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Abstract

Introduction: injection drug use is characterized by a variety of risky behaviors, often associated
with the spread of infectious diseases (mainly HIV/AIDS and B/C hepatitis). Recommendations
have been developed by the United Nations and the World Health Organization to help prevent
and reduce the risk of HIV and other blood-borne diseases in the population of injection drug
users, including the needle and syringe program. One of the models of this program is syringe
vending machine (SIGMA), which provides continuous access to injection instruments in 24/7
mode. In 2019-2020, vending machines were installed for the first time in Georgia, Tbilisi,
accumulating about 800 regular users, according to data at present. An online survey was
conducted among vending machine users, which was voluntarily completed by about 10% of
the app users. The aim of my research is to present vending machine users’ risky behaviors

related to syringe sharing, unprotected sex and psychoactive substance use.

Methodology: The research method is a secondary analysis of quantitative, cross-sectional,
online survey data. The research was conducted within the project implemented by the research
center "Alternative Georgia". Access to the data was provided by supervisor of the Master
Thesis. For the purpose of my research, I processed data that included information on risky

behaviors and consumption history. I used SPSS (v.26) and Excel software for data analysis.

Results: 131 respondents participated in the study, but due to incompleted questionnaires, 9
participants were excluded from the study. Finally, data from 122 respondents were processed
for the study. Among them were mostly men (88.8%). The age distribution of participants
ranged from 19 to 64 years. The majority of respondents (68.1%) reported consuming more than
one psychoactive substance in the last 6 months. The study showed that consumption of more
than one psychoactive substance correlated with overdose (X2 (30) = 50.045, p> 0.012). A small
proportion of respondents (2%) mentioned handing over their used syringe to someone else
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during the last 1 month. However, far more participants (19%) reported using their own used
syringe a second or more time. Sharing common utensils was observed in 22% of respondents.
21% of study participants had contact with 2 or more different sexual partners in the last 1
month. Respondents who had various sexual partners, most or always used condoms, during
sexual intercourse during the last 1 month, in contrast to those who had one permanent partner

(x2 (20) = 39.349, p> 0.006), the difference is statistically significant.

Conclusion: Vending machine users have a low rate of transmission of their own used syringe to
others, although a high rate of consumption of more than one psychoactive substance, which
causes overdose. The rate of condom use during sexual intercourses with non-permanent
partners is also high. The study needs to be repeated, to assess the dynamics of changes in

vending machine users’ behavior.

Keywords: Injection drug user (IDU); Harm reduction; Needle and syringe program; Vending

machine; HIV/AIDS ; B/C hepatitis.
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