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In-Depth Interviews and Focus Groups 
Reveal Risk Behavior Among 

Injecting Drug Users in Yunnan Province, China
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This qualitative study concludes that programs targeting injecting drug users (IDUs) 
in China should facilitate IDUs’ access to health services as needed while emphasiz-
ing risk to persuade users to not share needles or influence their peers to inject.

Background
In many parts of Asia, HIV transmission is driven primarily by the use of contami-
nated injecting equipment used by IDUs. This is especially true in Yunnan Province in 
the south of China near the Golden Triangle region of Southeast Asia. In fact, nearly 
a quarter of all people in China living with HIV live in Yunnan. Whereas in 1989, IDUs 
in Yunnan had an HIV prevalence rate of under five percent, within 12 months that 
number had skyrocketed to more than 40 percent. Yunnan Province lies within a 
major drug trafficking route; up to 87 percent of drug users in the area are heroin 
users (Qian 2006).

An increased police presence has driven many IDUs into hiding and are unable to 
risk buying new injecting equipment at pharmacies and health clinics where they 
are widely available and legal. There are other significant barriers to accessing clean 
injecting equipment (Riehman 1996). Past PSI quantitative research in other Chi-
nese provinces has shown that many IDUs do not have protected sex and engage in 
needle sharing.

Methodology
Twelve in-depth interviews were conducted among five rehabilitation centers in 
Yunnan Province. The centers were located in areas with epidemic levels of HIV 
among IDUs. A standardized guide was developed prior to the interviews which 
focused on personal behavior related to drug use. Participants were asked why 
they first started using drugs, what factors influenced them to begin injecting and 
their cleaning and sharing of needles and syringes. Two focus 
groups were also conducted in Kunming prefecture to further 
understand needle sharing. One focus group was comprised 
of former IDUs and the other of current IDUs. The focus group 
discussions were meant to inform a program targeting pharma-
cists and health workers selling injecting equipment to IDUs. 
They also collected information about needle and syringe ac-
cessibility as well as HIV risk perception among current IDUs.

Program Reach
The in-depth interviews and focus groups found that future 
interventions to lower HIV rates among IDUs should target IDUs 
and their ability to influence their peers. Targeted programs 
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should train IDUs to not help others to initiate in-
jecting and emphasize that "safe" sharing does not 
exist. Low risk perceptions need to be combated 
while external efforts need to be made to reduce 
barriers to access clean injecting equipment. 
Stigma reduction activities for communities and 
advocacy with the police will be essential in break-
ing down barriers to implementing effective HIV 
prevention methods for IDUs. These recommen-
dations pertain only to Yunnan Province because 
there is a high number of IDUs there.

Interview and Focus Group Results
PSI is interested in the intentions people have 
when they try heroin. Many people interviewed 
said they first tried heroin because they were curi-
ous. All participants tried it with at least one friend 
and most felt they had been previously encour-
aged to try. A local environment of easy access to 
heroin and injecting equipment facilitated experi-
mentation. While all participants started heroin by 
smoking, many moved to injecting many months 
or years later. The main reason for switching was fi-
nancial; injecting is cheaper than smoking and one 
gets more of the effects for longer by injecting. 

Existing knowledge is also of interest. Many of the 
respondents had heard of HIV and knew that in-
jecting and sharing equipment contributes to HIV 
risk. At the same time, the focus groups revealed 
that using contaminated injecting equipment was 
inevitable because one is among friends and it can 
be insulting to refuse to use one’s injecting equip-
ment because one is saying that they do not trust 
their friends if they refuse to use the equipment. 
Overwhelmingly, respondents believed that the 
likelihood of contracting HIV was much higher 
through sex rather than sharing injection equip-
ment. This has led them to downplay the risk of 
acquiring HIV through shared equipment. 

Certain beliefs among IDUs were common. Clean-
ing needles and syringes that have been used 
previously was considered important to the major-
ity. However, none used cleaning methods that 
had been taught by health professionals. The main 
cleaning method was to use water to flush out 
syringes. There was no consistency in the cleaning 

methods reported, and one interviewee consis-
tently cleaned her syringe with river water only. 
Some cleaned their needles immediately after 
use while others cleaned immediately before use. 
Many participants believe that these methods for 
cleaning provide protection against HIV transmis-
sion.

Conclusions
The focus group discussion and individual inter-
views clearly revealed that messages that com-
municate the ability of HIV to spread through 
shared needles just as it spreads through sexual 
intercourse must be communicated. Incorrect 
and incomplete knowledge of HIV and prevention 
techniques, low risk perception, societal discrimi-
nation, fear of incarceration and a lack of acces-
sibility to new injecting equipment contribute to 
unsafe behavior by IDUs, which puts themselves 
and others at risk for transmission of HIV. Work-
ing with authorities can help IDUs understand the 
necessity of having new and clean injecting equip-
ment that can be easily obtained. At the same 
time, detox centers should continue to discourage 
injection and communicate messages about the 
dangers of sharing injection equipment. 

A full copy of Working Paper 66, “HIV Risk Behav-
iors and Perspectives of Injecting Drug Users in 
Yunnan Province, China” can be ordered from PSI 
by mail or through the PSI website at www.psi.org. 
Click on “Research,” then “Published Works,” then 
type in the title of the working paper.
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