CHAPTER 11
Gender Differences in Alcohol and Other Drug Use
Summary
Although sex roles have undergone substantial changes in U.S. society over the past generation, men are still allowed or encouraged to drink more often, in greater amounts, and in a greater variety of contexts than women are. In addition, the motives and meaning of drinking may vary for men and women.

Epidemiological studies still show more frequent consumption and larger quantities of alcohol consumed by men in the general population. Men are still more likely than women to be seen in alcoholism treatment facilities, although to some degree, the differences may reflect biases of access rather than sex differences in prevalence of alcohol problems.

 The role of alcohol and its effects on women may vary markedly at different ages. During adolescence, drinking may be associated with increased sexual activity, and the patterns of drinking developed at this stage may well serve as “scripts” that influence drinking throughout life. Early drinking also may create conflicts with parents. Adolescents face increasingly greater influence from peers and social norms. Boys traditionally have been encouraged to be more independent and are allowed more deviance from social norms, leading to earlier onset of use, more frequent use, and greater quantity of alcohol consumption than for girls. Although adolescent males still drink more often and more heavily than females do, the gap has been closing.

Changes in sex roles over the past generation may affect the risks of alcohol abuse for women. On one hand, greater career opportunities outside the home offer more freedom for women and reduce the frustration of being limited to domestic roles. For some women, such opportunities might lessen the potential for alcohol and drug use by offering new avenues for personal fulfillment. For other women, the new roles may not be appealing and could create added or at least different types of stress that also might lead to drug abuse for them just as the traditional roles did for women in the past.

As women marry and begin to have children, most women reduce their drinking and drug use. However, for other women, these role demands may be pressures that increase drinking, which in turn may impair a woman’s relationship with her children and spouse, especially if she neglects, rejects, or abuses them.

At middle age, the empty-nest syndrome, along with the decline of physical health and youthfulness, may be a stressor that leads to increased alcohol and other drug use. Finally, elderly women who become widowed may experience stigma and loneliness. In addition, the physical aches and pains of aging increase. All of these factors could lead to more alcohol and other drug use as a coping response.

Historically, drugs now considered illicit were legal means of treating women medically.

Opiates were acceptable for pain medication until early in the 20th century. Although these substances are now illegal, other psychoactive medications such as tranquilizers and benzodiazepines have been widely prescribed for women since the 1960s to deal with psychological distress. Consequently, a growing concern exists about the higher prevalence of comorbidity, in which dependence on two or more drugs exists at the same time, such as between alcohol and psychotropic drugs such as sedatives. In addition, comorbidity can occur when drug dependence exists with other psychiatric disorders such as depression or anxiety. There are gender differences in the nature of comorbidity, with women more likely to combine alcohol dependency with affective disorders and men more likely to suffer from alcohol dependency with antisocial personality and conduct disorders.

