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Abstract

Drug addiction has traditionally been viewed as a predominantly male phenomenon, leading to
its study from a limited gender perspective. However, the rising prevalence of in substance use
among women presents new challenges in understanding and addressing addictions. Despite some
progress, studies that incorporate variables specific to female substance use remain scarce and
require more focused attention. This review aims to synthesize the existing scientific evidence
on the main characteristics of drug use among women. It analyzes aspects such as prevalence,
underlying motivations, and the gender-specific effects and consequences of substance abuse.
It also explores the structural and sociocultural barriers that women face in accessing, adhering
to, and continuing addiction treatment. The literature shows that women are more biologically
and psychologically vulnerable to developing substance use disorders, a phenomenon known as
the telescoping effect. Furthermore, they face heightened levels of stigmatization, receive less
social support, and present a high prevalence of trauma and comorbid mental disorders, i.e.,
dual pathology, factors that significantly hinder their access to detoxification and rehabilitation
resources. In conclusion, there is an urgent need to incorporate a gender perspective into drug
addiction prevention, research, and treatment strategies in order to improve therapeutic
efficacy and promote health equity for women who use substances.
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Resumen

Tradicionalmente, las drogodependencias han sido consideradas un fenémeno predominantemente
masculino, y, en consecuencia, su estudio se ha abordado desde una perspectiva de género limitada.
No obstante, el incremento del consumo de sustancias entre mujeres plantea nuevos desafios en la
comprension y abordaje de las adicciones. A pesar de los avances, los estudios que integran variables
especificas del consumo femenino siguen siendo escasos y requieren una atencion mas focalizada. Esta
revision tiene como objetivo sintetizar la evidencia cientifica disponible sobre las principales particu-
laridades del consumo de drogas en mujeres. Se analizan aspectos como la prevalencia de consumo,
las motivaciones que subyacen al uso, los efectos y las consecuencias del abuso caracteristicas de las
mujeres. Asimismo, se exploran las barreras estructurales y socioculturales a las que se enfrentan
ellas en el acceso, adherencia y continuidad del tratamiento para las adicciones. La literatura evidencia
que las mujeres presentan mayor vulnerabilidad bioldgica y psicoldgica al desarrollo de trastornos
por uso de sustancias, lo que se conoce como efecto telescoping. Ademas, experimentan mayores
niveles de estigmatizacion, menor apoyo social y una alta prevalencia de trauma y trastornos mentales
comérbidos, es decir, de patologia dual, factores que dificultan notablemente su acceso a recursos
de desintoxicacién y rehabilitacion. Se concluye la necesidad urgente de incorporar una perspectiva
de género en las estrategias de prevencion, investigacion y tratamiento de las drogodependencias, a
fin de mejorar la eficacia terapéutica y la equidad en salud para las mujeres que consumen sustancias.
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I.INTRODUCTION

For a long time, drug use has been consid-
ered a problem primarily associated with
men. In general, it was the male population
that showed higher prevalence rates of the
consumption of all types of drugs. As a result,
the approach to addiction —both in terms
of prevention and treatment— has been
shaped by a male perspective, even though
it has been applied to both men and women.
This has led to a lower rate of help-seeking
among women, as well as a poorer prognosis
for their recovery and rehabilitation.

However, society is changing, and the role
of women within it is evolving significantly.
Traditionally, women had less access to
drugs, which led them to start using them

later and at lower rates. But in recent de-
cades, women have increasingly engaged
in high-risk behaviors that were previously
considered typically male, such as drug
abuse. Nevertheless, addiction presents dif-
ferent characteristics in women compared
to men. Beyond biological differences, there
are still significant social disparities between
men and women that create distinct risk
factors for drug use and lead to different
consequences for each gender. For this rea-
son, there is a growing call to incorporate
a gender perspective in all areas of addic-
tion—from research, both preclinical and
clinical, to prevention, diagnosis, and treat-
ment. Taking into account the specific char-
acteristics of each sex/gender will allow us
to address addiction more effectively.
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In this review, based on scientific evidence,
we aim to highlight some of the specific char-
acteristics of women in relation to drug ad-
diction, analyzing data on their consumption,
motivations for use, distinctive patterns, and
gender-specific consequences of drug use, as
well as the barriers women face in accessing
and adhering to addiction treatment.

2. DATA ON DRUG USE
AMONG WOMEN AND ITS
CONSEQUENCES

There are still drug consumption records
that do not provide data disaggregated by
gender. Thus, major agencies such as the
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs
and Drug Addiction, recently renamed the
European Union Drugs Agency, do not dif-
ferentiate between men’s and women'’s data
in many of their reports. Consequently, it
is often difficult to obtain clear information
about drug use among women.

Regarding drug use data in Spain, studies
show that women generally begin using
drugs at an older age than men, except in
the case of hypnotics/sedatives and opioids
(with or without a prescription). Moreover,
across the full recorded age range (15-64
years), women consume fewer drugs over-
all, again with the exception of hypnotics
and opioid analgesics (EDADES, 2024).
However, these differences tend to diminish
or even reverse—especially regarding legal
drugs—when focusing on younger popula-
tions (OEDA, 2024).

Currently, among the youngest populations
(ages 14 to 18), legal drug use such as alco-
hol and tobacco is more prevalent among
girls than boys, while boys continue to show
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higher rates of illegal drug use such as canna-
bis and stimulants—except for non-prescrip-
tion hypnotics (OEDA, 2024). Nonetheless,
these differences are becoming increasingly
narrow, as observed in cannabis use, where
21% of girls reported use in the past |2
months compared to 22.5% of boys (OEDA,
2024). Meanwhile, girls nearly double boys
in the use of non-prescription tranquilizers/
sedatives and sleeping pills (9.5% vs. 5.3%).

Alcohol is the most commonly used drug
among the youth, and adolescent girls un-
der 16 engage more frequently in binge
drinking—a pattern of alcohol use involving
large quantities in a short time with severe
consequences (Jones et al., 2018). In terms
of tobacco use, girls also have higher rates:
23.3% versus 18.9% for boys in the last
month. However, the gender gap remains in
cocaine use, with the percentage of girls be-
ing approximately half that of boys under 18
(3.2% for boys vs. 1.5% for girls in the past
year) (OEDA, 2024). That said, this gender
gap in stimulant use is shrinking and has even
disappeared among minors in countries such
as the United States (McHugh et al., 2024).

This increase in drug use among women
has led to an increase in the proportion
of women treated in hospital emergency
rooms for prescription and non-prescription
substance abuse, reaching the highest figures
to date: 32.2% of the episodes recorded in
Spain (OEDA, 2024). Another consequence
of this increase in drug use among women
has been seen in the rates of drug-related
mortality. Overdose deaths have always
been higher among men; however, recent
data show that the proportion of these
deaths during the last year was higher among
women in all European countries evaluated
(EMCDDA, 2024). This increase in over-
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dose deaths among women, which appears
disproportionate in some studies, has also
been detected in the US during the 21st
century (Orndorff et al., 2024). In many
cases, these deaths have been recorded as
suicides, which has led to a growing inter-
est in evaluating the causes of this increased
risk of suicide in relation to drug use among
women today. On the other hand, the no-
sology of substance use disorders (SUDs)
has been classically masculine, possibly due
to the male hegemony in SUDs, especially
with respect to abuse criteria (Agrawal and
Lynskey, 2007). Because of this, women
may present drug dependence criteria with-
out having previously been diagnosed with
substance abuse (Hasin et al., 2005). Cer-
tain criteria act as more powerful markers in
one sex than in the other, with abuse criteria
indicating greater severity in women and de-
pendence criteria in men (Agrawal and Lyn-
skey, 2007). However, in recent years, the
increase in the prevalence of SUDs has been
significantly higher in women than in men
(Grant et al.,, 2017). Even though there is
a growing awareness of the need to assess
SUDs differentially in men and women, re-
viewing the diagnostic criteria according to
the characteristics of each sex/gender, the
participation of women in clinical studies
on drug addiction remains much lower than
that of men, leading to a possible underdiag-
nosis in women (Cornish and Prasad, 2021).

3. GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN DRUG EFFECTS:
TELESCOPING EFFECT

Although women have been underrepre-
sented in preclinical and clinical studies com-
pared to men, gender differences have been
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observed in all phases of the addiction pro-
cess (McHugh et al., 2018; Becker and Char-
toff, 2019; Sardari et al., 2024). The causes
of these differences are diverse, some of
which are still unknown or understudied.
When considering the motivations that lead
people to consume, women present differ-
ent motivations and consumption patterns
than men. It should be noted that women
often use substances as a coping mecha-
nism for physical and emotional pain, or as
a form of self-medication for mental health
conditions, often in response to traumatic
experiences, unlike men, who tend to initiate
consumption out of a search for novelty or
reinforcement (NIDA, 2020). Reports indi-
cate that women report a greater perception
of risk when it comes to drug use (OEDA,
2024). Possibly due in part to this, women
in general start using drugs later. Addition-
ally, the traditional role imposed on women
in society, which made it difficult for them
to access drugs, making them less involved
in selling them (Ellis et al., 2024). However,
all this is currently changing, as reflected in
the fact that, among young people, girls are
accessing drugs even earlier and to a greater
extent, as we have already clearly mentioned
in the case of alcohol (OEDA, 2024).

These environmental and cultural factors
could be some of the possible explanations
for understanding the differences between
the sexes in drug addiction, but we must
also consider the influence of different bio-
logical factors between men and women (El-
lis et al., 2024). Thus, the effects of drugs
and the clinical manifestations of SUDs are
specific to each sex (Fattore et al., 2020;
Crocker and Tibbo, 2018; McHugh et al,,
2018). There is a large scientific literature on
the differences between men and women
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in alcohol use disorders (Ait-Daoud et al.,
2019; Witkiewitz and Leggio, 2025). Many
differences have been identified, from neu-
robiological (Flores-Bonilla and Richardson,
2020; Maddern et al., 2024) to more so-
cial aspects (Gilbert et al., 2019). In short,
women tend to develop alcohol-related
problems more quickly and with more seri-
ous consequences, and are less likely to seek
treatment (Witkiewitz & Leggio, 2025). It is
widely accepted today, for example, that
women require fewer units of alcohol than
men to reach high blood levels and there-
fore greater alcohol intoxication (McHugh
et al, 2018). However, these differences
have also been observed with other drugs
and are less well known. A clear example is
the differences observed between men and
women in the response to THC, the main
active ingredient in cannabis (Bassir Nia et
al., 2022; Mohammad Aghaei et al., 2024).
Specifically, women reported greater sub-
jective psychoactive effects than men after
oral or intravenous administration of THC,
with no differences observed in other effects
(psychotomimetic, physiological, or cogni-
tive). Other studies have observed similar
results, showing a greater subjective effect
in women than in men at different doses of
THC, both orally and vaporized (Sholler et
al., 2021). These greater effects in women
were also observed in the levels of anxiety,
increased palpitations, and restlessness they
showed after acute consumption of THC by
both routes of administration, even when
the dose was controlled by the individual’s
weight. Interestingly, no gender differences
were observed in the objective parameters
recorded after THC consumption, such as
heart rate in beats per minute (Sholler et al.,
2021). Preclinical studies suggest that this
greater anxiety response after THC con-
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sumption in women could be due to differ-
ences in the functioning of the cannabinoid
CBI receptor in the amygdala (Rubino et al.,
2008), since adolescent female rats showed
greater sensitivity than males to the anx-
iogenic effects of a CBI receptor agonist
(Marco et al., 2006). These results seem to
suggest that women may be at greater risk
of manifesting anxiety after cannabis use,
which is curious since women state that the
main reason for consuming cannabis is to
reduce anxiety or distress (Prieto-Arenas et
al., 2022; Morris et al., 2024).

On the other hand, many studies have ob-
served a more rapid progression to depen-
dence in women, at least regarding the use
of alcohol, tobacco, opiates, psychostimu-
lants, and hallucinogens (Tuchman, 2010;
Ait-Daoud et al., 2019; Towers et al., 2023).
This phenomenon, known as the “telescop-
ing effect,” indicates that women are more
vulnerable to drugs, as they increase their
consumption more quickly, showing a great-
er acceleration in the transition from use to
abuse, meeting diagnostic criteria, and/or
seek treatment for SUDs with lower doses
and after fewer years of drug use compared
to men (Fonseca et al., 2021). Some studies
have not found this effect, probably due to
the characteristics of the sample evaluated
or the methodology used; however, there is
sufficient scientific evidence, both clinical and
preclinical, to affirm that this phenomenon
generally occurs (see review Towers et al.,
2023). The study of the neurobiological ba-
sis of this phenomenon has focused mainly
on the role of estrogens in regulating the do-
paminergic system involved in reinforcement
and stress, but the role of many other factors
involved remains to be verified (Ait-Daoud
et al.,, 2019; Towers et al., 2023; Sardari et
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al., 2024). Recent neuroimaging studies have
shown that brain activity in women with SUD
in response to drug-related cues is different
from that of men, and is associated with a
higher likelihood of relapse (Smith et al,
2023). Another line of research is the influ-
ence of genetic and epigenetic factors related
to sex chromosomes (Krueger et al., 2023).
However, the relationship between this
greater vulnerability to drug use and the de-
velopment of other psychiatric pathologies
still needs to be studied.

4. DUAL DISORDERS IN
WOMEN

One of the most serious problems associ-
ated with substance use is the high comor-
bidity of psychiatric disorders among drug
users, ranging from 50% to 80% depend-
ing on the sample studied (Kessler, 2004;
Torrens et al., 2017; Szerman et al., 2022;
Andersson et al.,, 2023; Fernandez et al.,
2023; Fernandez-Miranda et al, 2024).
Therefore, considering that women gen-
erally present more psychiatric disorders
(Chen etal., 201 1), the increase in drug use
among them is concerning (OEDA, 2024;
EMCDDA, 2024). Women show a much
higher prevalence of anxiety disorders and
depression than men (Hallers-Haalboom et
al., 2020; Bangasser and Cuarenta, 2021).
Thus, anxiety disorders affect almost twice
as many women as men; specifically, 17.5%
of women, compared to 9.5% of men, have
experienced some anxiety disorder at some
point in their lives (Dominguez et al., 2024).
Additionally, 7.22% of women have been di-
agnosed with major depression, compared
to 3.24% of men. Furthermore, 16.32% of
women report some degree of depressive
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symptoms, ranging from mild to severe—
almost double the rate observed in men
(8.94%) (INE, 2020).

The coexistence of an SUD with another
mental disorder is called Dual Pathology
(DP) (Fernandez-Artamendi et al., 2024;
Szerman et al.,, 2022) and constitutes one
of the most significant problems in today’s
society due to its serious social, economic,
and public health implications (Torrens and
Adan, 2023). Patients with DP present great-
er clinical and social severity, with a worse
prognosis, high rates of hospitalizations and
a high risk of suicide, as well as difficulty re-
ceiving unified healthcare for both disorders
in most cases (Torrens et al., 2017). Few
studies have evaluated the characteristics
of patients with this diagnosis, and of these,
only a small number include women in their
samples (Kingstone et al., 2017). However,
the few studies that have accounted for sex
as a variable highlight that women are more
likely to suffer from DP (Chen et al,, 201 [;
Marin-Navarrete et a., 2015; Craft and Pad-
ula, 2025), leading to increasing interest in
examining gender differences in this form of
psychiatric comorbidity (Torrens-Melich et
al.,, 2021; Benito et al., 2022).

Alcohol is the most common drug involved in
DP cases, with women showing more severe
physiological and psychological pathology as a
consequence of its consumption (Ziberman
et al., 2003). At the same time, women with
an alcohol use disorder present anxiety and
depression disorders more frequently than
men (Craft and Padula, 2025). These types
of pathologies (affective and anxiety disor-
ders) are among the most prevalent psychi-
atric disorders in general in women with DP
(Szerman et al., 2015; Fernandez et al., 2023),
along with eating disorders (Marin-Navarrete
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et al, 2015; Fernandez et al.,, 2023). Thus,
depression is twice as likely among women
diagnosed with an SUD compared to those
without one (EMCDDA, 2016). On the other
hand, women with a psychotic disorder who
use drugs—especially cannabis—present
more severe symptoms, require more hospi-
talizations and have a poorer treatment prog-
nosis (Miquel et al., 2013; Prieto-Arenas et al.,
2022). A recent observational study in a large
Spanish population undergoing treatment
in mental health and detoxification centers
highlighted significant differences between
men and women in this population with DP
(Fernandez et al., 2023). Firstly, the underrep-
resentation of women in treatment for SUD
compared to men is evident, a fact widely
confirmed in all previous studies, both Spanish
and international (Fonseca et al., 2021; Ellis et
al., 2024). It has also been confirmed that the
most common pathologies among women
are affective, anxiety, sleep, and eating disor-
ders, with no gender differences observed in
personality disorders (Fernandez et al., 2023).
Of particular note are the higher rates of
craving among women with DP, which are re-
lated to a greater likelihood of relapse, as well
as the higher prevalence of suicidal behavior
with depression in female users (Fernandez et
al., 2023). These findings underscore the need
to assess PD in women.

Much remains unknown about the relation-
ship between SUD and other psychiatric
disorders, but recent studies are beginning
to provide promising data and reveal clear
sex-related differences. One example in-
volves pituitary adenylyl cyclase-activating
peptide (PACAP), which regulates stress,
fear, and anxiety responses. Its dysregula-
tion has been shown to be closely involved
in the development of psychiatric disor-

Revista Espaiiola
de

ders such as anxiety disorders, depression,
schizophrenia, and SUD (Van Doom et al,,
2025). Research on this neuropeptide has
revealed gender-specific differences, show-
ing that women are far more sensitive to PA-
CAP dysregulation resulting from drug use,
as well as their high vulnerability in relation
to the role of this neuropeptide in psychiat-
ric disorders (see Van Doom et al., 2025).

5.DOUBLE
STIGMATIZATION OF
WOMENWITHADDICTIONS

A major factor contributing to the invisibility
of women in the context of drug addiction
is the greater social stigma historically—and
still currently—attached to being a woman
with an addiction (EUDA, 2025). Society has
traditionally condemned women who abuse
drugs, often leading them to hide their prob-
lematic substance use. As a consequence,
women delay seeking specialized addiction
treatment—or instead seek help for a co-
occurring psychiatric disorder. Fear of los-
ing custody of their children, along with
the difficulties in attending treatment due
to caregiving responsibilities for children or
other family members, are among the main
reasons for the low adherence to detoxifi-
cation therapies and follow-up rehabilita-
tion programs (EUDA, 2025; Prieto-Arenas,
2024). A recent multicenter study found
that the number of children a woman had
was a predictor of lower treatment adher-
ence (Dacosta-Sanchez et al., 2024).

There remains limited awareness of the stig-
matization faced by women who use drugs,
as they must overcome a double stigma—
being both addicted and female—the con-
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sequences of which are often ignored or
denied. While drug users in general are stig-
matized, women face an even greater stig-
ma due to traditional gender norms related
to femininity, such as obedience, passivity,
and conformity (Coppel & Perrin, 2024).
Furthermore, the societal expectation of
women as mothers and caregivers intensi-
fies this stigma, framing them as bad moth-
ers, daughters, and/or partners due to their
drug use (EUDA, 2025).

6. RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH
DRUG USE

The existence of sex-specific risk factors
not only increases individual vulnerability
to addiction but also contributes to distinct
substance use patterns, barriers to treat-
ment access, and experiences of stigma that
affect men and women differently (Romo-
Avilés, 2018). Women with addictions ex-
perience higher rates of unemployment and
social exclusion, resulting in greater financial
instability, which in turn limits their access
to treatment (Torrens-Melich et al., 2021;
EUDA, 2025).

Gender-based violence constitutes a sig-
nificant barrier to treatment and is closely
linked to specific patterns of drug use
shaped by structural gender inequalities
(Stone et al., 2021). Women with drug-us-
ing partners are often coerced into initiating
substance use, frequently leading them to
engage in higher-risk behaviors or even sex
work to obtain drugs (Fonseca et al., 2021).
Additionally, women with histories of SUD
and domestic or sexual violence face partic-
ularly complex challenges, including threats
to their safety and sobriety. These women
often also struggle with mental health issues,
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financial instability, and housing insecurity, all
of which increase the risk of relapse or re-
turning to an abusive partner, thereby raising
the likelihood of revictimization (Edwards &
Siller, 2024). Research has shown that wom-
en with higher levels of childhood trauma
and polysubstance use are at a greater risk
of relapse, and that their relapses tend to be
more severe than those of men (Smith et
al., 2023). Moreover, women who use drugs
are at a significantly higher risk of experienc-
ing sexual violence and contracting sexually
transmitted infections compared to women
who do not use drugs (Gilchrist et al., 2017).

One particularly important issue is drug use
during pregnancy—a reality more prevalent
than often assumed. A systematic review of
studies published between 2000 and 2019,
covering a sample of nearly 700,000 preg-
nant women from [4 countries, found that
[.83% had been exposed to some type of
drug (Tavella et al., 2019). Alcohol is the
most commonly used drug in this popula-
tion, with an estimated prevalence of nearly
10%, and over 50% in some countries (Tuch-
man, 2010; DeJong et al., 2019). The data
show that | 1.8% reported daily alcohol use,
2.9% engaged in binge drinking, and 0.7%
reported heavy consumption (Tuchman,
2010). Pregnant women are known to be
more vulnerable to affective and somatic
disorders, mainly due to significant hormon-
al and physiological changes during gesta-
tion (Szerman et al., 2015). They also show
greater vulnerability to dual pathology (DP)
compared to non-pregnant women (Szer-
man et al., 2015). Substance use during preg-
nancy exacerbates symptoms of depression
and anxiety, while untreated mental health
issues increase the likelihood of continued
substance use and relapse, thereby com-
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plicating clinical intervention and treatment
(Caro-Canizares et al., 2024). Notably, drug
use is also the leading preventable cause of
mortality and morbidity during pregnancy
(Caro-Canizares et al., 2022).

Moreover, pregnant women who use drugs
not only harm themselves but also their fe-
tus and, subsequently, the newborn. The
consequences can affect child development
for years, making the link hard to detect
(Souza Machorro & Cruz Moreno, 2009).
These effects may impact fetal growth, neo-
natal adaptation, and later development.
Examples include Neonatal Abstinence Syn-
drome and Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, both of
which have life-long consequences (DeJong
et al.,, 2019; Fisher et al., 2012). The issue
becomes even more serious considering
that most pregnant drug users engage in
polysubstance use, further increasing the
risks for both themselves and their fetuses
(Forray & Foster, 2015).

Lastly, another high-risk behavior histori-
cally associated with men—driving under
the influence of drugs—is increasingly being
observed among women. There has been a
marked rise in traffic accidents involving fe-
male drug users (Giorgetti & Boscolo-Berto,
2025). This is now considered a leading pre-
ventable cause of death among young wom-
en, posing additional risks to others as well.

7. CONCLUSIONS

According to European reports, women ac-
count for one-quarter of individuals with
serious drug use problems, yet they repre-
sent only about one-fifth of those seeking
treatment (EUDA, 2025). This discrepancy
reveals the lower access among women to
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specialized treatment centers. Part of the
underrepresentation of addicted women
in studies may stem from their lower rates
of seeking treatment. In general, research
has shown that women with addictions
face greater stigmatization, reduced social
support, greater caregiving responsibilities,
a higher likelihood of having a drug-using
partner, increased exposure to trauma (e.g.,
sexual and physical abuse), and an elevated
risk of co-occurring mental disorders (i.e.,
dual pathology).

Additionally, women differ from men in their
social circumstances, the consequences of
drug use (both social and health-related),
and in how dependence develops—such as
the telescoping effect. The causes of these
differences are diverse and require further
rigorous research to better address the is-
sue of drug use among women. What we
are currently uncovering is just the tip of the
iceberg regarding drug addiction in women.

Future proposals from researchers con-
cerned with this issue include: conducting
more studies with sex-balanced samples
at both the preclinical and clinical levels;
evaluating whether current diagnostic cri-
teria for substance dependence and abuse
are appropriate for women or need to be
adapted; addressing the double stigma faced
by women with addictions; considering
women'’s specific needs in the design of pre-
vention and treatment programs to facilitate
their access to detoxification and rehabilita-
tion services; and implementing integrated
treatment approaches in cases of dual pa-
thology. Only by doing so can we advance in
preventing and reducing the harm that drug
use causes on women.
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