
tionships. The remaining one-third of males and half of females have been in-
volved in multiple relatively unstable medium-term relationships. Of the 
two-thirds of males and 14-of-the-16 females involved in relatively unstable re-
lationships, 8-of-the-13 males, but only one female, was able to find a relatively 
stable relationship post-methamphetamine use (5-of-the-9 are marriages, and 
five began after desisting from methamphetamine). Of the Māori interviewees, 
only one experienced a relatively stable long-term relationship, while three set-
tled down into a relatively stable relationship with an existing or new partner. 
Regarding infidelity, three-times as many males cheated on their partner, while 
almost three-times as many females were cheated on by their partner. 

4.4. Volatile and/or Violent Relationships 

Over two-thirds of all interviewees have been involved in volatile and/or violent 
relationships. All but one of the females has been involved in a volatile and/or 
violent relationship, which is double that of male involvement. While all but one 
of the female interviewees was a victim of domestic violence, only two male in-
terviewees were. Over half of the males involved, but none of the females, was 
more likely to have been the perpetrator. All the partners of the female victims 
were also frequent drug users (with 9-of-the-15 also methamphetamine users).  

These abusive male partners could be “unbelievably controlling”, “very ma-
nipulative”, “very overpowering” or “very jealous and protective”. For example, 
the ex-husband of Interview-5 (female, 50-years-old) believed he “owned me” 
because “he had spent that time reeling me in”. Likewise, the ex-partner of In-
terview-30 (female, 36-years-old) believed “I was his property” and “sex slave” 
that he “owned”. Female interviewees variously described their “complex” part-
ner as “very troubled”, an “abusive narcissist”, a “serial cheater”, a “violent al-
coholic”, a “career criminal”, a “freak”, or a “real psycho”. This partner would 
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“abuse me”, “push me”, “yell and scream at me”, “treat me like shit” or “drink a 
lot and beat me up”. He also “punched me in the head” or “bashed the living shit 
out of me”. One interviewee was “held at knifepoint for 6 hours” while another 
was “held at knifepoint for 8 hours”. The ex-husband of Interview-5 (female, 
50-years-old) “poured petrol on me and kicked the shit out of me” whilst 
threatening to light her on fire. When high on methamphetamine, the 
ex-boyfriend of Interview-24 (female, 42-years-old) “chased me around the table 
with a big knife and was going to stab me” after he discovered she had secretly 
aborted their child. These “trauma inducing” relationships variously “stripped 
away at my core”, “broke my heart and shattered it into pieces” or “made me 
turn into a crazy person”. Domestic life became “miserable” or “just violence”, 
or the interviewees’ “self-esteem and mental health went down”. Female inter-
viewees variously felt “used”, “abused” or “taken for granted”, or it “became in-
creasingly harder to hold it together and function as a decent human being”. In-
terview-7 (female, 49-years-old) found it very difficult to leave her now 
ex-partner because she was “so downtrodden” and “trauma bonded to him”. 

4.5. The Influence of Romantic Relationships on Drug Use 

Interviewees were asked, “Do you think your romantic relationships influenced 
your drug use?” Analysis indicates romantic relationships contributed to both 
increase and decrease drug use. For three-quarters, the relationship contributed 
to increase alcohol consumption, illegal drug use and/or methamphetamine use. 
For two females (one of whom was in a stable marriage), the relationship influ-
enced only their methamphetamine use their male partner introduced them to 
and supplied them with methamphetamine. And in only two cases did the inter-
viewees’ romantic relationship only have a positive influence on decreasing drug 
use (in both cases the non-drug using wife helped the male interviewee desist 
from methamphetamine use, although only one was in a stable marriage). 
Where the relationship did not noticeably increase their drug use, all seven were 
male (yet only one was in a stable marriage during methamphetamine use). 
Overall, the male partner was more likely to influence increased drug use among 
the females, whereas the female partner was more likely to influence decreased 
drug use among the male partner.  

Expectedly, all fourteen females in a relatively unstable relationship saw the 
relationship contribute to increased use; however, that is true for only 7-of-the-13 
males in relatively unstable relationships. Unexpectedly, 6-of-the-8 long-term 
stable marriages contributed to increase drug use. The most common reason for 
increased use (present in 21-of-26 cases) was having a partner who was accept-
ing of, or encouraged, drug use. This reason was more common among the fe-
males. Prior research (Hser, Longshore, & Anglin, 2007) has shown the drug use 
pattern of the partner influences whether or not marriage produces a positive 
shift on a drug use trajectory. The second most common reason (present in over 
half) was using alcohol, cannabis, LSD, ecstasy and/or methamphetamine as a 
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“coping mechanism” to either “self-medicate”, “deal with”, “escape from”, “en-
dure” or “block out” their partners’ abuse, cheating, control, manipulation, 
pressure, suicide, death and/or a failing marriage. This factor was much more 
common among the females, and expectedly only included 1-of-the-8 in a stable 
marriage (vs. 13-of-the-27 in an unstable relationship). Research by Boeri, Har-
bry, & Gibson (2009) also found psychological turmoil and romantic relation-
ship problems increased methamphetamine use. The third most common reason 
was the partner introducing the interviewee to drugs (which is also in line with 
Boeri, Harbry, & Gibson’s findings). In 9-of-the-11 cases it was the female inter-
viewees’ partner who introduced her to illegal drugs. This finding resonates with 
the theory that females are “most often led into” drug use by a male partner 
(Peele & Rhoads, 2019: p. 98). Similarly, in the six cases where the partner sup-
plied the drug, all of them were the female interviewees’ partner. The only factor 
where males were overrepresented was when drug use was considered a “mutual 
interest” or was used for “having fun” (likewise, Boeri, Harbry, & Gibson’s re-
search found having fun to be a common reason for young adults to start me-
thamphetamine use). Moreover, illegal drugs, but especially methamphetamine, 
was used for sexual activity in at least six cases. The least common factor con-
sisted of two male and two female interviewees (in unstable relationships) being 
pressured, forced or coerced to use methamphetamine. Overall, methampheta-
mine exerted the most negative influence on the relationship; for half of them, 
methamphetamine use greatly contributed to the relationship almost terminat-
ing or terminating.  

For over half the interviewees, the relationship helped to limit or decrease 
drug use. Surprisingly, this decrease was just as likely to occur whether the rela-
tionship was unstable or stable, it occurred in 12-of-the-27 unstable relation-
ships and 4-of-the-8 stable marriages. The most common reason was having a 
partner who provided support to help either decrease or desist from drug use. In 
all eight cases it was the male interviewee’s female partner who provided this 
support (and seven were in a stable marriage or relationship at the time they re-
ceived this support). Also present in over one-third of these cases was having a 
partner who was either a non-drug user or who disapproved of drug use. While 
only 3-of-the-7 were in a stable marriage at the time, this reason either helped to 
restrict drug use, contributed to desistance, or helps maintain the state of 
desistance. Then the partner either threatening to leave, or leaving, helped three 
interviewees quit drug use (including methamphetamine). Moreover, two female 
interviewees had a controlling male partner who controlled her drug use, there-
by limiting consumption. Finally, a male cheating on his partner, a husband vio-
lently abusing his wife, and a female being violently abused by her partner, each 
acted as the main catalyst for desisting from methamphetamine use.  

4.6. The Influence of Drug Use on Romantic Relationships 

Interviewees were then asked, “Do you think your drug use impacted on your 
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romantic relationships?” In only 3-of-the-35 cases did drug use not negatively 
influence at least one serious relationship. For 16-of-the-35, alcohol, illegal 
drugs, and/or methamphetamine negatively influenced the relationship, whereas 
for an equal number it was only methamphetamine that impacted negatively 
(indicating methamphetamine’s disproportionate impact on the relationship 
relative to other drugs). For 13-of-the-35, their alcohol, illegal drug use and/or 
methamphetamine use had a partially positive influence on the relationship. But 
in no case did drug use only have a positive influence on the relationship. Drug 
use had a negative impact on all eight stable marriages, but also had a partially 
positive influence on half (it helped to strengthen their marriage). Likewise, drug 
use had a negative impact on 24-of-the-27 unstable relationships, although it al-
so had a partially positive influence on almost one-third (they were more loving 
when high on methamphetamine). 

As to the six main reasons why alcohol, illegal drugs and/or methampheta-
mine use negatively impacted on the relationship, in 21-of-the-32 cases drug use 
contributed to the relationship nearly terminating or terminating (in 19 cases 
methamphetamine was the main drug). This reason was present in only 3-of-the-8 
stable marriages. Then in 13-of-the-32 cases their drug use made them treat their 
partner in a more negative way, which caused “issues” in the relationship such as 
“hurt”, conflict, and emotional and/or physical distance (methamphetamine was 
involved in all thirteen cases, and present in 3-of-the-8 stable marriages). Then 
in 10-of-the-32 cases the relationship with a drug using partner was, upon ref-
lection, considered “fake” in quality because it was “based around drugs”. This 
reason, more common among the females, led to a “false happiness” and dis-
torted sense of love (methamphetamine was involved in all ten cases). Also in 
10-of-the-32-cases the partner did not like the interviewee using methampheta-
mine, which led to them concealing their methamphetamine use from their 
partner and then living a deceit-based “double life”. Then in 9-of-the-32 cases, 
but only in one of the stable marriages, methamphetamine use with their partner 
led to conflict, abuse and/or victimization during the comedown period. For In-
terview-5 (female, 50-years-old), the comedown “turned us both into monsters”. 
For Interview-30 (female, 36-years-old), the comedown “brought the evil out of 
me”. And for six female interviewees drug use either made it “more acceptable” 
to endure an abusive relationship, or led to forming a relationship with an ab-
usive drug user and dealer. 

As to the three main reasons why alcohol, illegal drugs and/or methampheta-
mine had a partially positive influence on their relationship, in 8-of-the-13 cases 
they were “really loving” or “nice” to each other or had “fun” or “fantastic sex” 
when high on methamphetamine. For Interview-8 (female, 49-years-old), being 
high on methamphetamine was “the only time we interacted like a loving 
couple”. But during the comedown, these couples, all of whom were in an unsta-
ble relationship, either “hated each other”, or acted like an “asshole”, or became 
“really abusive”, or the relationship returned to “shit” or “rubbish”. However, for 
four interviewees methamphetamine use with their spouse brought them closer 
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together and helped strengthen their long-term stable marriage. 

5. Parenting 

Regarding parenting, interviewees were initially asked, “Tell me about having a 
child/children and your experience of being a parent. What was, and is, your re-
lationship like with your child/ children?” 28-of-the-35 interviewees have had 76 
children between them, ranging from 1 to 34-years-old. On average, they have 
2.7 children with an average age of 14. Two-thirds of those with children in-
cluding 8-of-the-9 Māori interviewees had at least one child outside of wedlock 
(and three-quarters had all their children outside of wedlock). Additionally, al-
most half had children with multiple partners (with two-thirds being female). 
Among the 21 with at least two children, in only eight cases were all children 
born to the same partner (and seven of these are male interviewees). Likewise, of 
the 13 who had some or all their children to their current partner, 10 of them are 
male interviewees. Thus female interviewees were more likely to have a child 
outside of marriage and to have had children to multiple partners, and much less 
likely to have had children born to the same partner and/or their current part-
ner. 

5.1. Relationship with Children 

The underlying nature of interviewees’ relationship with their children, and the 
role of the other parent, was analyzed. Slightly less than half have had a consis-
tently close relationship with all their children (and they include 6-of-the-7 in 
stable marriages with children). Nevertheless, only two have had a consistently 
distant relationship with all their children. Additionally, five males saw their re-
lationship with all their children become, over time, either more distant (due to 
entering methamphetamine use or physical separation) or closer (due to exiting 
methamphetamine use). It was more common, especially for the females, to have 
a more distant relationship to their older children (due to heavy methampheta-
mine use), and a closer relationship to their youngest children during their more 
stable post-methamphetamine lives. The starkest gender difference pertains to 
the behaviour of the other parent. For all but one of the males, their female 
partner or ex-partner consistently provided support in raising their children. 
However, only half of the female interviewees have been able to rely on a consis-
tently supportive male partner or ex-partner. Likewise, the females are more 
likely to be the sole or main caregiver to one or more of the children born to an 
ex-partner.  

5.2. The Influence of Parenting on Drug Use 

Interviewees were then asked, “Do you think parenting influenced your drug 
use?” For three-quarters of the fathers and 11-of-the-12 mothers, parenting did 
influence their drug use (especially methamphetamine use). However, in only 
one case did parenting only contribute to increasing drug use; after Interview-15 
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(male, 46-years-old) left his partner and two children, his methamphetamine use 
“accelerated” as he sought to “hide the hurt”. 

For half the parents, parenting contributed to both increase and decrease drug 
use, which was much more common for the mothers because of their greater 
parental responsibilities. For the three fathers, methamphetamine was used as a 
way to be a “more productive parent” (research by Lende et al., 2007, shows 
methamphetamine is commonly used to enhance social functioning). For exam-
ple, methamphetamine allowed Interview-18 (male, 45-years-old) to work long-
er hours and be more productive, thereby making more money for the family. 
But as Interview-20 (male, 44-years-old) discovered, this “functional” mode of 
use was a “catch 22” because it made them “unproductive later on” when they 
had to come down. This realization contributed to desistance and helps maintain 
the state of desistance. For the eight mothers, methamphetamine (and alcohol 
and/or cannabis) was used as a “release” or “escape” or “stress relief” to help 
“deal with my kids” when “a bored and tired stay-at-home mum”. As found in 
similar research (Boeri, Harbry, & Gibson, 2009), methamphetamine provided 
energy to perform house chores. Additionally, it also helped with post-natal de-
pression, or dealing with a delinquent child, or losing a child (whether in a cus-
tody dispute or a tragic accident). These female interviewees then decreased or 
quit methamphetamine use when: she became pregnant; she realized her child-
ren “didn’t deserve this” lifestyle; her daughter told her she “hated meth”; her 
partner threatened to take their daughter away; or she desired to get her child 
back from state care.  

For half the parents, parenting contributed to only decreasing drug use, which 
was more common for the fathers because of fewer parental responsibilities. For 
the eight fathers, becoming a father or wanting to be a good father or good role 
model “pushed” them or gave them “consideration” to “reduce, or try and keep 
it reduced”. For Interview-35 (male, 23-years-old), his young daughter is a “good 
influence to not use” methamphetamine. For Interview-25 (male, 41-years-old), 
his young son rejected him because “he could pick it up that I wasn’t normal”, 
and this shock was “one of the things that made me want to get off it and get 
clean”. Likewise for the three mothers, their children’s wellbeing provided a 
reason to desist and to maintain the state of desistance. Interview-8 (female, 
49-years-old) would spend the whole day smoking methamphetamine in the 
bedroom with her partner and friends, thereby neglecting her son and daughter. 
It took being confronted by her hungry and angry daughter for her to “realise” 
“what the fuck am I doing?” Additionally, the two daughters of Interview-24 
(female, 42-years-old) “were the pivotal point of why I had to stop, otherwise I 
probably wouldn’t have stopped”. 

5.3. The Influence of Drug Use on Parenting 

Interviewees were then asked, “Do you think your drug use impacted upon your 
parenting and your relationship with your children?” Drug use influenced pa-
renting for two-thirds of the fathers and all the mothers. However, in only one 
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case was this influence only positive; Interview-28 (male, 38-years-old) vigilantly 
uses his “past experience” with drugs to make sure his children “are not going to 
have that sort of lifestyle”. For 20-of-the-23, drug use had only a negative influ-
ence on parenting. For 7-of-the-10 fathers, methamphetamine was the only or 
main drug involved. Their methamphetamine use, but especially the comedown 
period, resulted in them neglecting their parenting duties and impacted upon 
attachment and emotional attunement. When present they would often be “va-
cant” or the time spent with their children was “false time” because they were 
“pretty fucked up on meth”. For example, the 18-month-old son of Interview-25 
(male, 41-years-old) “was picking up on my vibes” and would “kick and push me 
away”. Reflecting back, some feel “gutted with myself” for this behaviour and 
now wish they had “given them more time” on “the things that mattered”. 

For the 12 mothers, in all but one case methamphetamine was the main drug 
involved. For most, methamphetamine use led to them being a “very bad parent” 
and an “extremely bad influence” on their children. The children could be 
“pretty much neglected”, or because the methamphetamine comedown made 
them feel “dead inside” or “angry” or act “real erratic” then they found their 
children “annoying” and so were unable to be emotionally attuned to them. In-
terview-8 (female, 49-years-old) would take her anger out on her young son, and 
after becoming “scared I was going to kill him” asked her mother to care for 
him. Interview-5 (female, 50-years-old) simply said, “It is hard being fried [on 
methamphetamine] and trying to look after a baby”. Post-methamphetamine 
use, they feel “devastated” about their methamphetamine-influenced conduct. 

Finally, there is a clear gender divide in regards to the severity of the impact 
their drug use had on their children. For 7-of-the-10 fathers the negative impact 
was mild-or-medium and short-or-medium term, whereas for 8-of-the-12 
mothers the negative impact was both severe and long-term. While for most fa-
thers methamphetamine use “drew me away from parenting” for a period, for 
most mothers methamphetamine use “had a huge impact on my children’s 
lives”. For all eight, they were either separated from or gave up or lost custody of 
at least one child for an extended period of time. Interview-3 (female, 53-years-old) 
would “fly off the handle” at her daughter, who, in reaction, “started to rebel” 
before age eleven and ended up in state care. Likewise, the two daughters of In-
terview-24 (female, 42-years-old) “are suffering now from my addiction”. Both 
have been in therapy, and her eldest daughter has “mental issues, depression and 
anxiety”. For Interview-30 (female, 36-years-old), heavy methamphetamine use 
during pregnancy and post-birth, coupled with post-natal depression, a criminal 
lifestyle and multiple prison sentences, all impacted heavily on her estranged 
eldest daughter who is “really fucked up” with various “issues”, including 
“ADHD”. 

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

According to Laub and Sampson’s theory, marital stability and parental attach-
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ment should be significantly related to changes in illegal drug use. Simply, the 
stronger the adult bonds to marriage and parenting, the less illegal drug use. 
Conversely, being single, separated, divorced or in an unstable relationship and 
weakly attached to children will influence continued use. It can also be assumed 
that illegal drug use will negatively influence the relationship and parenting, but 
this impact will be more pronounced within relatively unstable relationships and 
weaker parent-child relations. The findings presented here indicate mixed sup-
port for the theory; support is weaker for romantic relationships (especially fe-
males) yet stronger for parenting. Compared to relationships, parenting is much 
less likely to increase illegal drug use, and much more likely to decrease illegal 
drug use.  

As expected, all females in a relatively unstable relationship saw the relation-
ship contribute to increased use. However, that is true for only half of the males 
in relatively unstable relationships. Likewise, in all but three cases drug use had a 
negative influence on a serious relationship. However, illegal drug use also had a 
partially positive influence on half the stable marriages (it helped to strengthen 
their marriage), and a third of the unstable relationships (they were more loving 
when high on methamphetamine). Overall, methamphetamine exerted the most 
negative influence on both relationships and parenting. Methamphetamine 
played a key role in greatly contributing to the relationship almost terminating 
or terminating, and also contributed disproportionately to conflict, abuse and 
emotional and/or physical distance. These negative outcomes were less pro-
nounced for those in stable marriages, indicating that marriage helps protect 
against the negative side-effects of methamphetamine use. Likewise, for those in 
stable marriages, the impact of their drug use on their children was less severe 
and more short-term. 

Moreover, the relationship helped limit or decrease drug use for over half the 
interviewees. However, this decrease was just as likely to occur whether the rela-
tionship was unstable or stable. Additionally, in a quarter of the cases, it was an 
adverse experience which helped decrease use (the female’s partner was control-
ling or abusive, or the male interviewee either abused or cheated on his partner). 

As expected, over half the males were in a relatively stable marriage rela-
tionship at the time of the interview, while almost a quarter were in a stable 
cohabiting relationship. Additionally, two-thirds involved in relatively unsta-
ble relationships were able to find a relatively stable marriage or relationship 
post-methamphetamine use. However, four entered this relationship after 
they had desisted from methamphetamine use. Unexpectedly, only three fe-
males were married and two were in a cohabiting relationship at the time of 
the interview, whereas over two-thirds were single. Likewise, only one in-
volved in relatively unstable relationships was able to find a stable relationship 
post-methamphetamine use. Overall, the females are more likely to have never 
married and to have divorced, and much more likely to be single. Nevertheless, 
all managed to desist from methamphetamine use. Similarly, despite only one 
Māori interviewee being in a long-term stable relationship, two having divorced, 
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seven yet to marry, and four being single, all managed to desist from metham-
phetamine use. In fact, all thirty-five desisted from methamphetamine use yet 
one-third of the males and half the females have never married, while seven 
never had children (and four never married nor had children). In addition, 
7-of-the-13 married at the time of the interview was in a relatively stable 
long-term marriage before, during and after methamphetamine use. And in only 
one case did a stable marriage only exert a positive influence on decreasing me-
thamphetamine use, whereas 6-of-the-8 long-term stable marriages contributed 
in some way to increase illegal drug use. 

Regarding parenting, two-thirds had children outside of wedlock, almost half 
had children with multiple partners, and over half did not have a consistently 
close relationship with some or all children. Such circumstances (more common 
for the females) are conducive to continued drug use. As expected, all except one 
in a stable marriage had a consistently close relationship with all their children, 
whereas this is true for only 6-of-the-21 in unstable relationships. For almost all 
those with children, their illegal drug use (but especially methamphetamine) had 
only a negative influence on parenting. And for all but one of the parents, pa-
renting expectedly contributed to decrease or desist from illegal drug use (espe-
cially methamphetamine). They either realized the negative impact their drug 
use has having on their children, or they desired to be a better parent. Unfortu-
nately for twelve parents their prior immersion in the drug-user role had already 
inflicted severe damage on their relationship with some or all their children. 
Fortunately, some or all their children are now receiving appropriate parenting 
as their more stable post-methamphetamine lives enables them to fulfil their 
conventional role-related behaviour. As the aforementioned 2018 government 
inquiry into mental health and addiction stated, relationships with family mem-
bers “give lives meaning and provide a potential path back to wholeness” (Pa-
terson et al., 2018: p. 46). 

Aotearoa/New Zealand society is considered one of the most welcoming for 
gender equality (Schwab et al., 2016). But due to female interviewees encounter-
ing much greater adversity in their romantic relationships and parenting, the 
findings presented here reveals the continuity of male dominance, where one in 
three Aotearoa/New Zealand women are estimated to have experienced more 
than one type of intimate partner violence (Fanslow & Robinson, 2011). For 
example, all but one female interviewee was a victim of domestic violence, al-
most three-times as many were cheated on by their partner, only half could rely 
on a consistently supportive male partner or ex-partner to help raise their child-
ren, and they were more likely to be the sole or main caregiver to one or more of 
her and her ex-partner’s children. Overall, the male partner was more likely to 
influence increased drug use among the female partner, whereas the female 
partner was more likely to influence decreased drug use among the male partner. 
In fact, only male interviewees had a partner who provided noticeable support to 
help them either decrease or desist from drug use. Such adversity illuminates 
one of the main findings from the Harvard Study of Adult Development: a lov-
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ing attachment relationship “is what matters most in life” (Vaillant, 2012: p. 
191). 
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