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                                              Topics   Covered

• Sex and gender differences in
substance use

• Gender responsive treatment
principles



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Prevalence of Substance Use Among Women

• Non-medical use of tranquillizers and opioids is common
• Differences in the prevalence of drug use due to unequal

opportunities (also relating to social and cultural norms) in
access to illicit drugs (WDR 2018)

• Shrinking gender gap for alcohol and drug use across ethnic
groups, especially among younger women.

• In comparing male and female rates of alcohol use across 10 years (Grant et
al. 2006), there is significant evidence that overall, younger adult females
are more likely to mirror male patterns of alcohol and illicit drug use than
older females (as cited in SAMHSA, 2009)

 



Annual Prevalence : Pakistan and Afghanistan



Annual and Past Month Prevalence :  USA



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Women have different physical responses to substances.  

 
●  Female body processes alcohol, and
to varying extents other addictive
substances, differently than does the
male body.  
● Physiological differences accelerate
the progression of addiction in women.
●   Women with SUD have greater
susceptibility to as well as earlier onset
of serious medical problems and
disorders.
 



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use
Health Issues And Medical Needs Related To Gynecology

 Women who use drugs
• Can have issues related to hormones, menstrual cycle, fertility,

pregnancy, breastfeeding
• Are vulnerable to cervical, breast, and other cancers; also to

HIV and other blood-borne infections
• Osteoporosis in premenopausal women
• More barriers to accessing services
•  Many young and low-income women with SUD  have

never had a gynecological examination. Moreover, women
over 40 with substance use disorders are less likely to have
received a mammogram than other women of similar age
(Carney and Jones 2006).

 
 



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Pregnancy Is A Significant Concern

• Women who are pregnant and using alcohol and illicit drugs,
often  do not begin prenatal care until well into their
pregnancies.

• Some of the most negative effects on the developing embryo
can occur in the first weeks of pregnancy.

• Pregnancy complications may include neonatal abstinence
syndrome, low birth weight , premature birth , still birth, small
head and circumference

                                                       
Source: WDR 2018

SAMHSA TIP 52, 2013

 



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
SUD and Trauma

Traumatic events (sexual and physical assaults, childhood sexual and physical
abuse, domestic violence etc) are significantly associated with initiation of SU
and the development of  SUD among women
Survivors of sexual and/or physical abuse may use substances to self-medicate
their depression or the anxiety that results from the abuse.
Some survivors use cocaine and amphetamines to increase their vigilance against
further victimization. Others with low self-esteem may use alcohol to increase
their sociability.
Kilpatrick and colleagues (1997) speak of the “vicious cycle” of substance abuse
and violence, in which violence is both a risk factor and a consequence of
substance abuse

                                                                                                             (SAMHSA TIP
51, 2013)



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Co-Occurring Substance Use and Mental Disorders

• Women are more likely than men to have co-occurring mental disorders
• For women, anxiety disorders and major depression are positively

associated with substance use, abuse, and dependence and are the most
common co-occurring diagnoses (Agrawal et al. 2005).

• PTSD-is a common sequel to violence and trauma.
• Onset of psychiatric disorders is apt to precede substance use disorders. For

instance, women who experience depression are more prone to develop
alcohol problems after their first depressive episode(Caldwell et al. 2002;
Wang and Patten 2002).

                                                                                                 (SAMHSA TIP 51
2013).



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Chronic Pain

• Females report more severe pain and more frequent bouts of
pain that is more anatomically diffuse and longer lasting than
that of males with similar disease processes, as a result of
differences in pain perception between the sexes.

• Women (esp. those aged 45 or older) are more likely to be
prescribed opioid painkillers, more likely to use them for long
periods and, therefore, more susceptible to developing opioid
use disorders, compared with men.

( WDR 2018)



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Other Women Specific Issues • Intimate male partners often influence a woman’s

substance use and the related harm.
• Women may have less support from family/partners than

do men for seeking treatment.
• Social inequalities and lack of social and economic

resources make women more vulnerable to SU and SUD
• Female sex workers are at greater risk of coercion and

violence when they use drugs
 



Sex and Gender Differences in Substance Use 
Other Women Specific Issues • Gender stereotyping and stigma can trap women who use drugs

in their drug-using networks
• Women are more likely to encounter obstacles across the

continuum of care as a result of caregiver roles, gender
expectations, and socio-economic hardships.

• Lack of comprehensive case management integrated drug
treatment and childcare services essential in addressing these
issues.

 
 



Helping Women Recover 
Gender Responsive Principles

• Acknowledge the importance and role of  socio-economic
issues and differences among women

• Promote cultural competence specific to women
• Recognize the role and significance of relationships in

women’s lives
• The relational-cultural theory affirms the power of connection

and the pain of disconnection for women, with repeated
disconnections having adverse consequences for mental Health  
(Covington and Surrey 1997, Jordon and Hartling 2002)

•  For women, relationships directly affect their feelings of
empowerment, self worth and self esteem.

 
 



         Significance of relationships in women’s lives……

• Considerations in Involving the Partner in Treatment
•  History of violence
• History of substance use in the relationship
• Partner’s history of substance use
• History of mental illness
• Relationship support of the partner,
• Accessibility
• Commitment to relationship

 



Helping Women Recover 
Gender Responsive Principles

• Address women’s unique health concerns.
• Endorse a developmental perspective
• Attend to the relevance and influence of various

caregiver roles that women often assume throughout
the course of their lives

• Recognize that ascribed roles and gender expectations
across cultures affect societal attitudes toward women
who abuse substances.



Helping Women Recover 
Gender Responsive Principles

• Adopt a trauma-informed perspective
• Utilize a strengths-based model for women’s

treatment
• Incorporate an integrated and multidisciplinary

approach to women’s treatment.



Helping Women Recover 
Gender Responsive Treatment Principles

• Maintain a gender-responsive treatment environment
across settings

•  Support the development of gender competency
specific to women’s issues.
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