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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This article examines how social media and messaging apps mediate every- Received 21 September 2025
day access to illicit psychoactive substances in Poland. While the study  Accepted 2 February 2026
broadly engages with digital infrastructures, Telegram emerged as the pri-

mary hub where drug-related practices converge. Drawing on interviews

with 19 mostly young, socio-economically mainstream drug users, we ana-

lyze how participants navigate app affordances, convenience, and risk in

a prohibitive and stigmatized environment. Findings show that digital drug

markets are embedded within polymedia ecologies: buyers move across

Telegram, Messenger, Snapchat, and offline encounters, combining multiple

sources and delivery options such as parcel lockers or ride-sharing couriers.

These affordances create hyper-accessibility, normalizing on-demand access

while offering users a sense of comfort. At the same time, safety is actively

constructed through both technical features (disappearing messages, secret

chats) and social mechanisms (legit checks, referrals, reviews). Yet partici-

pants often overestimated the security provided by platform affordances and

privacy features and assumed that individual buyers remained too minor to

be targeted by law enforcement. By situating these practices within broader

debates on risk in platform societies, we highlight the hybridity of digital and

physical exchanges. App-based drug supply exemplifies how everyday tech-

nologies reconfigure access, reshape trust, and blur boundaries between

legality and deviance.

Introduction

As digital technologies become increasingly embedded in different domains of modern lifestyles, they
become more opaque in their inner workings, yet more transparent in their ubiquity. They become so
mundane and seamless that they often go unnoticed. In the context of illicit drugs, visibility is
generally undesirable. Detection and penalization, or the associated stigma, are inherent consequences
of being seen with drugs. Therefore, those who attempt to buy illicit psychoactive substances utilizing
digital channels are faced with the complexity of this route of access. This paper dwells on the
experiences of Polish people who use drugs and utilize social media platforms for supply.

While our focus is on the broader role of social media platforms and messaging apps in facilitating
illicit substance supply, Telegram emerged as the central hub in our material. This does not mean that
it was the only platform used - participants referred to Facebook, Messenger, and Snapchat as part of
their drug-buying trajectories — but Telegram appeared as the key environment where these practices
converged. Thus, our analysis treats Telegram both as a paradigmatic example of app-mediated drug
markets and as an entry point into the wider polymedia ecology of digital substance supply.
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Hybrid drug markets are crucial to understanding these dynamics. Rather than replacing tradi-
tional supply routes, digital platforms extend and intertwine with them, creating transactional
environments that are simultaneously online and embodied (Korshej and Friis Segaard 2024).
Building on this, we situate our study within this field by examining how app-based interactions
(primarily on Telegram) intertwine with offline routines, personal trust networks, and delivery
practices. Rather than treating Telegram as a standalone environment, we conceptualize it as one
node within broader hybrid environments of drug access. This framing allows us to show how users
fluidly shift between online and in-person exchanges, and how various features of online tools shape -
but do not determine — the material realities of drug buying.

According to data from the report Digital 2025: Poland, Telegram is not among the most popular
social media platforms in Poland. It ranks only 9th in the list, with 19.9% of users over the age of 16
using it each month (2025). The average Polish user spends about 3 hours and 31 minutes per month
on Telegram, while on TikTok, the average usage time reaches as much as 36 hours and 6 minutes per
month (2025). It is worth noting that this difference may also be due to the functionality of the
platform itself, for Telegram is mainly used for communication, while TikTok is an entertainment
platform focused on video viewing, hence the difference in time is justified. The data shows that
Telegram has gained its user base in Poland, but there is still a clear difference in reach and
engagement compared to popular social media platforms.

The Telegram app was launched in 2013 and had reached one billion active users worldwide by
March 2025 (Singh 2025). The literature emphasizes that the app is considered safe, which, however,
often leads to its censorship by state institutions (Bal 2023). The swift adoption of the medium can be
attributed not only to its alleged support for freedom of expression (Marechal 2018) but also to the
app’s interface and the unique features it offers its users. Unlike other social media platforms,
Telegram combines multiple functionalities, such as end-to-end encrypted messaging, creation of
groups and communities with up to 200,000 members, channels to broadcast messages to an unlimited
number of recipients (Telegram FAQ n.d..). Transmitted messages are placed in the cloud, so the app
can be used on multiple devices. Only “secret chats” are not synchronized to the Telegram cloud. The
app’s overarching mission is to remain anonymous, which is important from the perspective of
conducting commerce online, from both the sellers’ and buyers’ sides (Dewey and Buzzetti 2024).
Although often perceived as safer and more accessible than the darknet (Moyle et al. 2019) or other
messaging platforms such as WhatsApp or Line (Telegram FAQ n.d.), Telegram’s appeal largely stems
from its reputation for privacy-oriented features rather than guaranteed technical superiority.

Poland represents a curious case of an illicit drug scene. As some progressive changes inside the
scene take place (Wanke, Zaleska, and Siuda 2025), with robust drug subcultures and grassroots
activism and harm reduction initiatives in place, the legal and mainstream society remains arguably
conservative, with punitive and reportedly ineffective policies in place (Dolliver 2020; Malinowska-
Sempruch 2016). In the meantime, the drug scenes are dynamic and detached from the legal and
normative contexts. Digital realms complicate these ontologies even more, producing both disruptions
and bridges between the established drug supply and use and their digitally enhanced counter-spaces
(Tzanetakis and South 2023).

This paper explores digitally enhanced, mundane drug buying in Poland, scrutinizing accessibility
and risk management from the perspective of psychoactive substance users. We first review the
literature on platforms and hyper accessibility, as well as app affordances and risk. We then introduce
our exploratory qualitative study and its results that cover access and convenience of app-enabled
buying, as well as the superficial construction of safety and negotiations of affordances by the drug-
buying users. Finally, this paper embeds the results in a broader emerging discussion on the intersec-
tions of illicit drugs and digital media, and in doing so contributes to ongoing efforts to more explicitly
bridge media studies and drug research.

As highlighted in recent interdisciplinary work (Siuda and Wanke 2026), these fields
increasingly intersect around questions of mediation, risk, and infrastructural arrangements.
To make this bridge clear, we adopt several core concepts from media studies. We use the
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term affordances to describe what a given app enables or constrains for users; platforms to
refer to socio-technical systems that structure visibility, interaction, and control; and ecologies
to capture how multiple apps, actors, and practices interact within broader communication
environments.

Literature review
Platforms, hyper-accessibility, and polymedia infrastructures

Digital platforms are increasingly acting as infrastructures of accessibility, shaping not only how
individuals access information but also goods and services. Researchers point out that hyper-
accessibility - the constant availability of content, people, and transactions - is a defining feature of
contemporary media ecologies (de Reuver, Sgrensen, and Basole 2018; Evans et al. 2017). This concept
extends beyond utility or technical reachability and encompasses affect, habit, and socio-technical
expectations.

Platforms organize time and attention in a way that habituates users to be constantly online
and ready to respond (Bucher and Anne 2018). This influences the way users perceive and
interact with supply networks, as shown by the drug purchasing practices facilitated by mes-
sengers such as Telegram, described in this study. In this sense, platforms’ affordances are not
just technical properties - they affect emotional rhythms and provide a sense of comfort
through the mere fact of connection. For drug buyers, for example, this means knowing that
the dealer is just one message away, even if no drugs are being purchased at this particular
moment.

Importantly, the possibilities offered by specific apps condition not only what is possible, but also
what seems safe or natural. In their study of Telegram as a counter-public infrastructure, Buehling and
Heft (2023) show how its functionalities — ephemerality, semi-public channels, and user anonymity —
enable “alternative communication spaces” (Buehling and Heft 2023:3) in which non-hegemonic or
forbidden practices can flourish. In the context of Buehling’s and Heft’s study, the term referred to the
mobilization of protests during a pandemic; however, their insights are directly applicable in the
context of platform-based drug markets, where the same features provide a sense of infrastructural
security and control.

The empirical reality described in the present study - in which buyers move between Telegram,
Snapchat, and Messenger, contacting multiple dealers or comparing offers — reflects the logic of
polymedia (Madianou 2015; Madianou and Miller 2013). Users do not choose platforms based solely
on technical constraints; instead, they make decisions of profound social and emotional significance,
guided by perceived security, anonymity, urgency, or affective comfort. In this sense, Telegram is not
just a “tool” for drug transactions, but part of a broader communication ecology in which the choice of
medium constitutes the relationship with the dealer. Like transnational families managing intimacy at
a distance (Madianou and Miller 2013), people who use drugs utilize platform affordances not only to
facilitate access but also to regulate trust, control risk, and maintain emotional boundaries in illicit and
insecure exchanges. Taken together, these insights suggest that hyper-accessibility in drug buying is
not an accidental feature of digital life, but a socially and technically produced condition, deeply
rooted in the capabilities of polymedia environments.

At the same time, classic distinctions between open and closed drug markets (May and Hough
2004) also help frame how visibility and anonymity operate in these polymedia environments. While
open markets rely on spatial visibility and ease of access, closed markets depend on trust, referral, and
controlled visibility. App-mediated drug buying reshapes these boundaries by combining broad,
searchable access with closed-market logics such as selective anonymity, private channels, and vetting.
This perspective grounds the digital practices observed here in longer-standing market dynamics,
which have been reconfigured through platform infrastructures.
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Risk and platform societies: theorizing digital uncertainty

The experience of risk has become a distinguishing feature of late-modern societies, shaped by
processes of individualization, technological acceleration, and systemic uncertainty (Beck 1992;
Giddens 1991). In the digital context, risk is not merely transferred from offline, but is transformed
by the specific logics of platforms - their architectures, data practices, and interaction scripts (Dijck,
Poell, and De Waal 2018). Platforms mediate not only content, but also conditions of participation,
visibility, and control, giving rise to new forms of vulnerability (Bucher 2018).

Digital risk operates at multiple levels: infrastructural (e.g., surveillance, data extraction), social (e.g.,
reputational damage, misinterpretation), and affective (e.g., anxiety, hyper-vigilance) (Lupton 2016; Zinn
2008). Institutional protective mechanisms rarely manage these; instead, users introduce different forms of
self-regulation and make decisions at the interface level, try to predict algorithms, and manage trust
mechanisms based on mutual relationships. In other words, they develop informal heuristics to navigate
opaque systems, engaging in practices such as content curation, ephemerality, or changing platforms to
balance exposure and concealment (Boyd 2012; Gillespie 2018). These strategies are particularly prominent
in contexts characterized by legal or moral ambiguity, where the platforms’ capabilities are read and
reinterpreted from the perspective of security, discretion, and control (Siuda 2025).

Recent research on informal platform economies suggests that risk management is not merely
reactive, but often takes an anticipatory form that is deeply embedded in platform operating skills
(Nowak and Siuda 2025). In such contexts, the ability to assess, interpret, and act in the face of
platform-specific risks becomes a key form of digital competency and an essential component of users’
everyday life (Nowak and Siuda 2025; Talvitie-Lamberg, Lehtinen, and Valtonen 2024).

Against this backdrop, our study offers insights into how users of messaging encryption applica-
tions manage risk in situational and embodied ways. In such environments, platform capabilities are
not mere technical functions, but tools for interpreting and modulating uncertainty: disappearing
messages, anonymous pseudonyms, channel access, or pseudonymous identities act as semiotic signals
within locally meaningful regimes of trust. While formal security guarantees are often absent or
opaque, users rely on a combination of platform skills, social signals, and affective cues to assess
trustworthiness, limit exposure, and manage transactions. This is consistent with broader observations
in platform research that risk is often negotiated “at the interface,” through the practices of timing,
word choice, filtering, and visibility management (Bucher 2018; Marwick and Boyd 2014).

Affordances of app-based drug buying

Research on digitally enhanced illicit drug supply has been slowly moving to the center of attention of
social drug studies for a decade (Barratt and Maddox 2016). With cryptomarkets at the forefront, the
very visibility of the mediated drug selling created a skew toward studying vendors and their offers
rather than people who use drugs and turn to digital platforms to access them (Demant et al. 2018;
Moeller, Munksgaard, and Demant 2021; Siuda et al. 2026, 2025). For a similar reason, this scholarship
predominantly focused on online activity (Tzanetakis and South 2023). However, recent scholarship
increasingly succeeds in reaching the hidden populations of substance-purchasing users and exploring
the hybridity of these practices (Korshej and Friis Segaard 2024). They increasingly foreground the
plasticity and transgressive continuity characteristic of the online-offline drug ecosystems (van der
Sanden et al. 2022). This epistemological shift is followed by the empirical move from specialized drug
markets on the dark web toward mundane platforms furnishing contemporary ordinary lives, like
social media or messengers.

Affordances in the context of illicit drugs have been typically studied from the seller’s
perspective. Early studies indicated that anonymity plays a pivotal role (Haupt et al. 2022);
however, more in-depth analysis shows how affordances are constantly negotiated between
platform users and owners, who ought to track and regulate illicit activities (Childs and
Bernot 2024). Looking beyond easier and more convenient access to drugs that is enabled
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through social media (Dewey and Buzzetti 2024), these platforms offer different risk manage-
ment affordances to their users. The risks are constructed among the users who report low
concern for exposure to law enforcement. On top of that, they reportedly selectively turn to
privacy functionalities to limit leaving digital traces (Van Der Sanden, Wilkins, and Rychert
2023).

This study seeks to expand on this emerging line of scholarship and illuminate how social media
app users in Poland balance the benefits of hyper-accessibility to drug supply and the convenience of
buying them with the risks associated with the illegal status of these substances in the country.
Merging social and technological dimensions, it attempts to explore the hybridity of these practices.

Method

The main aim of this study was to explore the experiences and attitudes toward the digitally enhanced
drug supply of Polish users. Specifically, of interest was the way they present motivations and
circumstances behind using social media platforms and messaging apps for purchasing illicit drugs.
The study also attempted to understand how the risks associated with the illegal status of the substance
are anticipated by the users.

Participants of this study were recruited through purposive sampling through ethnographic work
in a broader project this study is a part of (Siuda et al. 2026, 2025). They were approached via two
complementary routes. One of the authors (RR), who is also an addiction psychotherapist, recruited
several interviewees through his professional contacts with people who use psychoactive substances.
The remaining authors relied on their existing research networks developed in previous studies. The
participant selection criterion was experience with buying illicit substances using social media plat-
forms. The sample consists of N = 19 predominantly male participants (only one female), 1 who are in
their late 20 s. The age range of the study sample is 18-40. The participants are mainly of a middle-
class background, with several blue-collar workers as well as a vocational apprentice. They do not
represent any marginalized group and can be hence described as socio-economically mainstream
young adults. Most of them are based in several big Polish cities, with a handful of small-town
dwellers. The dual recruitment strategy resulted in a combination of recreational and more proble-
matic or dependent users; however, no clinical diagnoses were made, and classifications rely on self-
descriptions. The Supplementary File (Table SF1) details the study participants’ characteristics. They
were interviewed between June and December 2024 in person or online by authors 2 and 3 and
a graduate student assistant. A semi-structured interview schedule was used, covering the trajectory of
drug purchasing, relations with vendors, risk mitigating strategies, as well as the perceived positives
and negatives of online buying.

The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, anonymized, and open coded by authors 1 and 2.
After the initial session of coding, the coding key was constructed, and the interviews were coded with
it. Thematic analysis was employed as an analytical strategy (Braun and Clarke 2012). Major themes
constructed for this study were: “app affordances,” “safety,” “accessibility,” “handling risk,” “encryp-
tion,” “anonymity,” and app-specific codes like “Telegram” or “Facebook.”

Despite some normalization processes ongoing in Poland (Wanke, Zateska, and Siuda 2024), the
studied population can certainly be defined as stigmatized and vulnerable due to the criminalized
nature of their activity (Barratt and Maddox 2016). Even though this study considered hybrid activity,
merging offline identities of the participants and their online traces, none of these were collected. We
did not record any personal information, but the voice was deleted immediately after the transcripts
were done. Any identifying information was erased from the transcript texts. We did not collect, nor
ask for, any digital traces; no nicknames, handles, or specific site names were solicited. Ethical approval
was granted for this study by the School of Social and Political Science IRB at the University of
Edinburgh (approval ID: 288,628) and the Faculty of Cultural Studies IRB at the Kazimierz Wielki
University in Bydgoszcz, Poland.

» «
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Results and discussion
Access and convenience

As a plethora of dimensions of social lives are augmented digitally and enabled by platforms,
their ecologies fluctuate, and people follow the shifts. Our research suggests that it is no
different for psychoactive substance supply enabled by apps. The caveat being that digitally
assisted buying is associated with the digital socialization of users. As platforms-using trajec-
tories progress, ecological configurations of the digital supply follow. One of the participants
recounted their purchasing experiences from 2015 through Facebook groups. They later became
reportedly “moderated,” so the core activity transitioned to an app that was considered more
appropriate: the Telegram, in that case. Next, the sub-groups started proliferating. Despite
platform migrations, the milieu, however, remained consistent, designated by this participant,
“an environment”:

It started for me with Facebook groups. And I remember one of the bigger groups eventually moved over to
Telegram, because it was getting too hard on Facebook with all the moderation and stuff. So I joined a Telegram
group that came from that Facebook one, and from there it just kind of took off. In that group, I started seeing
links to other ones. And honestly, in my opinion, once you start using that space, let’s say, and you join one group
like that, it’s super easy to end up in ten more. People promote each other and everything. It just spreads like that.
(07 banker, 25-30)

The digital trade environments are part of broader social ecologies. There are online-to-offline
transitions, as there are platform switches involved. Another participant indicated how localized
online substance buying is, at the same time highlighting the transition from semi-public to private
channels:

Next, I moved to [a big city in Poland] for uni, and Facebook groups were the thing there. Just groups where
people would post stuff. You know, people would offer things, not directly, mostly through pictures and some
kind of secret code. Those Facebook groups weren’t great, honestly, they were super risky and kinda sketchy.
They didn’t make sense in terms of privacy or safety for people. There was just a bazillion of stuff moved there.
After a while, though, these groups started dying out because people were just taking info from groups and
moving conversations to other messengers anyway. (06 consultant, 25-30)

Following the social “environment” augmented by digital apps is an obvious strategy for people who
were socialized online. Participants of our study admitted that age matters, referring to “traditional”
contact, tacitly citing generational experience. Nevertheless, with the generational and platform-
ecological shifts, the possibility of accessing one’s supplier via digital channels comes as an obvious
choice.

Likewise, since the supply in general moves to these counter-public spaces (informal, semi-visible
digital environments where illicit exchanges can circulate outside mainstream visibility), an array of
different vendors becomes accessible for a person who intends to make a purchase:

I would use whatever was more accessible. You preferred to get it from someone you knew, obviously, something
more secure. But if that wasn’t available, for example, and you needed to fix something, then you’d check through
those messengers. (02 sailor, 25-30)

Many vendors are reportedly available, but the preference is to choose those whom one knows and
presumably trusts. Users recounted multiplatform presence and having choice, which is down to the
elimination of these dealers, who are not available at the time.

T used to sort stuff out of different things, Telegram, Snapchat, Messenger. Just depending on who was available at
the time. I don’t know how to put it; it was just like, every dealer had a different way to contact them, so you’d end
up having a bunch of apps. And if one didn’t reply, you’d just hit up the next person. (10 IT specialist, 25-30)

Not only is the substance of choice accessible through different buying options, but also
a variety of substances is available to users. Such a choice would often be constrained in



DEVIANT BEHAVIOR (&) 7

street-level drug markets due to the typically narrow assortment available from individual
vendors:

The main advantage of buying online is having access to a wide range of stuff and different people. You can even
compare prices, what they’ve got on offer, and all that. So that’s the biggest plus. (12 graphic designer, 18-24)

Access to numerous vendors also produces a more convenient purchasing situation. Unlike the street-
level transactions, which can be hectic, online buying situations and the very possibility were described
as “comforting”™:

It’s easier to back out here, so you can change your mind; there’s more room to just not go through with the
purchase, for example. Or, on the flip side, if you’re craving, you can always just hit someone up, and it gives you
that kind of peace of mind, like, you're already in touch with a dealer, even if you’re not seeing them in person.
You know they’re there, that they haven’t been busted, haven’t disappeared, maybe they’re just alive, basically.
And even just for your headspace, it'’s comforting to know you’re in contact with them, no? Through that
messenger. (09 sales agent, 25-30)

The convenience of being able to choose extends to the situation of picking up the order.
Users mentioned the variety of available options - ranging from in-person, or dropped off in
a public space, or an anonymous shipment to a self-service parcel locker. It is convenient
logistically, but also in the social sense, since one does not have to interact with “these people”
(18 secondary schooler, 18-24 F), often perceived as higher-risk actors involved in the supply
chain.

Another way to avoid meeting the dealer in person is to use a delivery service as a mediator. It
involves sending cash via a Polish temporary code-based app called BLIK:

In Warsaw, some guys, like my guy, for example, would do deliveries using the Uber package. So it worked like
this. Say, you couldn’t meet up with the guy, but you need the stuff, so they would go to an ATM, you give him
a BLIK2 code so they can withdraw the amount of cash you agreed on, and then you’d order an Uber Package to
their address. They just give it to the Uber driver, and Uber would bring it over to you. (06 consultant, 25-30)

As a result of the hyper accessibility that is well known by younger generations, who are socialized to
function with it, the reconfiguration of retail drug supply occurs. It reportedly reduces the salience of
single-dealer specialization by enabling access to a more comprehensive and diversified supply across
multiple vendors.

The access, however convenient, turns out also to be a challenge for users to a certain extent. They
have to face market transformations and the complexity of the illicit drug supply. Nevertheless, buying
psychoactive substances via digital apps seems to be generally evaluated positively by the users who
highlight convenience and safety.

The ecologies of the app drug trade alter the social supply dynamics as well (Van Der Sanden,
Wilkins, and Rychert 2023). Rather than replacing earlier forms of access, the practice of being
“added” to dealers’ circles via trusted customers represents a platform-mediated continuation of
closed drug market logics, in which trust is established through personal referral and reputation in
order to reduce risk. In this respect, technologically enabled invitation and referral systems reproduce
the same trust-based gatekeeping mechanisms described for offline closed markets (Tzanetakis and
Nigel 2023). Thus, access is socially supplied and gated, rather than simply technologically enabled:

I was usually just added by a friend. He was based in that scene, he knew a few guys who sold him different types
of stuff, and it was like, a bit sketchy, you know? I wouldn’t be surprised if these guys had charges hanging over
their heads or something, you know? But he just added me to these specific Telegram channels. And then later,
I ended up connecting to them directly, because they kinda saw that I am buying it three times a week. (08 clerk,
18-24)

In sum, digital platforms like Telegram increase the ease of access to substances, especially for those
who already know how to obtain them. Despite the platform shifts in pursuit of more security, there is
a sense of social continuity of the “environment” among these localized ephemeral groups. The
convenience of online buying comes from multiple dealers available and flexible options, as well as
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broad access to different drugs and logistical ease. Lower pressure to buy can be juxtaposed with higher
accessibility in general.

Constructing safety and disregarding risk

Telegram’s official website lists many features that enhance security, but the developers them-
selves point out that they cannot protect messages sent through the app from rooting the phone,
a process of obtaining full administrator capacity (Telegram FAQ n.d.). Only secret chats
provide full encryption; ordinary conversations do not benefit from this form of protection.
In Telegram, by default, all conversations are conducted as ordinary chats, meaning that full
end-to-end encryption is only available when the user manually activates the “secret chat”
feature (Telegram FAQ n.d.). Our analysis showed that participants often blindly believe in
the security of apps. Multiple functionalities designed to increase privacy and anonymity
arguably lead users to have a simplistic idea of the security of the app itself. One user claimed
that:

Telegram is safer in that sense. It kind of stands above governments. It’s based in a country where there’s no legal
obligation to hand over chat logs to law enforcement, so in that way, it’s more secure. It’s legally safe, but not
necessarily safe from scammers. (08 clerk, 18-24)

Telegram is perceived as a secure messenger because its image has been built around the idea of user
privacy and security from the beginning. The vision of creating a safe space through secret chat rooms
and a self-destructing message function makes it a more compelling choice for completing drug
transactions, as another participant noted:

We switched to Telegram and basically stuck with it. We set it up so it’s all encrypted, you know. I mean, 'm not
an IT expert, so I don’t really know if it’s fully encrypted, but there’s this little padlock, and the messages have that
self-destruct timer. (05 clerk, 35-40)

Users indicated that they did not need technical expertise, and knowing that the tool encrypts content
by design increases their confidence and inclination to use it. Asked to justify their judgment, this
participant referred to the marketing messaging of the app: “That’s what people say about it, and also
what the app itself claims - that it’s a fully encrypted communication channel.” (05 clerk, 35-40)

The platform’s features and its designed interface, combined with the promotion of the app as
secure, mean that users may unreflectively trust its level of protection. It appears that the messenger is
not without loopholes in terms of content sharing (Lee et al. 2017). The app does not present
transparency conditions in any way and bases its credibility on users’ blind trust in its good intentions
and the stated preferences of the platform team (Wijermars and Lokot 2022:129).

The impression of security that comes with using the app is born not only from its technical
capabilities, but also from users’ unconditional faith in the technology’s benevolence. Moreover,
Telegram users assume that since they are not criminals or public figures, surveillance does not
apply to them. Based on the interviews, it appears that the participants were convinced that because
they buy small amounts of illegal substances, they are not of special interest to the services. One user
noted: “Generally, it’s about people having a sense that they are too much of nobodies, to be taken care
of, so to speak, that there is other much heavier, much bigger stuff out there.” (09 sales agent, 25-30).
According to them, the potential threat of surveillance is not of individual users’ concern. Conversely,
the imagined law enforcement focuses on sellers rather than buyers, or organized groups that deal
drugs on Telegram. Narrating it this way, users of the app distance themselves from the criminal
activity and, rather, regard themselves as everyday people going about their matters, and the use of the
messenger is not associated with any risk for them in particular.

Telegram openly states in its policy that it upholds user privacy (Telegram FAQ n.d.), but, as
critics of the app point out, Telegram can collect and store user metadata such as IP address,
devices used, and history of username changes (Wijermars and Lokot 2022). There are no
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transparent regulations on how this data is stored. In contrast, seemingly open and accessible
groups and broadcast channels can be freely analyzed by all other users, including law
enforcement.

There are different affordances of messengers like Telegram, and a broader app ecosystem used by
people who buy drugs online, which are used to enhance the perceived safety. The construction of
ephemerality is the most fragile and hard to do, given how persistent digital communication is. A lot of
symbolic and discursive work is devoted to negotiating the transience of messages sent in the drug
purchasing context. Telegram, as per its official website, offers the disappearing messages function-
ality. Users confirm adhering to them: “It is very often about messaging the group owner directly, and
these are the exploding messages, simply with a timer set so they disappear after 5-10 seconds.” (03
student, 25-30).

The disappearing functionality is set inside the secret chats that are end-to-end encrypted and not
stored on Telegram servers, as per their website. The users were quick to add a caveat to the
functionality when discussing it, that it is about the relationship with the persona as much as it is
about the technology:

You simply write to such a person on Telegram through the so-called secret chat, a chat, not these disappearing
messages, but the whole chat, that is deleted after some time, I don’t remember exactly, it depends on the settings.
So you are texting this person, how much you need, and what time you should be there. And here, it is really up to
what your relationship with the person is, how long you’re cooperating with them. (06 consultant, 25-30)

The relationship is enabled through technology, but it is socially constructed. In addition to disap-
pearing messages and secret chats, it is possible to communicate with a seller through private
messages. This means that messages are encrypted end-to-end and are only accessible to the sender
and recipient. In private chats, messages cannot be forwarded. If a screenshot is taken, the user will
receive a notification. Following rules is essential, but cooperating to create a certain impression and
an intimate sense of belonging matters as well:

These are strictly private messages. You can’t write in public so everyone can see it. It is about an individual,
an intimate relationship with this dealer. It is about the impression they make, that makes you feel a part of it
all, and your satisfaction, your opinion is necessary, that you feel necessary, so to speak, no? (09 sales agent,
25-30)

Setting up an account and finding specific channels by keyword search - utilizing the searchability
affordance — seems like a simple task, but in Telegram communities, there are internal rules created by
group administrators (Dewey and Buzzetti 2024). The rules are often pinned at the top so that they
remain constantly visible and provide a reference point for the conversation. “Legit check” or “LC”
must be performed, the purpose of which is to confirm the user’s authenticity and trustworthiness to
the seller. Legit check balances the two contradicting affordances: anonymity and identification. It
functions in two ways and legitimizes the vendors and the buyers alike. The buyers are supposed to be
referred by the verified members or are supposed to make themselves vulnerable, sending their face
video to the sellers.

The LC is about saying something on screen, with your face up there, the nick of the guy, or simply some code,
like “rhubarb” or “Ala ma kota”3 for example. I kinda see it as, like, a last resort, you know? Cause when you really
start digging into your conscience or your imagination or whatever, that stuff can come back up. (03 student,
25-30)

Disclosing one’s identity to verify oneself in front of a dealer is burdened by the latent threat of
exposure. Legit check, or verification of credibility, could involve sending the seller your photo or
video, or confirming a person’s credibility based on reviews and testimonials.

You call him, or maybe write to him, depending on how much and how often you’ve bought from
him. I don’t know, after four transactions, I just called them, but before that, you just write that you’re
interested in this type of thing, and he says, okay, we’ll do a little legit check, right? So he writes to the
most popular dealers. They also stick together, so to speak, on Telegram. Generally, the rule is that
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a dealer knows a dealer. And they just write to each other to find out if the person is a snitch or if they
want to screw them over. (08 clerk, 18-24)

Another affordance that is managed carefully is the visibility. It is managed by gatekeeping as well
as careful identity management and context awareness. Public channels can be found in a search
engine by any user, while to access private channels, one must have an invitation link.

In addition to internal security mechanisms, users also pointed to external security measures as an
additional layer of protection. On the other hand, they needed to maintain visibility and signal
distinctive features of their enterprise. As one of the users remarked about the vendors:

They wouldn’t permit any drug-related avatars, but one would call themselves, I don’t know, “Christian WWA,”
you know? So it was obvious that this was a crystal in Warsaw, you know? 24 by 7, so 24/7 delivery. And it was
a typical shop, so to speak, you know? (09 sales agent, 25-30)

Managing visibility in the “plain sight” of public or semi-public channels involved social steganogra-
phy (Marwick and Boyd 2014). Different ways of coding drug-related content were applied, both
alphabetic and multimodal. It involved nicknames of substances and amounts, using non-textual
forms, like photos, that are less likely to be automatically detected:

I think that some of the vendors decided that they’d continue using Telegram, but altered their strategy a bit,
because they realized that straight up saying stuff like, that you are buying cocaine, amfetamine or weed was
basically asking for trouble, because law enforcement can totally track that. They can filter it out. I suspect they
used some guys from the scene. So, they switched things up, deleted the photos, and added ones saying “5
T-shirts, cherry coke,” which means that you’re buying 5 g of coke. (19 clerk, 31-34)

Other ways of content encryption involve externalizing the messages with the order details, or using
internal communications encoded and decoded elsewhere. Users reported on externally hosted
numeric codes or other dictionaries that would render the content of the sites safe. For example,
using links to notes outside of the channel:

Sometimes they would add extra security to the communication by using this site that made one-time notes. So
they’d generate a note, send over the link, and that was it. You could only open the link once, and it would
disappear then. (02 sailor, 25-30)

Besides this self-made encryption, the actual encryption technology was both acknowledged and
questioned. Users’ opinions vary, which illustrates that the abstract technological systems and their
affordances are not automatically absorbed, but are subject to negotiation:

Now, the main problem with Telegram is that this encryption is not a proper end-to-end encryption; it’s
kinda there, but the data still gets stored on their servers in a way that it’s not fully encrypted. So that’s a big
issue with Telegram, and that’s why it became such a dead zone when it comes to the drug scene. (19 clerk,
31-34)

For once, the encryption may be believed not to be ultimate. When asked about the trust in it, the users
would express a degree of reservation: “I don’t believe in such a guarantee [of complete anonymity],
but it for sure is about maximizing your security when you use these encrypted messages and apps,
where you simply do not share your personal data” (12 graphic designer, 18-24). Using encryption is
a pragmatic choice.

Users construct safety and manage risk by combining how they perceive the technological protec-
tion with adhering to community norms. They may not know exactly how the application works, but
they also downplay the surveillance risk by assuming that they are too insignificant to be targeted by
law enforcement. The Telegram’s image of security is based on the perception of functionalities, such
as secret chats or disappearing messages, even if they are not fully understood. These affordances are
actively interpreted and adapted to maintain a sense of safety. Alongside the technological ones, social
affordances are utilized, as users adhere to legit-checks, referral systems, and reputation building
through reviews. Balancing the contradictory needs of anonymity and credibility, the relationships
with vendors are also furnished with sociability.
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Safety is not inherent to Telegram’s design; it is rather actively constructed by users’ engagement
with technological and symbolic dimensions of the app use and the purchasing process. Users apply
individual strategies as well as coordinate peer practices to make the platform safe enough for their
activity, despite its limitations.

Conclusion

Buying illicit drugs via social media and messaging platforms seems to be becoming part of the
broader incorporation of apps in everyday lives. As such, it is becoming generationally normalized
(BenBaruch et al. 2025). It requires certain digital capital (Bakken, Oksanen, and Demant 2023) or
technological competencies typically acquired through socialization to adopt it.

Our findings, therefore, speak to the dynamics of social media and messaging apps more generally,
while highlighting Telegram as the hub through which participants navigated access, risk, and
convenience . 4 The prominence of Telegram should not obscure the fact that the drug-related
exchanges unfolded within a wider polymedia environment. Rather, Telegram functions as
a condensed site where broader tendencies of app-mediated drug trade — hyper-accessibility, nego-
tiated safety, and ephemeral communities — become most visible.

In line with other studies of social media buying (Dewey and Buzzetti 2024), our results suggest that
convenience and eased tensions compared to street-level buying create space for more informed
decision making that may potentially lead to decreasing harm associated with buying and using
psychoactive substances in illicit markets (Van Der Sanden, Wilkins, and Rychert 2023). However,
we did not record many such claims in this study that would suggest intentional caution about issues
other than getting criminalized or scammed. Findings of the broader project, this study is a part of,
seem to suggest that there is very high potential for peer harm reduction within Polish online drug
communities (Siuda and Matuszewski 2025), but it does not seem to be particularly the case for
mundane, instrumental drug buying facilitated by apps.

Consistent with findings of the other studies on online drug selling and risk management (Demant
and Anker Nexg 2024), our results suggest that the buyers construct safety based on a rather superficial
perception of app affordances. It is connected to the neutralization techniques, which these users seem
to perform in order to distinguish themselves from the criminalized activity. It is similar to what
Segaard and Hojlund Breemer (2023) observed for comparable socio-economically mainstream young
dealers in Denmark, who were drifting in and out of recreational drug sales.

This study offers a caveat to the scholarship on affordances of bounded social media platforms
(Malhotra 2024), as there are two competing and contradictory dynamics in the case of the drug trade.
As the vendors pursue visibility for their self-branding and to market their product, and the buyers seek
it and hence rely on this exposure, both of these groups, at the same time, strive to remain unnoticed.
This tension resonates with what Tzanetakis et al. (2016) conceptualize as the “transparency paradox,” in
which increased visibility can simultaneously enable trust and expose actors to new forms of risk.
Therefore, these Telegram drug channels or other vendors’ social media sites have similar features to
“digital counterpublics” (Buehling and Heft 2023) or “refracted publics” (Abidin 2021). They stay in
opposition to the mainstream views and laws, using the affordances of the platform to sustain their goals
(Childs and Bernot 2024). They are also “below the radar”: transient, discoverable, decodable, and
silosocial (Abidin 2021:2). The app ecologies we studied are ephemeral and yet easy to find for the
insiders due to their hybrid presence and “social steganography” applied to mitigate searchability
(Marwick and Boyd 2014). In this sense, they are not simply detached from mainstream society, but
constitute digitally mediated forms of deviance that are simultaneously embedded in everyday platform
infrastructures and normatively positioned outside dominant legal and moral orders. In this respect, the
contribution of this paper also lies in bridging media studies and drug research. We identified similar
features of “refracted publics” in the medical cannabis back-channels facilitating coordination of buying
it for non-medical purposes in Poland (Wanke, Zateska, and Siuda 2025).
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This study contributes to the emerging scholarship on the hybridity of the drug trade by
showing how online and offline dimensions are increasingly entangled in the everyday practices
of people who use drugs. Our findings highlight that app-based transactions cannot be understood
in isolation from street-level supply, personal trust networks, and the broader socio-legal environ-
ment. Rather, they form part of a continuum in which buyers fluidly move between platforms such
as Telegram, Messenger, or Snapchat, and then transition into in-person exchanges or mediated
delivery services. This hybridity is not only technological but also social: the affordances of apps
are interpreted through users’ prior experiences, risk perceptions, and community norms. By
situating app-enabled buying within these hybrid ecologies, our study adds to the growing body
of research that challenges binary distinctions between digital and physical markets, and instead
points to the plasticity, adaptability, and transgressive continuity that define contemporary drug
economies (Korshej and Friis Segaard 2024; van Der Sanden et al. 2022). In doing so, it again
bridges insights from media studies and drug research, illustrating how polymedia environments
reconfigure access, safety, and trust in ways that blur the boundaries between online infrastruc-
tures and offline realities.

Finally, our findings also contribute to ongoing debates on affordances. Existing work typically
conceptualizes affordances as relational possibilities shaped by the interaction between users and
platform architectures (Evans et al. 2017). Our study shows that in hybrid drug markets, affordances
operate not only as technical action possibilities but as socially stabilized expectations that persist
across shifting platforms. While digital environments change - groups move from Facebook to
Telegram, vendors adjust their visibility strategies, and communication channels are rearranged -
the social practices, heuristics, and trust relations associated with these affordances remain remarkably
stable. This suggests that affordances in illicit markets become trans-platform routines embedded in
collective interpretations, rather than merely platform-specific features (cf. Nagy and Neff 2015).

Taken together, these observations extend mainstream affordances research by showing that
although digital environments shift and mutate, the social constellations around them may remain
relatively stable. Participants followed recognizable networks, referral chains, and interpersonal
heuristics even as they moved between apps. This reinforces our argument that affordances are
interpreted through enduring social logics: users reapply familiar routines of trust, anonymity work,
and risk management across new platforms, rather than adapting from scratch.

In addition, our findings bring renewed attention to several dimensions of affordances that have
been discussed in prior scholarship but gain particular salience in the context of hybrid drug markets.
First, affordances operate as moral infrastructures: users attach moral and normative value to specific
features (such as ephemerality or encryption), treating them as signals of “proper,” “safe,” or
“responsible” conduct (cf. Mittelstadt et al. 2016). Second, affordances function as scripts of safety —
collectively internalized behavioral prescriptions that guide legitimate practices and encode expecta-
tions about how interactions should unfold (Davis and Chouinard 2016). Third, our analysis fore-
grounds the temporal dimension of affordances (Kim and Kim 2023), demonstrating how timing,
ephemerality, and message disappearance are actively calibrated to stabilize trust, coordinate interac-
tion, and minimize perceived danger in volatile environments.

Limitations

Notwithstanding the exploratory nature and inquiring into hard-to-reach populations (Kaufmann and
Tzanetakis 2020), this study should be interpreted in the light of some significant limitations. The
sample size is still relatively small and skewed toward socio-economically integrated individuals. From
our fieldwork (2025; Wanke, Zaleska, and Siuda 2024), we know that there are women in Poland who
use apps to acquire psychoactive substances; they also appear to be more prevalent in online drug
discussions 5 compared to the composition of this study sample. Yet we were only able to recruit one
woman, and we were not able to inquire into gendered dimensions (see: Fleetwood, Aldridge, and
Chatwin 2020) of app drug buying.
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Notes

1. This resulted from the purposive nature of the sampling and the simple fact that men prevailed among our
potential respondents, and no other women we approached ultimately agreed to participate.

2. Using Poland’s BLIK system, a mobile payment method based on dynamically generated codes, one person can
allow another to withdraw cash from an ATM by sharing a temporary code and approving the transaction in real
time through their mobile banking app.

3. Polish “Ala has a cat,” a classic sentence from elementary school textbooks in Poland.

4. Prior studies (Bakken and Johan Demant 2019; Moyle et al. 2019; Siuda et al. 2025) similarly emphasize how the
affordances of social media and messaging apps shape visibility, perceived safety, and the interactional dynamics
between buyers and sellers.

5. In the Polish grammar, forms are indicative of the writing subject’s gender.
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