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When we hear the word “addict”, the first thought that often comes to mind is that we are 
referring to men; men who are drug addicts, alcoholics, gamblers or sex addicts.  Less 
frequently do we think of women when using the term addict.   
 
Although our culture has come a long way toward understanding that addiction crosses 
all economic and social borders and that women are not immune to the addictive process, 
there are still unconscious and conscious stereotypes when it comes to women and 
addiction.  Society’s idealized expectations of women are deeply entrenched and, as such, 
women who are caught in the trap of addiction will do almost anything to hide their 
addiction for fear of being humiliated, shamed or rejected.  This is often the first barrier 
in getting a woman to seek treatment for her addiction, even when she is aware of the 
need for treatment.  “What will people think about me?” or, “how can I face my family, 
community and friends if my addiction becomes known?” are usually thoughts that 
plague addicted women.  Consequently, women become trapped in their addiction longer 
than necessary, thinking and believing that there is no way out. 
 
There are various factors that predispose women to the addictive process, more so than 
men; such things as expectations of women as caretakers, dual roles, maintaining a career 
outside the home or, working for no money at home, leaving women with little time for 
fun or for themselves.  Other issues frequently expressed include lack of self-esteem, 
self-worth and unexpressed anger around victimization and trauma.  Many women report 
using various addictions, such as alcohol, prescription drugs, gambling, spending, work 
and food to cope with their emotions and day-to-day stresses. 
 
Due to society’s tendency to more harshly judge women who are alcoholics or drug 
addicts, women are more likely to gravitate initially towards a ‘cleaner’ or less obvious 
addiction such as work, spending or codependency.  Unfortunately, these forms of 
addiction often lead to prescription drug, alcohol or food addictions.  Some women use 
spending and work related addictions in order to deal with their feelings of inadequacy, 
low self-esteem, self-worth, anger and depression.  They experience feelings of power, 
importance and an ongoing “high” when they are engaged in these activities, only to 
crash at the end of the cycle.  Food is often used to deal with issues around physical or 
sexual abuse as a means of gaining control over their bodies and to mask their emotional 
pain.  Gambling seems to provide women a means of escape from their overwhelming 
sense of responsibility.  The majority of addicted women report that their use of alcohol 
or prescription medication (or both) provided them with a means of escape, numbing 
their pain, both physical and psychological, and that the chemicals gave them a sense of 
relaxation and freedom from their worries. 
 
Prescription drugs are one of the more common addictions which entrap women.  Women 
often deny their abuse issues and ‘social’ problems, and tend to somatize them as medical 
problems or emotional issues.  Thus, they are more likely to turn to their family doctor 
during times of stress and crisis.  Family doctors are trained to treat medical problems 



 

and, frequently, have little training - or time - to counsel people or to explore what may 
be the underlying cause of the upset.  Considerably more women than men are prescribed 
tranquillizers, sleeping pills and anti-depressants, and once they have found something to 
relieve their stress, they seldom question what is being handed to them.  Such 
medications can help one to cope during times of crisis or severe anxiety; however, the 
pills do not address the difficult situation or solve the cause of the stress. One can easily 
become addicted and sooner or later, the pills themselves create additional problems.     
 
Older women more often fall victim to prescription drugs because they are more likely to 
have multiple health problems.  As well, depending on the nature of their health issues, 
they may be seeing more than one doctor. They are more likely to have their prescriptions 
renewed over the phone and they may feel lonely and lost.  Thus, older women’s health 
issues may become more complicated as a result of overuse or abuse of prescription 
drugs, which often go unnoticed. 
 
“My doctor gave me Librium, and then Valium.  Then he gave me Elavid, and then 
Lithium.  Two and-a-half years later, he had given me 31 different kinds of drugs.” 
These words are from an older woman who had been given far too many prescription 
drugs.  She is not unusual.  Women over 45 years of age are prescribed more drugs than 
younger women.  Some older women require various medications to help with an 
increasing number of ailments or pains, as well as other natural changes in their bodies.  
But some drugs may be unnecessary.  If one is prescribed too much of one kind of drug 
or is on too many drugs at one time, it can exacerbate the situation, leading to even more 
drugs in order to deal with the effects of  the other drugs.   
 
Dependence occurs as women become used to taking more and more pills in order to feel 
calm and relaxed.  Dependence means that one is addicted to the medications and feels 
they can’t cope without them.  Being dependent on tranquillizers is unpleasant and 
harmful.  One can become dependent without knowing it because of the misconception 
that only people who take illegal drugs can get addicted.  Dependency on tranquillizers or 
sleeping pills can begin after taking them for only four weeks. 
 
Some early signs of becoming dependent include: 

• thinking about your pills more often. 
• making sure there are some in your purse or nearby, “just in case.” 
• never letting your supply run out. 
• not remembering the last time you took your pills and end up taking them again 

by mistake. 
• feeling dragged out and having trouble doing the things you have to do in an 

ordinary day. 
• feeling frightened of other people and afraid to leave your house. 
• taking more pills than have been prescribed because you have built up a 

“tolerance” to them.  You need to take more and more to feel the effects. 
• the pills aren’t working the way they should.  Instead of a calming effect, you feel 

more anxious or depressed.   
 



 

Women tend to be very trusting of their doctor and seldom ask questions about the 
medications being prescribed, possible interactions with other medications they may be 
taking, and potential short and long term side effects, including the potential for 
becoming addicted.   
 
As well, the effects of alcohol when taken along with prescription tranquillizers or sleep 
medications can be dramatic and toxic. Cross dependence on prescription drugs and 
alcohol can develop very quickly and presents a major health risk to women.  Women 
who abuse alcohol or, even occasionally drink to excess, face greater risks to their health 
than their male counterparts. Women are more sensitive to the effects of alcohol and face 
increased risk of breast cancer, heart disease, liver disease, ulcers, reproductive problems, 
osteoporosis, pancreatitis and memory loss. 
 
Women are more likely to hide their drinking to avoid social stigma and shame.  When 
confronted, the individual may perceive an intervention as an attack and cut off contact 
with the social support network that initiated it, feeling like she has let them down or they 
don’t care about her.   
 
Recovering from any addictive behaviour is a journey and not an event.  Sometimes the 
progress on this journey can be very slow, but recovery is achievable if one stays on the 
path.  Often, women believe that their problems are not important, or that the problems of 
others are more important and, as such, they feel guilty when taking time to work towards 
their own healing.  Women need to value themselves; they need to be reassured that it is 
okay to seek professional help and to ask for help from friends, community and family.  
Being able to ask for help is a sign of “strength” and represents the first step toward self-
care and self empowerment.     
    
 
       


