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Preface to ”Sex, Gender and Substance Use”

Welcome to this special collection of articles on Sex, Gender and Substance Use. While substance

use research, prevention and treatment have been ongoing for decades, sex and gender science is in

its relative infancy, with much work yet to be done on integrating sex and gender considerations into

substance use research, practice and policy.

Substance use is a significant global public health issue. Its impact on individuals, families,

communities, health and criminal justice systems, social cohesion, and governments is costly,

sometimes deadly, and often experienced as intractable. Substance use is viewed through many

different lenses, including moral, legal, social and psychological. It can also be viewed as a personal

problem, a social or economic issue, a cultural practice and/or a criminal activity. Each of these lenses

often leads to different social and legal responses, and very different understandings of the dynamics

of substance use.

In all cases, however, substance use needs to be viewed with a sex and gender lens in order

to fully understand and to respond to it most effectively. Sex-related factors affect how female and

male bodies respond to substances, treatments and often differentially develop related diseases and

conditions. These factors include hormones, anatomy, metabolism, reproductive systems, genetics

and organ function. Such factors differentially affect safe levels of use, speed to intoxication or

dependence, and responses to pharmaceuticals, therapeutics, etc. Recognizing such sex-related

differences has led to sex-specific health advice regarding safe levels of alcohol consumption, for

example. It is now established that females should drink less than males for these reasons.

Gender-related factors are somewhat more temporal and culturally driven, but no less impactful

on substance use patterns, prevalence and responses to policy and treatment. Issues such as gender

roles and norms, identities, and institutional gender regulations and laws affect the consumption

practices of women and men, girls and boys, and gender diverse people. Such factors act on both

men and women to differentially affect who takes up substance use, how they access substances

and their subsequent patterns and trends. Noting these gender-related factors leads us to consider

issues such as power and decision-making differences between men and women in relationships, high

rates of substance use among gender minorities and the different impacts of gendered marketing of

legal substances such as alcohol and tobacco on women and men. Such research has established, for

example, that men use substances more than women and in higher quantities and may be affected by

dominant masculinities that increase risk taking and decrease help seeking.

In this Special Issue Book, the authors address and report on sex, gender and sex-gender

interactions in detail, and apply them to the analysis of prevalence and trends, interventions and

programs, and substance use disorders. These papers consider legal and illegal drugs including

alcohol, nicotine, cannabis, opioids and polydrug use, and draw on data from many different

countries and cultures. They explore different gendered roles such as fathers, mothers, pregnant

women and adolescents. The authors consider the interactions of substance use with other issues,

such as intimate partner violence and abortion policy, as well as tailored treatment programs. In

summary, the articles in this issue reflect just some of the many ways in which sex and gender affect

substance use and responses to substance use.

Lorraine Greaves

Editor

ix





International  Journal  of

Environmental Research

and Public Health

Editorial

Missing in Action: Sex and Gender in Substance
Use Research

Lorraine Greaves 1,2

1 Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health, Vancouver, BC V6H 3N1, Canada; lgreaves@cw.bc.ca
2 School of Population and Public Health, Faculty of Medicine, University of British Columbia, 2206 East Mall,

Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z3, Canada

Received: 27 March 2020; Accepted: 30 March 2020; Published: 31 March 2020

Abstract: Substance use and misuse is a significant global health issue that requires a sex- and
gender-based analysis. Substance use patterns and trends are gendered: that is, women and men, girls
and boys, and gender-diverse people often exhibit different rates of use of substances, reasons for use,
modes of administration, and effects of use. Sex-specific effects and responses to substances are also
important, with various substances affecting females and males differentially. Nevertheless, much
research and practice in responding to substance use and misuse remains gender blind, ignoring the
impacts of sex and gender on this important health issue. This special issue identifies how various
aspects of sex and gender matter in substance use, illustrates the application of sex- and gender-based
analyses to a range of substances, populations and settings, and assists in progressing sex and gender
science in relation to substance use.

Keywords: sex factors; gender; substance abuse; drinking; alcohol; nicotine; research

1. Introduction

Substance use is a significant global health issue, with over 271 million people using illicit drugs
each year [1], 2.3 billion using alcohol [2], and 1.4 billion using tobacco [3]. The consumption of
substances, both licit and illicit, whether misused or not, can affect the mental and physical health and
economic status of individuals, families, communities and bystanders, contribute to overall mortality
and morbidity, and pose costs to health care and criminal justice systems. Substances can also be
used to experience pleasure, respond to trauma, decrease pain, enhance social and cultural bonds,
cope with stress, and adapt to problems in living. Hence, responding to substance use is complex,
recognizing both health and social costs as well as patterns and motivations among those who use
substances. There is a wide range of substances in use, including alcohol, nicotine, cannabis, opiates,
and methamphetamines, as well as misuse of prescription drugs.

Sex and gender both affect substance use in critically important ways. Sex refers to biologically
based factors characteristic of female and male bodies, such as hormones, genetics, anatomy, physiology,
and organ function. These factors affect how particular bodies respond to the ingestion of substances
such as alcohol, cannabis, opioids or nicotine, including the quantity required to create intoxication or
effect, create harm or dependence, or cause damage to the body or brain. These factors also affect the
range and frequency of resulting health conditions or diseases, such as cancer, heart disease, respiratory
illnesses, or psychoses. Sex-specific factors also affect responses to therapeutics and other treatments.
These aspects of understanding sex in its entirety are not new. The Institute of Medicine outlined the
importance of sex in 2001 for all health researchers and made the fundamental point that “every cell
has a sex” [4].

Gender refers to a host of socially and culturally determined factors that affect how men,
women, boys, girls and gender-diverse people experience roles, relations, opportunities, customs and
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expectations. These factors affect individual and social understandings of femininity, masculinity,
transgender identities and gender diversity, and are closely tied to cultural contexts. Gender roles and
relations affect prevalence and consumption trends, access to substances, initiation into use, responses
to advertising, marketing and promotion of legal substances, and how substance use functions in
responding to gendered experiences of trauma, caregiving, poverty, social bonding, inequality or
marginalization. Gender also affects responses to treatments, policies and health promotion or harm
reduction messages. By its nature, gender reflects temporal and cultural interpretations of being men,
women or gender diverse, and requires social science theorizing and conceptual development to hone
the understanding, use and measurement of gender in its varied contexts.

Taken together, it is easy to see that both sex and gender comprise multiple elements that affect
substance use and responses to substance use, such as policy, prevention, or practice. It is important to
note that sex and gender also interact with each other to affect substance use, and its effects. Sex and
gender also intersect with a range of other factors and characteristics such as sexual orientation, income,
geography, age, ability, Indigenous status, religiosity, and culture, among others. The measurement
challenges posed by these complexities have not been resolved, but these hurdles should not deter
substance use researchers from pursuing the impact of sex, gender and sex-gender interactions in
our work.

To assist with this process, I have suggested a breakdown of the elements comprising sex and
gender for conceptual clarity in order to guide research, practice and policy making in health and in
the substance use field. For diagrams, specific examples and to see its application in cannabis, see
Greaves and Hemsing [5], in this issue. Sex, for example, includes the impact of hormones, genetics,
physiology and anatomy, among many other biologically based aspects of human bodies. Identifying
the element of interest in a study assists in sorting out research questions and agendas, clarifying use
of terms and language, refining measurement and honing treatments and therapeutics.

It has been important, for example, to note that female and male responses to alcohol are different,
and that females require less alcohol to become inebriated or to sustain damage. This is because female
bodies typically have more fat, water and fewer enzymes for breaking down alcohol [6]. Hence, in
2012, Canada adopted sex-specific Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking Guidelines that encourage girls and
women to drink less per day, week and sitting than men [7]. This not only had a direct impact on
health promotion messaging, but also on clinical assessments of health behavior and on calculations
of the rates of risky drinking in Canada. In fact, reducing the level of safe drinking for women
immediately created a much wider risky drinking problem than had previously been considered [8].
Clearly, precision about such sex-specific effects also needs to be incorporated into all research designs,
measures and analyses, to better inform programming and policy development.

Gender also breaks down into a wide range of aspects, but of primary interest are gender
relations, gender roles and gender norms as they affect experiential opportunities in any given
social context. The experiences of females and males are impacted by gendered attitudes and the
assignment of gender roles and norms resulting in stereotypes deemed congruent with that particular
sex. This has global ramifications that include more income inequality for women, less decision-making
power in relationships, families and state apparatus, more unpaid work, and more subjugation via
intimate partner violence, female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage and related concerns.
The experiences of men include more familial and political authority, paid work and income, along
with more subjection to criminal violence, injury and war experiences. Also of interest is the impact
of gender identity. One’s adherence and identification with dominant interpretations of masculinity,
femininity, or gender-diverse identities, such as transgender, non-binary or other culturally specific
gender-diverse groups, has an effect on how one performs gender, and is directly related to the patterns
and prevalence of substance use. For example, gender minority status is often aligned with higher
prevalence of substance use.

Sexual orientation is not to be confused with gender identity. Sexual orientation refers to the
romantic and sexual preferences of individuals, and all gender identities can experience a range of
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sexual orientations including gay, lesbian, bisexual and pansexual. Of interest to the substance use field,
though, is that sexual minority status is also a clear risk factor for higher prevalence of substance use.

Ultimately, applying sex and gender to substance use will facilitate the development of tailored
treatment, personalized medicine, targeted policies and more precise health promotion and harm
reduction. While the past twenty years has seen a rise in interest and application of sex and gender
science in health, the substance use field has been slow to insist on the inclusion of these concepts. This
special issue [5,9–23] is aimed at providing a remedy for this lack, and more importantly, to provide
examples of the impact of sex and gender in a range of substances, cultures, populations and contexts.

These articles address concepts [5], different substances such as alcohol [12,19,23],
cannabis [5,17,18], illegal drugs [13], nicotine [11,12], opioids [14], and multi drug use [10], populations
such as gay and bisexual men [13], fathers [20], mothers [15], pregnant women [9,23], patients [9,17] and
adolescents [14]. They address interactions with interpersonal violence [22], treatment responses [21],
abortion policy [23], other harms [12] in a range of settings in countries including Spain, Scotland,
Turkey, Canada, China, Taiwan, and the USA. All of the articles address some aspect of sex or gender,
interactions between sex and gender, or gender-transformative responses [19] and all contextualize the
discussion in a range of cultures and settings. Taken together, they provide a wide range of illustrations
of how sex and gender affect both substance use and our responses to it, as well as how research
can better address these concepts to derive important and meaningful evidence on which to build
treatment and policy.

2. Issues with Language and Conceptual Clarity

The research literature has consistently demonstrated that sex and gender are often conflated
both linguistically and conceptually, avoided altogether in research design or policy, or measured, but
not reported upon or analyzed. In all cases, important understandings are missed or lost that could
assist consumers, researchers, practitioners and policy makers in responding to substance use in more
useful, accurate and ethical ways. This theoretical and conceptual “muddle” [24,25] is evident in the
substance use literature.

For example, in preparing for the systematic review described in detail in Hemsing and Greaves [18]
in this issue, aimed at identifying relevant evidence on four drugs (alcohol, cannabis, nicotine and
opioids) that reflected on sex and/or gender, a team of researchers at the Centre of Excellence for
Women’s Health encountered several issues. We had intended to do a quality appraisal of each selected
study and to use Morgan et al. Feminist Appraisal Tool to assist with the appraising of gender, as an
additional filter prior to drawing conclusions [26]. However, as described, the response to our search
was over 20,000 articles. Once we sifted through these, we found that the muddy conceptual use of sex
and/or gender prevented us from confidently carrying out our intended overarching systematic review.
Instead, based on this material, we developed several scoping reviews [5,16,18,19] and one small
systematic review [17] because terms were either misused or imprecise, or in some cases conflated or
used in contradictory ways in a single article. Our intention for systematically surveying the current
evidence on sex, gender and substance use was undermined because precise engagement with sex and
gender in research was, in essence, missing in action. Some examples of the issues we found include:

1. Using gender to refer to sex or using sex to refer to gender or using both interchangeably.
2. Collecting sex-specific or gender-specific data in the research design, but not reporting it.
3. Collecting sex- and/or gender-related data and reporting but not interpreting or analyzing them.
4. Collecting, reporting and analyzing sex/gender-specific data, but not discussing the impact on

practice or policy.

These problems were so ubiquitous that the objective of appropriate analysis was undermined.
But these issues are not unique to the literature we searched on substance use. Indeed, these issues are
present in much of the extant health literature. While sex and gender science is growing, and more
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training and resources are available to guide researchers, peer reviewers and students [27], policy
makers [28], and practitioners [29,30], there is considerable room for improvement and precision.

3. Implications for Substance Use Research, Practice and Policy

Clearly, it is time to raise the bar on integrating sex and gender more precisely and consistently
in substance use research. The articles in this special issue illustrate investigations and analyses on
various aspects of sex and gender and substance use in a variety of populations and settings. All of
them address sex and/or gender in some way. In addition, one addresses a sexual minority. While
not all of the authors identify exactly which aspect of sex or gender is being addressed, readers can,
after reviewing the definitions and diagrams [5], and the detailed gender-based analysis addressing
cannabis use [18], begin to place the various studies in more precise groups.

Hubberstey et al. [15] consider the gendered social determinants of substance use among
disadvantaged women in order to analyze the nature of help required, focusing on the gendered
roles, norms and relations affecting women with children who use substances. Andrews et al. [21]
offer an elegant description of the links between early intimate partner violence(IPV) and
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA) dysfunction, relational deficits and pathways to substance
use among women with substance use issues. Essentially, this is a study of sex and gender interactions,
focused on a high-risk population of women and children. Motz et al. [22] build on this by demonstrating
how the Breaking the Cycle program in Toronto, Canada, is constructed to repair these effects of early
IPV on women who use substances and their children.

O’Donnell et al. [20] consider the gendered aspects of creating smoke-free homes for children
through a scoping review on the nascent area of engaging fathers in such activity, and highlights
the barriers and facilitators that fathers might face. Focusing on fathers and caregiving is a step
toward more gender-transformative approaches to smoke-free home initiatives that have traditionally
focused on mothers. Wolfson et al. [19] directly assess the gender-transformative impact of brief
interventions on alcohol, via a cogent sex and gender analysis of existing literature in that area.
Similarly Stinson et al. [16] address the gendered use of technology to respond to substance use
treatment and interventions.

Minian et al. [10] examine a treatment intervention assessing the impact of an online treatment
for alcohol use in smokers, and then analyze these results by sex and gender to check for differential
outcomes. Similarly, Brabete et al. [17] examine the paucity of evidence on sex-related factors affecting
treatment for Cannabis Use Disorder, highlighting the need for research attention on this issue.
Font-Mayolas et al. [11] perform a sex disaggregation of descriptive prevalence data on various routes
of nicotine administration comparing Turkish and Spanish university students. Their preliminary
descriptions and survey questions regarding reasons for use establish basic descriptions of behavior by
sex category and invite a two-country comparison. Li et al., from Taiwan [13], address illicit substance
use among sexual minority men and the interaction with dynamics such as homophobic bullying
and cyberviolence.

The journey towards more precise usage of sex and gender concepts and terminology is ongoing.
However, it is not a frill or an option when designing, doing and reporting on research that is intended
to influence policy and practice in the field. Knowing the sex-specific tolerance limits and effects of
various substances such as alcohol or cannabis on male and female bodies, is essential to designing
accurate and relevant prevention, harm reduction, health promotion, and treatment. Understanding
the differential health impacts and diseases that result for males and females from using substances is
critical for improving diagnoses, medical care and for refining treatment protocols and programs.

Understanding that gender roles, norms and identities have a direct impact on how and why
substances are used, how often, how they are accessed, and what their consumption might mean to
users is critically important to designing treatment, policy or prevention. Gender also affects all of
our responses to the marketing and promotion of legal substances, and what meanings we associate
with substances such as cigarettes, e-cigarettes, alcohol and, in some jurisdictions, cannabis. Further,
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our gender identity affects how health care practitioners respond to us, diagnose and treat us, often
based on stereotypes about masculinity and femininity. Knowing that gender minorities experience
above average rates of substance use alerts us to the impact of both gendered and transphobic stigma
and discrimination.

Taken together, sex and gender contribute to explaining the generally lower prevalence of
substance use among women, and the higher rates and amounts of use by men. They may also explain
the different subjective effects reported by men and women, and boys and girls, of substances such as
cannabis or nicotine. Knowing that men experience higher rates of substance use in general alerts us to
the impacts of masculinities.

Knowing that those in sexual minorities are consistently at higher risk for use alerts us to the
overarching effects of minority stress, homophobia and discrimination. Knowing that these patterns
are also gendered, in that bisexual girls and women are the group at highest risk for substance use is a
clue as to how important it is to modify our substance use response systems to improve both gender
and health equity.

In short, the field of sex and gender science has a lot to offer to the field of substance use. This
special issue is an attempt to fill the gaps in the field, where all too often researchers ignore these
concepts and factors in designing, doing and reporting on research. These gaps have a direct and
negative impact on the health of individuals and groups, and on the ability to be effective practitioners
in substance use treatment and prevention.

4. Conclusions

Integrating sex and gender analyses into research design not only improves science [31], and
increases reproducibility, efficiency and accuracy [32], but also advances social justice and gender
equity [26,33]. There are numerous issues of design and measurement that are yet to be resolved [34]
and there are considerable challenges in designing methods and measures to address sex and gender
and interactions with health determinants [35,36]. Nonetheless, it is heartening to see more research
funders in several countries ask for sex and gender concepts to be included in research proposals
and offer training for researchers and peer reviewers. It is important that some governments insist
on sex- and gender-based analyses of policy and programming (see, for example, Sweden [37], and
New Zealand [38]), and offer resources and examples to educate. It is critically important that some
journals have adopted sex and gender equity in research (SAGER) [39] guidelines to uphold basic
requirements for reporting sex and gender in the research articles that they publish. And, it is critical
that implementation and knowledge transfer of evidence includes sex and gender [40]. All of these
measures blend together to advance sex and gender science, and to raise the bar on the quality of
health research. It is my hope that this special issue will do the same for the field of substance use.

Funding: The work described in this article and several other articles in this special issue [5,16–19] was supported
by a grant from the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Institute of Gender and Health. Grant # 384548.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: Cannabis is the second most frequently used substance in the world and regulated or
legalized for recreational use in Canada and fourteen US states and territories. As with all substances,
a wide range of sex and gender related factors have an influence on how substances are consumed,
their physical, mental and social impacts, and how men and women respond to treatment, health
promotion, and policies. Given the widespread use of cannabis, and in the context of its increasing
regulation, it is important to better understand the sex and gender related factors associated with
recreational cannabis use in order to make more precise clinical, programming, and policy decisions.
However, sex and gender related factors include a wide variety of processes, features and influences
that are rarely fully considered in research. This article explores myriad features of both sex and
gender as concepts, illustrates their impact on cannabis use, and focuses on the interactions of sex and
gender that affect three main areas of public interest: the development of cannabis use dependence,
the impact on various routes of administration (ROA), and the impact on impaired driving. We draw
on two separate scoping reviews to examine available evidence in regard to these issues. These three
examples are described and illustrate the need for more comprehensive and precise integration of
sex and gender in substance use research, as well as serious consideration of the results of doing so,
when addressing a major public health issue such as recreational cannabis use.

Keywords: sex; gender; cannabis

1. Introduction

Cannabis is the second most frequently used substance in the world, after alcohol [1]. It is an
illegal substance in most countries, but increasingly becoming regarded as a controlled substance in
various states in the USA and, as of 2018, all of Canada [2]. In 2018, recreational cannabis was legalized
in Canada, 17 years after the regulation of medical use. Recreational cannabis use is also legal in
Uruguay–for personal use since 1974, and for cultivation and sale since 2013 [3]. Eleven US states plus
Washington, D.C. and two US territories (Guam, Northern Mariana Islands) have also introduced
legal recreational cannabis use among adults and fifteen US states have decriminalized cannabis.
Cannabis is semi-legal in several other countries. For example, Argentina, South Africa, and Mexico
have identified punishment for possession of cannabis for personal consumption as unconstitutional;
the Netherlands tolerates public consumption and sale of cannabis in licensed coffee-shops; and in
Spain personal consumption and cultivation of cannabis is tolerated [3].

When legalization of recreational cannabis occurred in Canada in October 2018, efforts to research
the impacts of legalization and use were accelerated and numerous key clinical and public policy
issues emerged. In Canada, 17.1% of the population report using recreational cannabis in the past three
months, with 20.3% of males and 14% of females reporting such use [4].

While it is unclear how cannabis policies will evolve in other countries, there will undoubtedly be
a rapidly evolving legal and social environment in various countries and jurisdictions, as cannabis
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use increasingly comes to the attention of regulators. However, its widespread use globally indicates
that developing evidence of its impacts is already a critical global health issue. Hence, it is important
to actively monitor recreational cannabis use patterns and trends, in particular in Canada and other
jurisdictions where legalization has occurred, in order to understand the implications of such regulation
and legalization.

It is clear from the wider substance use research field that sex- and gender-related factors (fully
defined below) have a profound effect on substance use, the effects of use, and the response to
interventions, approaches to treatment and overall policies [5]. As cannabis use trends evolve, it is
therefore essential to collect and analyze evidence on sex and gender related factors and the effects on
the benefits and risks of cannabis use. In the past, however, the integration of sex and gender concepts
in substance use research and policy has often been overlooked [5], thereby preventing the building
of evidence for effective programming for all sub populations and individuals. Integrating sex and
gender in a disciplined manner within all future cannabis research will inform tailored harm reduction
messaging, health information, and prevention and treatment responses for all genders.

1.1. How Do Sex and Gender Matter in Substance Use?

Sex related factors include the biological factors and mechanisms that are affected by, or affect,
substance use in male and female bodies, while gender related factors include the effects on all people
of gender norms, relations, identity and gendered institutional factors including customs, laws and
regulations. Further, sex and gender related factors interact to influence patterns of substance use, effects
of use, and responses to treatment. For example, Becker et al. argue that “gender and sex differences
in addiction are a complicated interaction between sociocultural factors and neurobiological sex
differences” [6]. It is also essential to take a transdisciplinary approach to addictions research in order to
capture the myriad conceptual and theoretical perspectives that impact use and responses to substance
use [7], including both sex and gender [8]. More specifically, investigating and analyzing interactions
between aspects of sex and gender in cannabis research is an important step in understanding the
full impact of cannabis use and legalization, as well as developing the required evidence for effective
policy, programming, messaging and treatment.

Sex related factors include a number of aspects of human biology, physiology, anatomy and
genetics (see Figure 1). Bodily characteristics at birth are either male or female, with a small percentage
of individuals who are labelled as intersex due to ambiguous characteristics [9]. These male or
female characteristics contribute to a lifetime of developmental milestones, processes and stages, and
determine reproductive capacity. In addition, a range of processes are affected by sex-based factors such
as rates of metabolism, production of sex hormones, organ function, and development and distribution
of adipose tissue, among others. These factors affect the ingestion of substances, including cannabis,
and their rate of absorption, effects and impacts on the body and brain. These sex-based factors can
also affect the response to therapeutic and treatment regimes, such as pharmaceutical treatments.
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Figure 1. Sex related factors. These factors include reproductive characteristics, physiological processes,
susceptibility to substances, and impacts on all body systems.

Gender is often assumed or ascribed, based on our sex. Gender related factors are those connected
to the gender relations we experience, the gender roles and norms to which we are exposed and
influenced by, our gender identities (such as feminine, masculine, or gender diverse) and the gendered
regulations and rules embedded in institutions such as education, politics and religion (see Figure 2).
These factors are often temporal and culturally dependent and can change over time.

• Laws, rules,
regulations
distributing
power and
resources

• Reflects
power
differentials

• Decision
making,
control

• Opportunities
and
expectations
for behaviour

• Congruence with
gender assigned
based on observed
sex

• Performative
aspects

IDENTITY ROLES

INSTITU IONAL RELATIONS

Figure 2. Gender related factors. These factors include culturally driven influences on relationships,
opportunities, access to power, resources, decision making, autonomy, and identity.

For example, substance use initiation patterns can be influenced by gendered relationships with
partners or household members or friends, affecting our access and usage of cannabis. These influences
can heighten dominant understandings of masculinity or femininity, and be expressed in intimate

11



IJERPH 2020, 17, 509

partnerships, peer groups, friendships, or families. Gendered roles such mothering or fathering
are often impacted by substance use, in that caregiving is often seen as anathema to substance use,
particularly for mothers for whom the stigma associated with substance use is acute. Gender identities
and the ‘performance’ of our identities; whether feminine, masculine, or gender diverse (transgender,
non-binary, or queer) have an impact on how and why substances such as cannabis are used, ingested,
and in what contexts, not to mention how they are marketed and advertised when legal. Finally, large
institutions affect substance use by imposing standards, moral teachings, or public education that
implies restrictions, rules or opportunities based on gender, all of which can restrict or encourage
substance use in gendered ways.

This wide range of gender related factors combine to create social and cultural contexts for
substance use that in turn interact and intersect with the sex-based factors, along with a range of other
characteristics such as sexual orientation, age, income, ethno/racial characteristics, Indigenous status,
ability, rural and remote life, occupation, etc., to create both clinical and public health impacts.

In short, both sex and gender are of relevance and importance to any researcher or clinician
investigating any substance use, including recreational cannabis. If such concepts are introduced (in
disciplined and precise ways) into research designs, measured, analyzed, and reported, the resulting
evidence will contribute to improved public education and health information for the population. This
will enable the promotion of safe cannabis use, which is especially important in a rapidly changing
policy environment. Further, including sex and gender in the analysis of the impact of policy can lead
to more tailored and sharpened regulations, standards and public policy.

1.2. Gendered Trends of Use

Similar to most substances, more men than women use cannabis. According to data from the
2019 National Cannabis Survey in Canada, more men than women reported cannabis use in the past
three months (20.3% vs. 14%). Further, men are more likely to report greater frequency of use and are
twice as likely as women to report daily or almost daily use (8% of men vs. 4% of women). Indeed,
after alcohol, cannabis is the most commonly used substance in Canada. These national statistics on
cannabis use in Canada mirror evidence from the US and Europe where boys and men also report
greater prevalence of cannabis use. Indeed, the prevalence of cannabis use among boys and men is
higher compared to girls and women for past year [10–12], lifetime [13,14], and past 90 day use [15].
However, again, similar to historical trends of other substances there is evidence of a narrowing in the
gender gap [14,16]. Some researchers suggest that the diffusion of cannabis use and experimentation
appears similar to that observed with tobacco, with use beginning among men and more educated and
higher income groups first, with later diffusion to women and lower socioeconomic status groups [16].
While population based data on prevalence of cannabis use among transgender populations are
limited, a study conducted in the USA with n = 1210 transgender adults identified cannabis use among
24.4% of the sample; and cannabis use was significantly greater among transgender men compared to
transgender women [17].

The majority of available studies and surveys have focused on gendered patterns and preferences
for cannabis use. These forms of data are instrumental in offering insight into modes of use and trends
of use. For example, there is evidence of gendered preferences for cannabis routes of administration [18],
and that dominant gender norms may be reinforced or resisted through cannabis use behaviors [19].
With respect to sex related factors, some recent reviews have examined preclinical and clinical research
on sex differences in the therapeutic effects of cannabis and potential for abuse [20] and on the
sex-specific neurobiological mechanisms of cannabis use and dependence and associations with
psychiatric symptoms [21]. Early evidence of sex differences from animal studies and (to a lesser
extent) human studies suggests that females may be more sensitive to cannabis or cannabinoids in
general [21], may transition to problematic cannabis use faster than males, and exhibit more intense
withdrawal symptoms during abstinence [20].
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Clearly, sex and gender related factors both matter in the context of cannabis use and there is much
yet to explore in research and clinical practice. Overall, evidence on either sex or gender and cannabis
use is lacking and nascent [22]. However, there is also a clear lack of research examining the interactions
of sex and gender based factors on cannabis use and its effects. Hence, this paper draws on evidence
from two scoping reviews to explore sex and gender based factors, and the potential interactions of
these factors in the context of three key and current cannabis use practice and policy issues: cannabis
use dependence, cannabis routes of administration (ROA), and driving under the influence of cannabis.
These three exemplars comprise: a key clinical issue, a key health promotion/harm reduction issue, and
key public policy issue. These are all important issues in early phases of legalized cannabis regimes,
and all currently under scrutiny in Canada.

2. Materials and Methods

This article draws on evidence from two scoping reviews examining sex and gender related
factors in the context of cannabis use, including: (1) a scoping review on sex, gender and substance use
which identified n = 784 papers on cannabis; and (2) a more specific scoping review on sex, gender and
cannabis routes of administration. The methods for the former are described in full in Hemsing and
Greaves [23]. The methods for the latter review are described below.

Scoping Review on Routes of Administration

We conducted a second scoping review of the academic and grey literature to identify literature
on cannabis routes of administration (ROA). Specifically, we searched the literature for evidence on
sex, gender and cannabis smoking or cannabis vaping, and health promotion, harm reduction and
policy approaches to ROA.

The research questions were:

(Q1) How do sex and gender related factors impact:

(a) The mode of cannabis or tobacco/nicotine use (ROA)?
(b) The health effects of various cannabis routes of administration?

(Q2) What existing health promotion, harm reduction and policy approaches to cannabis ROA are
available? Do these approaches include a sex/gender/equity lens?

The following academic databases were searched:
Medline, Embase (including Ovid), Cochrane; CINAHL, PsycINFO, Social Work Abstracts,

Women’s Studies International, and Social Science Citation Index via Clarivate Analytics
The search covered studies published in the past 10 years (2009 to 2019) combining the following

search terms on sex/gender and ROAs:

women; man; women; men; girl; boy; girls; boys; trans; transgender; female; male; sex;
gender AND cigar*; e-cigar*; tobacco; nicotine; smoking; vaping; “heat not burn”; marijuana;
cannabis; cannabinoid.

In total, n = 2332 studies were identified after duplicates were removed. One researcher screened
abstracts and full papers, including studies that measured and analyzed some aspect of sex or gender,
and that examined cannabis or tobacco routes of administration. Following abstract screening and full
paper screening, n = 122 studies were included. In addition, we conducted a targeted search on the
co-use of cannabis and tobacco and identified an additional 80 studies; after abstract and full paper
screening, 19 of these studies were identified as relevant. In total, n = 131 papers were included in the
scoping review.

This paper draws on some of the key findings from these two scoping reviews to consider the
interplay of sex and gender in the context of cannabis use on three topic areas: cannabis use dependence,
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driving under the influence and cannabis routes of administration. Given the paucity of evidence on
the interaction of sex and gender in cannabis use, relevant findings on sex, gender and substance use
are included to explore biological and social interactions.

3. Results

3.1. Cannabis Use Dependence

Cannabis use disorder (CUD) affects approximately 10% of cannabis users [1]. It results in a range
of symptoms, such as using cannabis in larger amounts or greater frequency than intended, challenges
with cutting down, and withdrawal symptoms including anxiety and insomnia [24]. Despite the
minority of users developing CUD, it is a high priority public health issue as dependency can interfere
with social and economic activities, as well as negatively impact health and wellbeing. Monitoring
the potential CUD effects post cannabis legalization is a key aspect of assessing the clinical impact of
such legislation.

Sex and gender related factors both affect the development and impact of cannabis use disorder.
Similar to other substance use, there is emerging evidence that females transition more quickly
to cannabis use dependence compared to males, a process often called “telescoping” [25,26].
Cross-sectional studies analyzing US national data reported no differences between females and
males in the age at first or heavy cannabis use, age at onset of CUD, total number of episodes of
cannabis abuse or dependence, or in the number of criteria met for cannabis dependence [25]. However,
the time from age at first use of cannabis to the age at onset of the CUD was longer among males
(mean = 2.64 years vs. 2.24 years, F = 5.20, p < 0.05), providing support for telescoping among females
who use cannabis [25].

Similarly, a second study found that while prevalence of CUD was greater among males, females
reported a shorter duration from onset of cannabis use to onset of CUD compared to men (mean of
5.8 vs. 4.7 years) [26]. Clinical research also indicates greater abuse liability among females, such that
females reported greater subjective effects at lower doses of oral THC (5 mg), while males reported
greater subjective effects at higher doses (15 mg) [27]. The authors suggest these sex differences in
subjective effects may contribute to the more rapid progression to dependence (telescoping) observed
in females [27]. Clearly, more robust research on cannabis telescoping is needed to inform tailored
prevention and harm reduction approaches for women and girls, in particular.

There is also emerging evidence that females may experience greater severity of cannabis
dependence. In animal studies (mostly rodents) females have demonstrated slightly greater withdrawal
symptoms compared to males, which is one component of dependence [28,29]. However, there are
clear challenges in translating findings from animal to human studies including: more controlled
experimental conditions, different methods of administration, the tendency to use synthetic forms of
cannabinoids, and translational challenges due to the differences between animal and human bodies.
Unfortunately, females tend to be underrepresented in human studies despite evidence of a telescoping
effect [30].

However, there is some evidence based on self-reports of more severe CUD symptoms among
women. Analysis of the US National Epidemiological Survey of Alcohol and Related Conditions
(n = 43,093) found that both women and men who used cannabis reported a lower quality of life
compared to those who did not use cannabis, and women and men with CUD reported a lower quality
of life compared to those without CUD [31]. However, the negative effect of cannabis use on mental
quality of life scores was more pronounced for women. Each daily joint smoked was associated
with a greater decrease in mental quality of life summary scores in women compared to men [31].
This effect does not appear to be due to higher prevalence of depression among women who used
cannabis, as there was no difference in the prevalence of mood and anxiety disorders between women
and men in the sample who used cannabis. In our review, another study also reported greater CUD
severity in women. In a sample of treatment-seeking adults with CUD, women reported greater
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withdrawal intensity, more co-occurring mental health issues (including lifetime panic disorder and
current agoraphobia), and more days of poor physical health [32].

Both the telescoping effect and differences between women and men in the severity of CUD,
may reflect the influence of sex hormones, the endocannabinoid system, and pharmacodynamics and
pharmacokinetics. Neurobiological differences have been identified in the endogenous cannabinoid
system of females and males. Studies examining the neural regions of rats have reported greater CB1
receptor desensitization and downregulation in females, which may in part explain cannabis telescoping
among females [33]. In addition, sex hormones may modulate cannabinoid sensitivity [34–36]. However,
studies on the influence of sex hormones on responses to cannabinoids in humans are lacking [21].
Cannabis pharmacodynamics and pharmacokinetics may also be implicated in the development of
dependence. While sex differences in the metabolism of cannabinoids have been demonstrated in
animal studies, these findings have not, to date, been found in human studies. For example, female
rats metabolize THC more quickly than males [37,38], although this effect was reversed when CBD was
provided to the rats before injection with THC [38]. Female rats also produce more 11-OH-Δ9-THC, the
primary active metabolite of THC, while males metabolize THC to 11-OH-Δ9-THC and other inactive
metabolites [21]. Further research is required to investigate the biological mechanisms underpinning sex
differences in the progression to cannabis use dependence and the severity of cannabis use dependence.

While it has not yet been investigated, there may also be a gendered dimension to the greater
severity of CUD reported by women. Women experience greater stigma and discrimination when
they use substances of any kind, and this may partially explain the greater severity of CUD observed
among women in some observational studies. For example, women may experience and report more
shame and blame regarding their substance use, particularly if they are pregnant or parenting [39].
In general, women with substance use issues tend to experience more isolation and less social support
compared to men [6]. The experience of stigma creates additional barriers to accessing substance use
services and supports for substance use dependence and related health and social services, which may
exacerbate the negative effects of women’s cannabis use dependence. Identifying the specific sex and
gender factors associated with greater CUD severity among women, and tailoring treatment responses
to ameliorate these risks is an important consideration for intervention development.

However, despite evidence of a telescoping effect and greater severity of CUD for females, males
are more likely to be diagnosed with CUD [13] and tend to report a younger age of onset of CUD [40].
If there is evidence of a more rapid progression to dependence among females, and emerging evidence
that females with CUD may be more severely impacted, why are men more likely to be diagnosed
with CUD? As argued by Becker and colleagues, biological vulnerability does not equate to greater
prevalence of dependence [6]. While biological factors impact the reinforcing effects of cannabis, social
and environmental factors also influence the development of CUD [41]. Specifically, gender roles and
norms may impact the risk of developing CUD. Men and boys tend to have greater prevalence of
cannabis use, initiate earlier and use cannabis more frequently; and being male has been identified as
one of the greatest risk factors for developing CUD [41].

Gender differences in the prevalence of substance use are in part due to men’s greater access
to substances relative to women [42]. Substance use is more socially acceptable among boys and
men relative to girls and women, and therefore men tend to have greater opportunities and access to
substances in their social environments. In addition, adherence to dominant masculine norms boys
has been associated with increased risk taking and substance use behaviors in general [43]. This is
also reflected in the cannabis research literature suggesting that men tend to engage in riskier patterns
of use, thereby increasing their risk of cannabis use dependence. For example, boys and men tend
to report using a greater variety of cannabis routes of administration [18], and use higher potency
cannabis products including cannabis concentrates [44] both of which increase the risk of dependence.
With expanding cannabis legalization and increasing normalization of use, it will be crucial to monitor
changes in gendered patterns of use and risks of dependence, particularly given the emerging evidence
on greater biological vulnerability to dependence among females.
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3.2. Routes of Administration

Routes of administration (ROA) refer to the various methods of using, inhaling or ingesting
cannabis. These include: smoking, vaporizing, heating, ingesting oils or edibles, or using topical
versions of cannabis such as creams. It is often assumed that smoking cannabis is the standard
approach, both in popular culture and often implicitly, in policy and health promotion. However,
examining and comparing the effects of ROAs using sex and gender related factors is essential to
creating more precise and harm reducing health information and advice. The majority of the studies
on cannabis ROAs that include an analysis of sex or gender have simply described prevalence and
patterns of use. Men and boys tend to report higher rates of inhalation ROAs (smoking and vaping),
including: joints, blunts, vaporizers, and concentrates [15,45], and water pipes/bongs [46]. There is
some evidence that young women [47] and girls [48] may prefer edible cannabis products.

Several human studies have examined the pharmacokinetics of smoked cannabis. Some have
demonstrated higher concentrations of THC and THC-COOH levels among females compared to males
after administration of smoked [49,50] or vaporized cannabis [50], and greater subjective ratings of
cannabis intoxication among females [49]. In contrast, a study with young adults aged 19–25 years who
regularly used cannabis (1–4 days per week) found that females smoked less of the cannabis cigarette
compared to males to reach their desired effect, but that blood THC and THC-COOH (a metabolite of
THC) levels were lower among females compared to males even after adjusting for differences in the
dose of THC inhaled [51]. The authors suggest that the similar subjective effects experienced by females
at lower doses may reflect sex differences in the endocannabinoid system, as some animal studies
have demonstrated greater cannabinoid type-1 (CB1) receptor availability and binding affinity with
cannabinoids in females [51]. Ovarian hormones may also influence the subjective effects of cannabis
in females; studies with other substances have revealed differences in subjective effects depending on
menstrual cycle phase, though similar research on cannabis is currently lacking [51].

Further, Matheson et al. (2019) suggest that there may be sex differences in cannabis smoking
topography [51]. In their experiment, females and males smoked for the same duration yet females
smoked less of the cannabis cigarette suggesting they took smaller puffs, inhaled less deeply or held
the smoke in the lungs for a shorter duration [51]. This finding may be influenced by neuro-biological
factors, such as greater cannabinoid sensitivity among females [21], causing females to titrate their dose
via their smoking behaviors. There could also be gender related influences; for example, a qualitative
study with cannabis using women and men found that women often reported only smoking part of
a joint, and typically avoided more “intense” ROAs such as water pipes/bongs, instead preferring a
more gradual high [52]. The authors suggest these patterns of cannabis use align with feminine norms
regarding the avoidance of excessive substance use and intoxication [52].

Recently, the emergence of e-cigarette or vaping associated lung injury (EVALI), highlights how
gendered cannabis ROA preferences may shape health risks. EVALI has primarily affected young men
(70%) in the USA and the majority of the reported cases have involved vaping THC products [53]. In the
context of an unregulated market, young men may be more likely to access counterfeit cannabis vaping
cartridges that are contaminated, increasing their risk of EVALI. Combined with broad improvements
in the regulation of vaping products, tailored prevention and harm reduction responses are needed.

The preferences of women and girls for edible cannabis may reflect gender roles and norms
regarding the social acceptability of substance use. Inhalation methods are more visible, while edible
use can be easily concealed. This may be a more desirable option for girls and women, to avoid
experiencing discrimination and stigma related to their cannabis use. This was reflected in a focus
group study which found that girls reported a preference for edible cannabis because these products
are more discreet [54]. However, given the challenges of titrating edible cannabis dosage, these trends
and preferences signal the need for gender informed harm reduction messaging.

There is also evidence of differences in preferred ROA within groups of women and men.
For example, women who are pregnant may prefer inhalation methods, because of the difficulty
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ingesting due to nausea [55]. This is an example of how biological factors—hormonal changes and/or
pregnancy-related nausea, may underpin preferences for cannabis ROAs.

Culture can also intersect with gender roles to influence preferred routes of administration. Mixing
cannabis with tobacco, often called “spliffs” is a common practice in some countries, particularly in the
UK, European countries, and Australia [56]. In a qualitative study with Australian men who “mulled”
(smoked a mixture of cannabis and tobacco), men described the effects of mixing tobacco and cannabis
as producing a milder, more manageable “high” [56]. They described feeling more “grounded” than if
they smoked only cannabis, and they preferred this effect as they were able to continue to participate
in family and work responsibilities. In addition, blunt use–hollowed out cigars filled with cannabis,
have been promoted through hip-hop culture [57], and are particularly popular among young Black
males in the USA [58–62]. However, cannabis use ROAs that combine cannabis and tobacco, such as
spliff and blunt use, confer greater risk of dependence [57] as well as adverse respiratory health effects.
Gendered and/or culturally sensitive harm reduction messaging that addresses the risks associated
with co-use of cannabis and tobacco is warranted.

In short, the sex and gender interactivity affecting ROA choices and effects should be areas of key
concern to clinicians, researchers, and health promotion and harm reduction specialists. Currently
precise and gendered health information aimed at the general public about ROA choices is lacking,
along with tailored information that includes basic evidence on sex and gender.

3.3. Driving Under the Influence of Cannabis

Driving under the influence of cannabis is a key public policy issue in jurisdictions that have
legalized recreational cannabis. Discussions about legalization of cannabis often focus on estimating
risks associated with possible impaired driving. Not surprisingly, after the legalization of cannabis
in Canada in 2018 there has been increased interest in understanding cannabis related impairment
and preventing and responding to driving under the influence of cannabis. This emphasis formed
one of the key focal areas of health promotion and messaging campaigns aimed at young people in
particular [63].

Impaired driving is a gendered activity, with the prevalence of driving after cannabis use
higher among men. In a Swedish study, a greater proportion of men were apprehended with THC
concentrations detected in their blood (94% vs. 6%), and among those with detected THC, blood
concentrations were higher in men than in women (mean 2.1 ng/mL vs. mean 1.4 ng/mL) when
cannabis was the only substance detected [64]. In a US study, among college students who reported
past month cannabis use, 43.9% of males and 8.7% of females reported driving after cannabis use [65].
In addition, males were more likely to report riding as a passenger with someone who had recently
used cannabis (51.2% vs. 34.8%). O’Malley and colleagues’ analysis of US high school seniors also
found that male students were more likely to report driving after smoking cannabis; however, there
was no gender difference in riding as a passenger after cannabis use [66].

Gendered patterns of cannabis use likely influence the risk of driving under the influence of
cannabis. In one study, males were more likely to both vape and use cannabis edibles; and more
frequent vaping was associated with driving under the influence [67]. As discussed above, in general,
boys and young men tend to engage in riskier substance use behaviors. Boys and men are also more
likely to co-use cannabis and alcohol, which significantly increases impairment, driving errors and
accidents [68]. Further, compared to women, men tend to perceive lower harm with driving under the
influence of cannabis, are less likely to believe that cannabis negatively affects their driving ability, are
more likely to perceive their friends as approving of driving under the influence of cannabis, and are
more likely to report an intention to drive after cannabis use in the future [69]. These gendered patterns
of cannabis use and beliefs and perceptions are clear and critically important targets for gender specific
harm reduction and health promotion efforts. Specifically, gender informed harm reduction messaging
is needed that addresses both driving after cannabis use and riding as a passenger with a driver who
has recently consumed cannabis.
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Sex differences in the subjective effects of cannabis may impact impairment. As noted above,
the greater subjective effects that females tend to experience at lower doses and with a lower blood
level of THC may suggest the potential for greater impairment with a lower dose of cannabis among
females [51]. It is possible that females may require more time to achieve sobriety before driving,
though further research is required to investigate sex differences in the metabolism of cannabinoids and
the effects on intoxication and impaired driving. This evidence can be used to inform more precise and
refined harm reduction and health promotion responses, messages, and recommendations. Sex specific
measures of impairment are lacking; further research is needed to understand sex differences in
cannabis impairment and effects on attention and driving to inform measures of impairment and
enforcement of impaired driving laws.

It is clear that more research is needed to examine sex differences in driving related impairment.
In simulated studies by Anderson et al., they found no evidence of any sex differences. They studied
the effects of inhaled THC on attention impairment among people who used cannabis occasionally
(participants reported using cannabis at least once per month, but no more than 10 times per
month), while driving in a simulator [70], and found no sex differences in the impact of cannabis use.
In another study, participants reduced their overall driving speed and performed more poorly on a
neuropsychological test following the driving simulation, but no sex differences were observed [71].
In short, this vital area of public policy is still lacking in research that would enable health promoters
and enforcement officials to better target their messaging and policy using comprehensive sex and
gender related evidence.

4. Discussion

Research on sex and gender related factors and cannabis use and its effects is in its infancy. This
area needs considerable attention and growth in light of the high level of cannabis use globally, as
well as the legalization of cannabis in various jurisdictions. We have reported elsewhere on known
sex and gender related factors that appear to affect use, impact and effect of cannabis use [22]. In this
article we have elucidated the various components of sex and gender that are relevant to the study
of recreational cannabis use (and other substances) and illustrated how sex and gender interact and
combine their effects. We illustrated these interactions in three examples relevant to health outcomes,
health promotion and public policy: the development of CUD, the differential choices and impacts of
ROA, and cannabis impaired driving.

Aside from one review that acknowledges the influence of both social and biological factors on
cannabis use [41], most of the literature we found in our searches for sex and gender influences on
cannabis use and ROA has examined either sex related or gender related factors. Going forward, a
framework may be useful for examining the interactions of sex and gender, along with other social
dimensions of health and equity. There have been calls for understanding intersectional factors
affecting health, including the intersection of sex and gender [72]. While intersectional frameworks
have been criticized for not adequately attending to biological factors, some proponents have identified
opportunities for integrating biological and social dimensions of health within this framework, and
begun to consider how biological factors intersect with other factors including gender, class, and
ethnicity to address health inequities [73].

Physiological aspects of sex are increasingly understood as being influenced by gender-related
social dynamics [74]. Yet, most of the evidence on gender and cannabis to date has focused on noting
simple differences between women and men and boys and girls in patterns and prevalence of use.
The evidence on sex differences in cannabis use is largely confined to animal studies, and studies on
humans have not consistently included female participants and/or integrated a full sex-based analysis.
More research is needed to understand how male and female bodies respond to cannabis use and the
respective health consequences of use, and the influence of social factors on biological mechanisms.
This evidence can then be used to inform more precise harm reduction and health promotion messaging,
similar to the sex specific Canadian Lower Risk Drinking Guidelines [75]. Overall, the development of
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precise, sex, and gender tailored responses to cannabis use are needed to reduce harms, maximize
benefits, and improve clinical treatment and health promotion.

Despite these current limitations and insufficiencies, these early findings on cannabis use
dependence, cannabis routes of administration, and driving while under the influence have important
implications for prevention, health literacy, public education, and treatment. For example, tailored
messaging is needed to address risky patterns and consequences of use among boys and men, including
greater and more frequent cannabis use, inhaling high potency/high THC products, co-use with alcohol
and tobacco, and driving or riding with drivers under the influence of cannabis. For women, emerging
evidence on female vulnerabilities to developing dependence and severity of CUD could inform
prevention and treatment responses. If telescoping occurs more quickly in females, compounded by
increased social stigma directed at women, treatment options should be more readily available for
women at the earliest stage possible.

In addition, gender specific efforts can be made to address and reduce discrimination and stigma
for all groups, via public education and in the design and delivery of substance use services. Further,
considering sex and gender together in cannabis use, can pave the way for gender transformative
initiatives in health promotion and messaging. Such approaches simultaneously reduce risky use
and work toward gender and health equity in cannabis prevention, harm reduction and treatment
responses, thereby alleviating inequities associated with cannabis use [76,77].

It will be critical to continue to monitor and collect data on gendered cannabis use patterns.
Patterns of use may change as recreational cannabis becomes increasingly normalized, and producers
and advertisers tailor product promotions to target specific groups. As discussed, the gender gap
appears to be narrowing [16] and there are indications that cannabis vapour product producers are
marketing specific devices to girls and women [78]. If the gender gap in cannabis use continues
to narrow, and girls and women begin to use different cannabis ROAs, this will likely affect their
health and social consequences of cannabis use including cannabis dependence and driving under
its influence.

5. Conclusions

While research on recreational cannabis use is rapidly expanding in response to a shifting policy
landscape, research specifically focussed on the impact of sex and gender on its use is in its infancy.
More adherence and precision is required in applying sex and gender related concepts to the study of
substance use in general, and cannabis use in particular. Robust studies are needed to investigate a
full spectrum of sex related factors in the effects of cannabis use; and to explore how gender norms,
roles, relations and identities all impact cannabis use and health and social consequences. Further, as
illustrated using the examples of CUD, ROA and impaired driving, research is needed that examines
the interactions of sex with gender related factors and other social determinants of health including
class, age, income, and ethnicity to address and prevent inequities in health related to cannabis
use. Advancing knowledge on the interaction of sex, gender and equity based factors will inform
more responsive health promotion, effective harm reduction, and precise treatment approaches for
all genders.
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Abstract: There is evidence that sex- and gender-related factors are involved in cannabis patterns of
use, health effects and biological mechanisms. Women and men report different cannabis use disorder
(CUD) symptoms, with women reporting worse withdrawal symptoms than men. The objective of
this systematic review was to examine the effectiveness of cannabis pharmacological interventions
for women and men and the uptake of sex- and gender-based analysis in the included studies.
Two reviewers performed the full-paper screening, and data was extracted by one researcher.
The search yielded 6098 unique records—of which, 68 were full-paper screened. Four articles
met the eligibility criteria for inclusion. From the randomized clinical studies of pharmacological
interventions, few studies report sex-disaggregated outcomes for women and men. Despite emergent
evidence showing the influence of sex and gender factors in cannabis research, sex-disaggregated
outcomes in pharmacological interventions is lacking. Sex- and gender-based analysis is incipient
in the included articles. Future research should explore more comprehensive inclusion of sex- and
gender-related aspects in pharmacological treatments for CUD.

Keywords: sex- and gender-based analysis; SGBA; cannabis use disorder; randomized controlled trial

1. Introduction

Growing evidence related to the importance of sex- and gender-based factors within health
research has led to increased interest among researchers, funding agencies, scientific journals and
database creators to find innovative ways of examining these factors in previously unexplored
areas [1–3]. The integration of sex- and gender-related factors into research, policy, or health programs
revisits or identifies the influence of components such as anatomy, physiology, genetics and other
bodily characteristics biological (sex-based) and the social and cultural milieu affecting humans
socio-cultural (gender-based) is known as sex- and gender-based analysis (SGBA) [4]. Sex and gender
are not independent of other social characteristics and they might interact with each other and other
characteristics to influence health outcomes [5].

Randomized controlled trials (RCT) provide the strongest research evidence and are often
used to test the efficacy of new pharmacological interventions. However, sex- and gender-based
analysis in RCTs is very scarce. For example, in a study that analyzed 100 Canadian-led or funded
RCTs, Welch et al. found that 98% of studies included sex in the description of sociodemographic
characteristics of the participants, while only 6% conducted a subgroup analysis across sex, and only
4% reported sex-disaggregated data. None of the examined articles included a definition of “sex”
or “gender” nor a comprehensive sex- and gender-based analysis [6]. Failing to include a sex- and
gender-based analysis of the outcomes might have important and serious clinical consequences for
individuals or subgroups of patients.
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There are differences between women and men in referrals and pathways to substance use
treatment in general. For example, women are less likely to be referred to residential treatment than
men [7]; women are more likely to be referred to outpatient treatment vs. residential treatment [7,8].
Women tend to access substance use services via primary health care or mental health services vs.
specialty substance use treatment services [8,9], while men are more likely to enter treatment via
the criminal justice system [10]. Lack of awareness of options, stigma, confrontational treatment
models, and lack of childcare are some of the common barriers encountered by women when accessing
treatments for substance use [9]. Women tend to enter treatment with a more severe clinical profile and
more problems related to mental health, family, interpersonal relationships, and physical health [9–12];
while men have more legal, criminal, and financial problems [13].

There are also differences in response to treatment for other substance use. For example, evidence
derived using a sex- and gender-based analysis reveals that women have additional difficulties in tobacco
smoking cessation. Women have poorer smoking cessation outcomes with some pharmacological
supports, including nicotine replacement therapy, regardless of whether combined with counselling [14];
and buproprion [15]. In contrast, treatment with varenicline has shown similar, or better, outcomes
for women compared to men [16–18]. Women tend to require more smoking quit attempts before
achieving cessation. While women report lower quit rates, the use of any medication increases women’s
likelihood of cessation [19].

Women and men receiving treatment for alcohol use disorder (AUD) report similar rates in
reductions and/or abstinence from alcohol, including medical management and behavioral counselling
for AUD [20]; treatment with the medication acamprosate (based on a meta-analysis) [21]; and
residential treatment [22]. Studies on the effectiveness of naltrexone treatment for AUD treatment are
mixed, with some studies reporting similar outcomes for women and men [22,23], and others reporting
a greater reduction in craving scores for women [24], or greater reductions in alcohol use (and other
substance use) in men [25]. The limited evidence examining sex differences in treatment outcomes for
opioid use disorder (OUD) have reported similar improvements in opioid use outcomes for women
and men following a medical management intervention (tapering with buprenorphine–naloxone)
either alone or combined with counselling [26].

2. Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis in Cannabis Research

There is growing evidence that sex- and gender-related factors are involved in cannabis patterns
of use, health effects and biological mechanisms. Men and boys are more likely to initiate cannabis use
earlier, and use more frequently and in greater quantities, compared to women and girls. However, the
gender gap has been narrowing over time [27,28]. For example, an analysis of US trends in adolescent
cannabis use from 1999 to 2009 revealed that in 1999, 51% of boys and 43.4% of girls reported lifetime
cannabis use, while in 2013, this decreased to 42.1% for boys and 39.2% for girls [27]. Furthermore,
sex and gender factors also intersect with factors such as education and cultural context. Evidence
suggests that the diffusion of cannabis experimentation among men appears similar to that observed
with tobacco, with use beginning among men and the most educated groups first, in countries such
as USA and Germany. In France, cannabis experimentation continues to be more prevalent among
women with higher education [28].

Not everyone who uses cannabis transitions to cannabis use disorder (CUD). It is estimated that
approximately 9% of those who initiate cannabis use will meet the criteria for cannabis use dependence.
Those who initiate during adolescence have an increased likelihood (16.6%) of developing CUD [29,30].
Multiple factors have been associated with cannabis use disorder in women and men. Specifically,
both frequency of use and form of cannabis used have been associated with CUD. Among females,
cannabis use with strangers was more strongly related to being diagnosed with CUD according to the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) compared to males [31]. Compared to
women, men have a younger age of onset for CUD [32]. Polysubstance use, trauma and violence may
also be risk factors for CUD. In a US study, sexual abuse and history of alcohol use disorder were more
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strongly associated with 12 month CUD among females, compared to males [33]. Men with lifetime
CUD were more likely than women to be diagnosed with any psychiatric disorder, any substance use
disorder and antisocial personality disorder, whereas women with CUD had more mood and anxiety
disorders [34].

Similar to other substance use, there is some evidence that females transition more quickly to
cannabis use dependence compared to males. Studies found that women demonstrate a “telescoping
effect”, meaning a shorter duration from onset of cannabis use to onset of CUD [34–36]. In a nationally
representative sample of the U.S. population, there were no gender differences in the age at first or
heavy cannabis use, age at onset of CUD, total number of episodes of cannabis abuse or dependence,
or in the number of criteria met for cannabis dependence. However, the time from age at first use of
cannabis to the age at onset of the CUD was shorter among women [34].

The results of studies on the subjective effects of cannabis are mixed, and seem to depend on
the dose, route of administration (oral vs. smoked) and population (e.g., user vs. non user) [37].
After inhaling tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), women rated themselves as “higher” than men [38];
and reported higher ratings of cannabis as “good” and desire to “take again” compared to men [39].
Another study demonstrated women were more likely to describe cannabis as “good” at low doses,
while men more likely to report the same at high doses [40]. In animal studies, female rats exhibit
greater drug seeking behavior. In one study that primed rats for drug use and cues before a period of
absence, females exhibited higher baseline cannabis intake during training, and reinstate responding
for the cannabinoid at higher levels than males [41].

Finally, women and men report different CUD symptoms. For example, several studies report
that women have worse withdrawal symptoms compared to men mostly related to gastrointestinal
and mood symptoms [42–45]. Men are more likely than women to report experiencing insomnia
and vivid dreams as withdrawal symptoms [45]. These findings have important implications since
withdrawal symptoms correlate with relapse [46]. Moreover, in a sample of treatment-seeking adults
with cannabis use disorder, women reported more co-occurring mental health issues (including lifetime
panic disorder and current agoraphobia), and more days of poor physical health [45]. Although
CUD is associated with poorer mental health and quality of life in both women and men, this
pattern is more pronounced in women with CUD [47]. Animal studies also illustrate the impact of
sex-related factors on withdrawal symptoms. Several studies show that females have slightly greater
withdrawal symptoms than males [48]. After a week of daily THC treatment in Sprague–Dawley rats,
Harte-Hargrove et al. observed the presence of locomotor depression in females but not males during
the abstinence period [49].

3. Objective of the Present Study

This systematic review draws on a much broader scoping review on sex- and gender-related
factors in substance use (initiation/uptake, patterns of use), effects, and prevention, treatment or harm
reduction outcomes for four substances (opioids, alcohol, tobacco/nicotine and cannabis use). It also
examined harm reduction, health promotion/prevention and treatment interventions and programs
that include sex, gender and gender transformative elements to address each of the four substances.
The methodology of the scoping review is described in full elsewhere [50].

Despite the evidence regarding sex and gender differences in, and impacts of cannabis use, little is
known about sex- and gender-related factors in pharmacological interventions for cannabis dependence.
Pharmacological interventions for cannabis dependence have been recently reviewed [51,52], but sex
and gender factors have not been closely examined. Therefore, the purpose of this systematic review
was to evaluate the effects of sex and gender factors in cannabis pharmacological interventions.

Our initial research question was:
What cannabis pharmacological interventions are available that include sex, gender and gender

transformative elements and how effective are these in addressing cannabis use?
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After examining the results of the original scoping review and realizing that there is a lack of
examination of sex and gender factors in substance use interventions, and more specifically in cannabis
pharmacological interventions, we decided to analyze the studies on cannabis pharmacological
interventions that included women and men and sex-disaggregated the outcomes of the interventions
for both sexes. In addition, we assessed the role of sex- and gender-based analysis in the included studies.

The research question was then updated to:
What cannabis pharmacological interventions are available that include both sexes and how

effective are these in addressing cannabis use for women and men?

4. Methods

This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) [53].

4.1. Search Strategy

A systematic search of the literature was undertaken to identify relevant studies published in
English between 2007 and 2019 (up to fourth week of October). The following databases were used:
PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO, and Embase. The search strategy was developed based on keywords
and Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) terms. We based our search strategy on the search strategy
developed for the scoping review [50] and, in addition, we also included more keywords relevant
to pharmacological interventions such as “drug therapy”, “pharmacotherapy”, “pharmacology”,
“cessation”, “addiction treatment” that were not included in the previous scoping review. An additional
search was also completed from a recent systematic review on cannabis pharmacological interventions.
Thirty-eight articles were included for the screening in this systematic review.

4.2. Literature Screening

Searches in four databases resulted in n = 6098 unique returns. Firstly, titles and abstracts were
screened by a single reviewer for relevance. Then, the full-text of the articles were obtained and
reviewed by two reviewers according to the inclusion criteria. These inclusion criteria were: (a) English
language articles from a selection of Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) member countries such as Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States; (b) the population of interest included:
women, girls, men, boys of all ages and sociodemographic characteristics; (c) studies including
pharmacotherapies that targeted cannabis use (in addition to other comorbid conditions) and presented
sex-disaggregated data; (d) studies that analyzed outcomes such as cannabis abstinence or cannabis
reduction; (e) randomized clinical trials. Articles were excluded if: (a) although both women and
men were included in the study, outcomes of the interventions were not sex-disaggregated; (b) the
study did not examine a pharmacological intervention aiming to modify cannabis use; (c) studies were
conducted in a non-OECD country; (d) studies analyzed baseline characteristics of the population
but the analyses are not done in relationship to the pharmacological treatment. Figure 1 provides an
overview of the literature search returns, the number of articles included and excluded at each level of
screening, and the final number of included articles.

4.3. Study Selection

The abstract screening was conducted by a single reviewer. Full papers of the included studies
at this stage (n = 68) were then retrieved and assessed by two independent reviewers. Inter-rater
reliability was calculated, and the overall kappa was 0.78. Differences between the reviewers in the
inclusion of articles were resolved through discussion and consensus was reached.
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Figure 1. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) diagram of
study selection.

4.4. Data Extraction

Data regarding the following information was extracted by one reviewer from the four papers
included in this systematic review: (1) study details (authors and year of publication); (2) aim of
the study; (3) study design; (4) country of study; (5) setting of the study; (6) details on recruitment;
(7) inclusion and exclusion criteria; (8) method of allocation to intervention/control; (9) details regarding
the intervention; (10) sample size and demographics; (11) baseline comparisons; (12) outcomes;
(13) details on the sex, gender or diversity analysis; (14) follow up periods; (15) methods of analysis;
(16) results; (17) results regarding the sex, gender or diversity based factors in findings; (18) attrition
details; (19) study limitations; (20) evidence gaps and/or recommendations for future research.

4.5. Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis in the Included Studies

Research can incorporate sex- and gender-based analysis in several ways. Hammarström
presented a tool that researchers might use when developing gender research [54]. Although
Hammarström [54] does not employ the term “sex- and gender-based analysis”, in this paper we used
the concept sex- and gender-based analysis as in the scoping review conducted by McCarthy et al. [55].
The authors reviewed 458 articles on pharmacy practice research and found that only six studies
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mention any information related to sex and gender considerations and only three were classified
as SGBA according to Hammarström’s model [55]. Table 1 presents the classification based on
Hammarström’s typology [54]. For the sex- and gender-based analysis of the included articles, we
examined the following characteristics:

1. Use of sex and gender in the aim and research questions: were sex and gender included in the aim of
the study or explicitly mentioned in the research question and the study design?

2. Study design and reporting results: how were the outcomes analyzed and reported in relation to sex
and gender?

3. Interpretation of sex/gender findings: how were findings related to sex and gender included in the
interpretation of the data?

4. Intentional and accurate use of language: were the terms sex and gender used intentionally and
appropriately by the authors of the study?

Table 1. Sex- and gender-based analysis in health research.

Research
Phase

Model 1: Sex/Gender
Differences

Model 2: Sex and
Gender-Based Analysis

(SGBA)
Model 2(a): SGBA+

Model 3: Intersectional
Approach

Research
question

Sex/gender included, but not
primary focus of study.

Sex/gender included in the
study design or the

reporting but are not
specifically stated in the

research question or aim of
the study.

Specific questions related
to sex/gender. Looking

for sex/gender
differences, or the impact
of sex/gender an explicit

aim of the study or
stated research question.

Specific questions related to
sex/gender, and additional

subgroups/identities included.
Research question includes

sex/gender and other factors
such as race, age, sexual

orientation, etc.

Specific questions related
to sex/gender, and

additional
subgroups/identities
included. Research
question includes

sex/gender and other
factors such as race, age,
sexual orientation, etc.

Data analysis
and reporting

of findings

Disaggregation by
sex/gender; sex as

confounder/controlled for
(e.g., included in a model).

Data related to the outcomes
is reported for different
sex/gender groups or

sex/gender is controlled for
in the analysis.

Sex/gender as analysis
category Beyond

reporting results by
different sex/gender

group, there is testing of
significance between

gender groups in
relation to the outcomes

of the study.

Sex/gender as analysis category;
other factors included (e.g., race,

SES). There is testing of
significance between sex/gender

groups in relation to the
outcomes of the study and

related to other factors such as
race, ethnicity, age, etc. But as
sperate analysis, not combined

into one analysis. Must be
beyond reporting demographic

characteristics of a sample.

Multi-faceted analysis of
multiple factors. More

than one factor is
included in the same

analysis (e.g., comparing
young and old white and

Hispanic men, to the
same 4 groups of

women).

Interpretation
of sex/gender

findings

Findings related to sex and
gender are not necessarily

included in the
interpretation of the data.

Differences reported are not
necessarily explained.

Findings related to sex
and/or gender are

reported in the
discussion/conclusion.

The differences reported
in the results section are

interpreted and
explained.

Findings related to sex and/or
gender are reported in the
discussion/conclusion in

relationship to at least another
factor.

Findings related to sex
and/or gender are

reported in the
discussion/conclusion in

relationship to other
factors such as race, age,

etc. The differences
reported in the results
section are interpreted

and explained.

Use of
language

Not dependent on specific
aim, design/results and

interpretation.

Not dependent on
specific interpretation
and use of language.

Not dependent on specific
interpretation and use of

language.

Not dependent on
specific interpretation
and use of language.

Adapted from: Hammarstrom (2007) [54]; McCarthy et al. (2017) [55].

5. Results

5.1. Included Studies

Four randomized controlled trials involving 623 participants met the inclusion criteria for this
review [56–59]. Characteristics of the studies are described in Table 2. In total, 316 participants received
the intervention while 307 participants received placebo. The number of women included in the studies
oscillated between 16 [58] and 86 [57]. Disaggregating by sex, 170 women and 453 men were included in
the randomized controlled trials and 82 women and 234 men received the pharmacological intervention.
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In the placebo group there were 88 women and 219 men. In addition to the pharmacological intervention
and placebo, some form of psychological intervention was offered in all included studies.

Table 2. Characteristics and findings of included studies.

Cornelius et al. (2010)
[56]

Characteristics and Findings of Included Studies

Study design Randomized controlled trial

Participants

Recruitment: Through referrals from the Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic (WPIC) treatment programs
and by responding to newspaper, radio, and bus advertisements.

Setting: Outpatient clinic, Pittsburgh, USA. Scheduled for 12 weeks.
Participants: In total, 70 participants between 14 and 25 years of age at baseline and comorbid presence of

both a current CUD (using DSM-IV) and a current major depressive disorder (MDD).
Exclusion criteria: Diagnosis of bipolar disorder, schizoaffective disorder, or schizophrenia; subjects with

hyper- or hypothyroidism, significant cardiac, neurological, or renal impairment, and significant liver disease;
substance abuse or dependence other than alcohol abuse or dependence, nicotine dependence, or cannabis

abuse; any history of intravenous drug use; pregnancy, inability or unwillingness to use contraceptive
methods, and an inability to read or understand study forms.

Sample size: Intervention, 34; placebo: 36.
Demographics: Mean age 21.1 years ±2.4 years; 61% male; 56% Caucasian, 37% African-American.

In total, 94% cannabis dependent, using on average of 76% of days in prior month; 20 participants met
diagnostic criteria for alcohol dependence; seven for alcohol abuse and 16 reported a history of an

antidepressant medication in the moth prior to recruitment.

Interventions

Intervention: In total, one capsule of 10 mg of fluoxetine for 2 weeks and increased to two capsules of 10 mg
of fluoxetine.

Placebo: In total, one capsule of 10 mg of placebo and after 2 weeks, two capsules of 10 mg of placebo.
The low dose was used to maximize the safety and minimize the risk of medication side effects.

In total, nine sessions of cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) for depression and CUD, and motivation
enhancement therapy (MET) for CUD.

Outcomes

Severity of abuse or dependence (cannabis and alcohol), number of days of cannabis use, quantity and
frequency, number completing the treatment

Timeline follow-back method (TLFB) for the cannabis use behaviors and other substance use behaviors;
Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression (HAM-D-27) for observer-rated depressive symptoms;

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) for participant-rated depressive symptoms;
Number of drinks per drinking day, the number of drinking days, number of heavy drinking days (defined as

greater than or equal to four drinks per day for women and five for men);
Side Effects Questionnaire for Children and Adolescent for the side effects during each assessment

throughout the course of the clinical trial.

Findings

The group that received fluoxetine did not have better cannabis or depressive than the group that received
placebo.

The improvement of the depressive symptoms and decrease of number of days of cannabis use may have
resulted either from the psychosocial therapy or the natural course of the disorders.

Gray et al. (2017) [57]

Study design Randomized controlled trial

Participants

Recruitment: Community media advertisements.
Setting: Outpatient, six sites within the National Drug Abuse Treatment Clinical Trials Network, USA.

Scheduled duration 12 weeks.
Participants: In total, 302 treatment-seeking adults ages 18–50 with CUD and submitting a positive Urine

cannabinoid testing UCT during the initial screening visit.
Exclusion criteria: Individuals with acutely unstable medical or psychiatric disorders, DSM-IV-TR substance

dependence aside from cannabis or tobacco, contraindications for N-acetylcysteine (NAC) treatment, or
recent synthetic cannabinoid use.

Sample size: Intervention, 153; placebo, 149.
Demographics: Mean age 29.8 years ±8.74 years; 71.5% male; 58.3% White; 27.8% Black or African-American.

Mean cannabis use 26.0/30 days at baseline.

Interventions

Intervention: In total, two capsules of 600 mg of United States Pharmacopeia grade NAC powder (twice-daily
dose).

Placebo: In total, two capsules of 600 mg of placebo (twice per day).
Riboflavin 25 mg was added to all capsules (100 mg/day total) as a biomarker for medication adherence.

All participants received contingence management twice weekly during treatment. Medical management.

Outcomes

Urine specimens were collected at baseline, twice weekly throughout treatment, at end-of-treatment.
UCT at post-treatment follow-up.

Medication adherence included taking ≥80% of prescribed study medication per study week, confirmed by
urine riboflavin level >1500 ng/mL.
Adverse effects at each study visit.

Findings

No statistically significant differences between the NAC and placebo groups in cannabis abstinence.
In the NAC group, 22.3% of urine cannabinoid tests were negative compared to 22.4% in the placebo group.
Exploratory analysis within medication-adherent subgroups revealed no significant differential abstinence

outcomes by treatment group.
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Table 2. Cont.

McRae-Clark et al. (2015)
[59]

Study design Randomized controlled trial.

Participants

Recruitment: Media and internet advertisements.
Setting: Outpatient. Scheduled duration 12 weeks.

Participants: In total, 175 participants between 18 and 65 years of age and met DSM-IV criteria for current
cannabis dependence.

Exclusion criteria: current dependence on any other substance (with the exception of caffeine and nicotine),
history of psychotic, bipolar or eating disorder, current suicidal or homicidal risk, current major depression,
current treatment with psychoactive medication (with the exception of stimulants and non-benzodiazepine
sedative/hypnotics), major medical illness or disease, significant cognitive impairment, hypersensitivity to
buspirone or other product component, current consumption of substances that inhibit or induce CYP3A4,

and pregnancy, lactation or inadequate birth control.
Sample size: intervention, 88; placebo, 87.

Demographics: Mean age 24.00 years (23.1-25 years); 76.6% male; 64% Caucasian.

Interventions

Intervention: Dosage initiated at 5 mg buspirone or placebo twice daily and increased by 5–10 mg every three
to four days as tolerated, to a maximum dose of 60 mg daily for 12 weeks.

Placebo: Up to 60 mg of placebo.
Adjunctive motivational enhancement therapy sessions (MET) during the first four weeks of the treatment

period.

Outcomes

Semi-quantitative urine cannabinoid tests (UCTs) for cannabinoids administered at screening and weekly
throughout the study.

Proportion of negative urine test during treatment.
Point prevalence of abstinence by urine test at the end of the treatment

Number of reporting adverse events.

Findings

No differences of UCTs and the weekly creatinine adjusted cannabinoid levels between the two groups.
Although participants in both groups reduced their cannabis craving over the course of the study, there were
no differences between the buspirone and placebo groups. However, participants who attained abstinence

from cannabis reported less cannabis craving.

McRae-Clark et al. (2016)
[58]

Study design Randomized controlled trial

Participants

Recruitment: Media and internet advertisements.
Setting: Outpatient, 8 weeks.

Participants: In total, 76 participants between 18 and 65 years of age and CUD.
Exclusion criteria: current dependence on any other substance (exception caffeine and nicotine), history of

psychotic, bipolar, or eating disorder, current suicidal or homicidal risk, current treatment with psychoactive
medication (exception stimulants and non-benzodiazepine sedative/hypnotics) or CYP3A4 inhibitors, major
medical illness or disease, pregnancy, lactation, or inadequate birth control, patients that would be unable to

comply with study procedures or assessments.
Sample size: Intervention, 41; placebo, 35.

Demographics: Mean age 22.2 (21.3–23.1) years; 79% male; 54.8% Caucasian.

Interventions

Intervention: In total, 10 mg daily dose of Vilazodone tablets provided by Forest Pharmaceuticals for 7 days,
increased to 20 mg daily for 7 days, followed by 40 mg daily as tolerated.

Placebo: In total, 10 mg daily dose of placebo tablets for 7 days, increased to 20 mg daily for 7 days, followed
by 40 mg daily.

Both groups received three adjunctive motivational enhancement therapy sessions (MET). First session, prior
to medication initiation. Second session, approximately 1 week later. Third session, week 4.

Outcomes

Quantitative urine cannabinoid tests (UCTs) for cannabinoids administered at screening and weekly
throughout the study.

Self-report cannabis use measured by TLFB (Time-Line Follow-Back).
Marijuana Craving Questionnaire (MCQ) for levels of cannabis craving.

Adverse effects assessed weekly.
Medication compliance by weekly patient report.

Proportion of scheduled visits attended.

Findings
The vilazodone group did not show greater efficacy when compared to the placebo group on cannabis use
outcomes. Participants in both groups reported lower cannabis use with no differences between the two

groups.

Several medications with different mechanisms of action were applied in the studies included in
this review. Cornelius et al. [57] examined the role of fluoxetine while McRae-Clark et al. [58] used
vilazodone. Both medications are selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors. The effect of buspirone,
a serotonin 5-HT1A partial agonist, was explored by McRae-Clark et al. [59]. Lastly, Gray et al. [57]
examined the effect of N-acetylcysteine, a supplement promoting glutamate release and modulating
N-methyl-D-aspartate (NMDA).
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All studies were undertaken in outpatient settings. In one study, the scheduled duration for the
clinical trial was 8 weeks [58] while in the three other studies, it was 12 weeks [56,57,59]. The four
selected studies were all conducted in the USA. The mean age of participants was between 16.64 [56] and
29.8 years [57]. Three studies included young adults [57–59] and one study targeted adolescents [56].
In one study, participants had comorbid major depression and cannabis use disorders [56]. The other
three studies excluded people with psychiatric conditions.

5.2. Sex-Disaggregated Outcomes

In one of the included articles, sex was not a significant predictor of cannabis abstinence, and
there was no sex-by-treatment interaction [57]. Females showed a greater improvement with time
on depressive symptoms (F = 5.01, p = 0.028) and DSM cannabis abuse criteria count than males
(F = 4.22, p = 0.044) [56]. In a study using buspirone McRae-Clark et al. (2015) [59] found that UCTs
were negative in 8.7% of buspirone and 4.5% of placebo of male participants. In females, 2.4% of
buspirone participant UCTs were negative and 12.9% of placebo; although the difference was not
statistically significant (p = 0.007). Regarding the creatinine adjusted cannabinoid levels, there was a
sex by treatment interaction indicating that for males, those randomized to buspirone treatment had
significantly lower creatinine adjusted cannabinoid levels as compared to those randomized to placebo.
For females, those randomized to placebo had lower creatinine adjusted cannabinoid levels compared
to those randomized to buspirone [59]. Examining the effect of vilazodone, McRae-Clark (2016) found
that males had significantly lower creatinine-adjusted cannabinoid levels and a trend for increased
negative urine cannabinoid tests compared to females [58].

5.3. Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis of the Included Studies

The assessments of the role of sex- and gender-based analysis in the included studies is presented
in Table 3. While Cornelius et al. and Gray et al.´s studies were classified in the sex/gender differences
category, McRae-Clark et al. (2015) [59] and McRae-Clark et al. (2016) [58] were categorized as SGBA
(see Table 3). Based on the categories that were analyzed, the results are as follows:

1. Aim and research questions: The four studies included sex/gender in the study design or the
reporting. However, none of the studies included sex or gender in their major research question.

2. Reporting sex/gender in the results: In Cornelius et al.´s study [56] on the effects of fluoxetine in
adolescents and young adults with comorbid depression and cannabis use dependence, sex by time
was analyzed for the outcomes of the study (number of days participants used cannabis in past month;
DSM cannabis dependence count; DSM CUD total count - DSM dependence + abuse symptoms).
The authors also examined whether abstinence rates differed across sex [56]. Although Gray et al.
did not find statistically significant results, they examined whether sex was a predictor of cannabis
abstinence, and whether there was a sex-by-treatment interaction [57]. McRae-Clark (2016) used sex as
one of the randomization variables in addition to the presence or absence of anxiety or depressive
disorders [58]. Sex and sex by treatment group interactions were added to examine the effect of gender
on the primary and secondary efficacy outcomes in a randomized clinical trial that tested the efficacy
of vilazodone, a selective serotonin receptor inhibitor and partial 5-HT1A agonist, for treatment of
cannabis dependence [58]. McRae-Clark et al. also conducted a sex- and gender-based analysis
since they used sex as a stratified randomization variable [59]. Sex was analyzed in relationship to
the negative UCTs and cannabinoid levels in this study that examined the efficacy of buspirone for
participants with cannabis use dependence [59].

3. Interpretation of Sex/Gender findings: Cornelius et al. did not report their findings related to
sex and/or gender in the discussion section [56]. Gray et al. did not discuss any aspects of sex or
gender, likely because their results were not statistically significant [57]. The differences reported in the
results section are interpreted and explained in McRae-Clark et al. (2015) [59] and McRae-Clark et al.
(2016) [58]. McRae-Clark et al.’s study, which featured sex or gender in their research question, provided
a comprehensive discussion of their interpretation of the impact of sex and gender in their findings [59].
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In this study, the authors acknowledged that this is the first study to demonstrate a sex difference
in response to a pharmacological treatment for cannabis dependence. The authors highlighted the
importance of including gender in the development and evaluation of new treatments for addictive
disorders [59]. However, they did not specify what sex or gender-related factors could be considered for
the development and evaluation of new treatments for addictive disorders. McRae-Clark et al.’s (2016)
study suggests that women with CUD might have more problems in achieving cannabis cessation
compared to men with CUD [58]. Their findings are related to sex and gender in the discussion. They
also note that their analyses of sex differences might have been underpowered, and they mention that
women are underrepresented in pharmacological trials calling for higher representativity of women in
future studies.

4. Intentional and accurate use of terminology: None of the included studies define sex and gender.
Cornelius et al. use only the term sex and they do not mention gender [56], while Gray et al. used sex
and gender interchangeably [57]. For example, in the sociodemographic table the authors use “gender”
and throughout the paper they mentioned “sex”. McRae-Clark et al. and McRae-Clark et al. used
“gender” throughout the article though the study is in fact measuring sex although they also employ
the terms females and males and women and men at the same time [58,59]. All four articles included
in this systematic review lacked accuracy in the application of the concepts of sex and gender. Not
even the articles that were categorized as applying a sex- and gender-based analysis in their studies
used intentional and accurate terminology throughout the articles.
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6. Discussion

In this systematic review on sex- and gender-related factors in cannabis pharmacological
interventions, there was a paucity of studies that sex-disaggregated outcomes for women and men or
analyzed the sex- or gender-related factors in the interventions. Although overall the findings showed
that the pharmacological interventions analyzed in the studies (fluoxetine, vilazodone, buspirone,
N-acetylcysteine) are not effective for treating CUD, three of the four included studies found different
results for women and men. Of the three studies, one showed that females demonstrated a greater
improvement with time on the depressive symptoms and DSM cannabis abuse criteria count than
males [56]. The other two studies suggest that women have worse results than men in cannabis
pharmacological interventions [58,59].

The lack of reported sex-disaggregated results does not mean that there are no differences or
similarities between women and men. However, it is not possible to accurately interpret these results.
Given the emergent evidence of sex- and gender-related factors in cannabis research [42,43], sex- and
gender-related factors may intervene in the efficacy of cannabis pharmacological interventions. As in
the case of smoking cessation treatment, demonstrating that women have more difficulty maintaining
long-term abstinence than men [60], two of the four included studies showed that women have worse
outcomes when examining the efficacy of buspirone [59] and vilazodone [58].

Even though the included studies did not find a greater efficacy of the pharmacological intervention,
two of the four studies found that women had better results in the placebo group while men had better
results in the pharmacological intervention group [58,59]. The different mechanisms generating the
placebo effect between women and men are not well understood. However, preliminary findings
suggest that sex- and gender-related factors might also be intervening in the placebo effect [61].

Although two of the included studies described the integration of aspects of sex into research
questions, analysis, reporting of findings and discussion, there is an overall lack of comprehensive
integration and analysis of sex and gender in these randomized controlled trials. These findings are
consistent with those found by Welch et al. (2017) examining the use of sex and gender considerations
in 100 Canadian-led or funded RCTs [6]. This study showed that 98% of studies included sex in the
description of sociodemographic characteristics of the participants and only 6% conducted a subgroup
analysis across sex and 4% reported sex-disaggregated data. Even in those RCTs that included females,
most of the studies did not sex-disaggregate the outcomes [6].

Studying the effect of sex- and gender-related factors in cannabis pharmacological interventions is
challenging and there is still an overall lack of research on sex, gender and cannabis. To determine sex-
and gender-related factors in pharmacological interventions for cannabis use, researchers urgently
need to fill this void. The preliminary findings show that women might not benefit from certain
pharmacological interventions. Including and reporting sex- and gender-related factors might
contribute to better determine the effectiveness of pharmacological interventions for both women and
men and tailor treatment for all individuals.

In the included studies, the terms “sex” and “gender” were used in an inconsistent way and there
were no definitions provided for these terms. Three of the included studies used “sex” and “gender”
interchangeably. Throughout the studies, authors used “male/female” and “women/men” and the use
of “gender” was inaccurate. These findings are consistent with results from a study on Campbell and
Cochrane systematic reviews [62]. Petkovic et al. (2018) found that reporting in systematic reviews is
inadequate [62]. None of the studies in our systematic review included gender diverse populations
or other gender considerations. Findings from a scoping review on how gender norms, roles and
relations impact cannabis use patterns showed that there is a complex relationship between substance
use and gender norms. While certain feminine and masculine norms might be protective, there are
others that might be linked with greater risk of developing cannabis use dependence [50].

This systematic review has limitations. Since sex and gender are not often examined in
pharmacological interventions for cannabis use, our results are limited. This is reflected in the
small number of studies that met the inclusion criteria, and therefore, what we could draw from for
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interpretation. Our search strategy was designed taking into account that there is a growing body
of literature that focuses on sex- and gender-related factors and we conducted searches using sex-
and gender-related keywords [63]. However, since the use of sex and gender terms are not used in
pharmacological interventions for cannabis use, we reviewed references from a recent systematic
review [52] and screened those that were not captured by our search strategy. Sex and gender factors
might have been tested in many other studies but not reported. We did not contact authors for further
details on sex- and gender-based analysis, methods or results. Although we intended to apply the
Feminist Quality Appraisal Tool [64] to analyze the ways in which gender is addressed in the included
studies, the lack of deeper gender analysis did not support it. We did not perform a quality assessment
of the studies since our aim was to examine the role of sex- and gender-related factors and the uptake
of sex- and gender-based analysis. The included articles were assessed in two previous systematic
reviews that examined the effectiveness of pharmacotherapies for cannabis dependence [51,52].

7. Conclusions

This systematic review aimed to examine the treatment outcomes in cannabis pharmacological
interventions for women and men. In addition, it analyzed the uptake of sex- and gender-based analysis
in pharmacological interventions for cannabis use. Despite the increasing evidence showing that sex
and gender factors intervene in patterns of cannabis use, health effects and biological mechanisms, we
found only four articles that sex-disaggregated the outcomes for both sexes on CUD treatment. Taking
into account the poor uptake of sex- and gender-based analysis, future research should consider more
consistent and disciplined integration of sex and gender in cannabis pharmacological interventions in
order to improve outcomes for all individuals experiencing CUD.
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Abstract: Currently, boys and men use cannabis at higher rates than girls and women, but the gender
gap is narrowing. With the legalization of recreational cannabis use in Canada and in multiple US
states, these trends call for urgent attention to the need to consider how gender norms, roles and
relations influence patterns of cannabis use to inform health promotion and prevention responses.
Based on a scoping review on sex, gender and cannabis use, this article consolidates existing evidence
from the academic literature on how gender norms, roles and relations impact cannabis-use patterns.
Evidence is reviewed on: adherence to dominant masculine and feminine norms and cannabis-use
patterns among adolescents and young adults, and how prevailing norms can be both reinstated or
reimagined through cannabis use; gendered social dynamics in cannabis-use settings; and the impact
of gender roles and relations on cannabis use among young adults of diverse sexual orientations and
gender identities. Findings from the review are compared and contrasted with evidence on gender
norms, roles and relations in the context of alcohol and tobacco use. Recommendations for integrating
gender transformative principles in health promotion and prevention responses to cannabis use
are provided.

Keywords: cannabis; gender norms; gender roles; gender relations

1. Introduction

Similar to other substances, men and boys have higher rates and frequency of cannabis use [1–6].
Boys and men also report using a greater variety of routes of administration of cannabis use compared
to women and girls [7] and are more likely to use high-potency products and cannabis concentrates.
These patterns of use have been linked with greater risk of developing cannabis-use dependence [8].
Young men who use cannabis are also more likely to report using alcohol and other substances,
which increases the risk of adverse health and social consequences [9]. Researchers have often
examined substance use from the purview of men, perceived as primarily an activity of men [10].
While the current cannabis-use patterns and trends might immediately suggest that policy and
practice responses should prioritize the needs of boys and men, emerging evidence reveals the gap in
cannabis-use prevalence between women and men is narrowing [11], and similar to other substances,
trans and gender-diverse individuals report higher prevalence of cannabis use [12,13].

These patterns and trends in cannabis use highlight the need to attend to a range of gender-related
factors. Not to be confused or conflated with sex, which refers to a range of biologically based
characteristics that are linked to being male or female, gender refers to the socially constructed
norms, relations, roles, expressions, behaviours and identities of girls, women, boys, men, and gender
diverse people [14]. Gender is often conceptualized as a binary (e.g., woman/man). For example,
masculinity and femininity have often been conceptualized in opposition to one another “as a relation of
complementary difference” [15]. Yet how people understand, experience, and express gender is far more
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complex and varied [14]. Furthermore, as argued by Budgeon, the “gender binary which traditionally
established gender hierarchy has become more multi-dimensional and complex,” (p. 318) as social
norms and gender ideologies continue to change and evolve [15]. Gender norms are dynamic and
embedded in the social, cultural and political context of social groups. Gender is socially constructed
and individually enacted and experienced, but influenced by institutionalized power and the social,
political and economic advantages and disadvantages afforded to different genders. It also intersects
with other social determinants of health including social class, race, and ethnicity [16]. Therefore,
studying gender in the context of cannabis use, or any other substance use, is complex, temporal and
culturally specific. For further details on the features of both sex and gender as concepts, and the
interaction of sex and gender in the context of cannabis use see the article published in this special
issue by Greaves and Hemsing [17].

Gender Norms, Roles and Relations

Of these multiple dimensions of gender that can be examined in the context of substance use,
in this paper we focus on gender norms, roles and relations. Gender norms refer to societal rules and
expectations that dictate the behaviors considered appropriate or desirable for people based on their
gender [14]. Men and women often experience different social pressures to engage in behaviours
that are reflective of traditional masculine or feminine norms. Traditional masculine norms are also
sometimes referred to as hegemonic masculinity, or dominant masculinity. In some cases, extreme or
strong versions of hegemonic masculinity are identifiable such as: dominance, aggression, competition,
invulnerability, risk taking, stoicism, and physical and emotional control [18]. These expressions of
‘hypermasculinity’ enacted through substance use may include frequent using, binging and combining
substances, all patterns which may increase the risk of negative health and social consequences.
In contrast, traditional or hegemonic feminine norms include values and characteristics such as:
nurturance, beauty, virtuousness and expressing emotions [19]. Dominant feminine norms tend to
“emphasize risk aversion” and are typically negatively associated with substance-use behaviours
in various studies [20]. The greater prevalence of substance use among boys and men may reflect
differences in access to substances, with social norms affording greater permissibility for boys and men
to experiment with, use substances and engage in riskier patterns of use [21].

While these dominant femininities and masculinities are archetypes, and individuals and
sub-populations will deviate from them, adherence to these can be measured. The majority of
research on gender norms and substance use has examined adherence to hegemonic gender norms,
and particularly masculine norms. For example, the dominant masculine norms from the Conformity
to Masculine Norms Inventory (CMNI) of “risk taking” and “playboy” have been strongly associated
with heavy alcohol use [22,23]. Having said this, Everitt-Penhale and Ratele critique the notion of a
single traditional masculinity, arguing that “traditional masculinity” varies by class, race, ethnicity
and geographic context. Furthermore, they suggest that “competing traditional masculinities” are
likely to exist within a single group or context [24]. In addition, Wilkinson et al. critique narrow
conceptualizations of gender as either a trait (e.g., masculine personality traits) or ideology (e.g., beliefs
and attitudes regarding the roles of women and men) [25]. They argue that focusing on traits lacks
attention to the social construction of gender, while ideological conceptualizations narrowly focus on
beliefs—one dimension of gender which does not always align with behaviors.

Gender roles include the expected roles and behaviours attached to the genders. Expectations about
gender roles often affects and determines the opportunities available to different genders, based on
culture, place and time. For example, there may be different expectations regarding substance use
among girls and boys, or mothers and fathers, in different social contexts and among different cultures.

Gender relations refer to the interactions between genders that reflect gendered norms and affect
health, behaviours and roles [14]. Femininity and masculinity can be defined both individually and
relationally; for example, one’s own gender ideology may restrain substance use, while the gender
norms of friends or partners, or those embedded in media may promote, or deter, substance-use

42



IJERPH 2020, 17, 947

behaviours [20]. Due to the social, relational and performative nature of gender and its different
contexts, qualitative research is instrumental for understanding how gender norms are expressed in
gender roles and relations. Therefore, investigating the relational aspects of gender is a critical area of
inquiry to understand the relationship between gender and cannabis use.

While there are many cross-sectional studies and surveys analyzing gender ‘differences’ in
cannabis prevalence and consumption patterns, there is limited research exploring the social factors
underpinning these patterns of use. Indeed, no reviews are available on the impact of gender related
factors on cannabis use. In response to this gap, we conducted a scoping review to explore the available
literature on gender and cannabis use, focusing on three dimensions of gender: gender norms (societal
norms regarding gender and cannabis use), gender roles (who uses cannabis and in which contexts) and
gender relations (how gendered interactions influence cannabis use). In the discussion, we consider
this nascent and emerging literature on gender and cannabis in light of evidence from the fields of
alcohol and tobacco research and discuss opportunities for responding to various gendered aspects of
cannabis use in prevention and harm reduction programming.

2. Methods

This scoping review on gender and cannabis is part of, and based on, a larger scoping review
conducted on sex, gender and four substances: cannabis, alcohol, tobacco/nicotine and opioids.

We conducted a scoping review of the academic literature to identify, analyze and synthesize
current research in: sex and gender related factors in substance use (initiation/uptake, patterns of use),
effects, and prevention, treatment or harm reduction outcomes for four substances (opioids, alcohol,
tobacco/nicotine and cannabis); and harm reduction, health promotion/ prevention and treatment
interventions and programs that include sex, gender and gender transformative elements to address
each of the four substances. A scoping review methodology was used to identify the extent of existing
research on sex, gender and the four substances, and existing gaps [26]. Scoping reviews are exploratory,
and unlike systematic reviews, have broad inclusion criteria and do not typically assess the quality of
individual studies [27]. The scoping review was based on two broad questions:

(1) How do sex and gender related factors impact:

(a) patterns of use;
(b) health effects of;
(c) and prevention/treatment/or harm reduction outcomes for opioid, alcohol, tobacco/nicotine

and cannabis use?

(2) What harm reduction, health-promotion/prevention and treatment interventions and programs
are available that include sex, gender and gender transformative elements and how effective are these
in addressing opioid, alcohol, tobacco/ nicotine and cannabis use?

We engaged in an iterative academic literature search to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies.
The searches were conducted in health-related academic databases with international coverage,
including: Medline, Embase, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and Cochrane Central Register
of Controlled Trials via Ovid; The Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL),
PsycINFO, Social Work Abstracts, Women’s Studies International, and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender (LGBT) Life via EbscoHost; and Social Science Citation Index via Clarivate Analytics.

An information specialist worked with the research team to design, implement and amend the
search strategy. The searches were complex, given the multiple substances and levels of intervention
of interest, and various components of the concepts sex and gender. The search strategy was amended
and refined based on team discussion and analysis of the search returns, articles missed by the
searches, and consultation with the information specialist. The initial search covered studies published
from January 2007 to August 2017, combining keywords for: sex and gender; substance use and
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substance-use disorders for each of the four substances (opioids, alcohol, cannabis, tobacco/nicotine);
and the three levels of intervention (harm reduction, health promotion and prevention, and treatment).

After reviewing the search returns and consulting with the information specialist, the research
team determined that the searches were missing key literature on the health effects of substance use
(research question 1b). Therefore, the search was amended in September 2017 to include terms for
health effects, and to apply additional sex and gender terms and substance-specific terms. During the
process of screening returns from the second search, the research team identified multiple substance-use
intervention studies relevant to the review that were not being captured by the first two searches.
The information specialist analyzed the keywords used in each of the missed articles, and in April 2018
performed a third literature search with additional sex/gender terms to locate relevant studies and
extend the search to cover January 2007 to April 2018. Details on the search terms used in each of these
three searches are provided in Appendix A.

The three database searches resulted in n = 20,121 unique articles; an additional n = 11 records
were identified through other sources. The n = 20,132 records were first screened by title, then by
abstract and finally the full text of remaining papers was retrieved and screened a final time for
inclusion. In accordance with the UK National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE)
manual Methods for the Development of NICE Public Health Guidance, abstract and full paper screening
was conducted independently by two reviewers, and inter-rater reliability was compared, recorded
and maintained [28]. A screening tool was used by the two reviewers to independently code the
inclusion/exclusion of each study screened and the reason for exclusion. The coding decisions of the
two reviewers were then compared; they participated in weekly meetings with a third researcher
for the duration of abstract and full paper screening to review disagreements over the inclusion or
exclusion of articles, and to resolve discrepancies by discussion and consensus.

In alignment with scoping review methods, inclusion criteria were amended post-hoc [26].
Based on increasing familiarity with the literature we used an iterative team approach to select relevant
studies. The team had weekly web meetings between March 2018 and April 2019 to discuss the
progress and to resolve any coding discrepancies. At the beginning of screening (February 2018)
and near the end (April 2019) the team met face to face for full day meetings to discuss the scope of
included literature and to further refine the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The final set of inclusion
criteria, including the PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparator, Outcomes) details for framing each
research question, are provided in Appendix B. Included studies were English language articles from
a selection of Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) member countries
(see Appendix B for this list). The population of interest included: women, girls, men, boys, trans
and gender diverse people of all ages and demographics. However, studies conducted primarily
with pregnant girls and women were excluded as the research team has conducted multiple evidence
reviews on substance use among this population. Studies were included that assessed: patterns of
use, beliefs and perceptions regarding substance use, and health effects; and intervention studies that
analyzed the impact of sex and gender or described or evaluated sex or gender informed interventions.
With regard to the four specific substances of interest: tobacco and nicotine included electronic nicotine
delivery systems (ENDS); alcohol use included all use and not just problematic use; opioid use included
illicit and prescription opioids; and cannabis included both therapeutic and recreational use.

Before acquiring papers for assessment, the n = 20,132 titles were initially scanned by one reviewer
who removed the clearly irrelevant studies. Title screening reduced the number of included papers to
n = 11,842. Initially, a random sample of 10% of these abstracts were independently scrutinized by two
reviewers in relation to the inclusion criteria. The two reviewers achieved agreement on 83.19% of
the sample of abstracts reviewed; the remaining abstracts were then divided and assessed by a single
reviewer. Full papers of the remaining included studies (n = 9615) were then retrieved and assessed
by two independent reviewers. Inter-rater reliability was monitored quarterly (each quarter of the
retrieved papers) throughout the full paper screening stage to ensure the reliability score (Cohen’s
kappa) remained above κ = 0.6. The final overall kappa was 0.73. After the full paper review, n = 5030
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papers were still included (n = 4835 were categorized into Research Question 1 (RQ1), and n = 195
were categorized into Research Question 2 (RQ2)). Figure 1 provides an overview of the literature
search returns, the number of papers included and excluded at each level of screening, and the final
number of included papers identified.
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Figure 1. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (Prisma) flow diagram.
From Moher D. et al. [29].

Included studies were categorized by one researcher, who coded details on: research question
(question one or two); the substance(s) addressed (cannabis, alcohol, opioids, tobacco/nicotine); primary
and secondary topic (prevalence/patterns of use; beliefs/perceptions; mechanisms/biological responses;
health effects or consequences; prevention intervention; brief intervention; treatment intervention;
harm reduction intervention); and whether the study was a quantitative or qualitative design or a
systematic review. Because the inclusion criteria were developed iteratively, and amended during
screening, a second researcher checked the coding to ensure alignment with the finalized set of inclusion
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criteria. Once the categories were checked by a second researcher, a final searchable database of
included studies was produced, with each included study categorized by substance and topic.

In total, n = 784 papers on cannabis were identified in the search. The majority of these papers
focused on prevalence and patterns of use (n = 445). Additional categories included: n = 57 studies on
interventions to address cannabis use (including prevention, harm reduction and treatment); n = 18
studies on beliefs and perceptions regarding cannabis use; n = 78 papers on biological mechanisms;
and n = 186 studies on the health effects of cannabis use.

Of these, we identified n = 15 studies on cannabis and gender roles, norms and relations.
We reviewed the reference lists of these included studies, identifying an additional n = 6 relevant
studies. In total, we included n = 21 studies. Some studies were included that were conducted with
one gender group if the authors explored gendered dimensions of cannabis use. While studies were
excluded from the original search if they were conducted in Mexico, we chose to include these studies
in this scoping review on gender and cannabis use because there were relatively few studies available
examining feminine norms and cannabis use.

3. Findings

Details on the n = 21 included studies are provided in Table 1, including information on: country,
study design, aims, the dimensions of gender included in the study, and key findings regarding
cannabis and gender. The 21 studies included were conducted in a range of countries including:
Canada, USA, Mexico, Ireland, Norway and the UK. The majority of studies were either qualitative or
cross-sectional. The majority of cross sectional studies examined conformity to gender norms (e.g.,
based on measures of gender typicality), and qualitative studies tended to explore gender roles and
relations in the context of cannabis use. A total of n = 8 studies included adolescents, n = 2 included a
longitudinal design and examined cannabis use from adolescence to adulthood; and n = 11 included
adults. See table for further details.

Findings from the studies on gender norms and cannabis use are summarized narratively in the
three sections: male typicality and cannabis use; conformity to feminine norms; and conformity to gender
norms, culture and acculturation. Findings from research on gender roles and relations are summarized
in five sections: reinstating and resisting dominant gender norms; cannabis and gender relations in social
networks; cannabis use in intimate relationships; stigma and discrimination; and stigma among mothers and
fathers who use cannabis.
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4. Gender Norms

4.1. Male Typicality and Cannabis Use

Several studies were identified measuring adherence to “male typicality” in the context of
substance use, including cannabis use. Based on the theory that some boys and young men may
use substances to support the development of a “male-typical or masculine” identity, Mahalik et al.
explored the relationship between gender, male typicality and social norms in regards to alcohol and
cannabis use, following a sample of youth from adolescence to adulthood [30]. The gender typicality
measure includes 16 items assessing attitudes and behaviours demonstrated to have moderate to strong
gender differences among adolescents (e.g., frequency of crying; frequency of being in serious fights)
based on data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). This measure
identified the gender of females and males with 81.7% accuracy. Mahalik et al. applied these measures
to predict the probability of each participant being male and analyzed the correlation with substance
use. They hypothesized that females and males, but particularly males, who report greater conformity
to male-typical behaviours and attitudes would demonstrate greater substance use during adolescence
and into adulthood. Confirming their hypothesis, they found males reported greater cannabis use
over time. Greater male typicality among both females and males was associated with substance use
including cannabis use; however, the effect was greater for males.

Wilkinson and colleagues applied the same Add Health gender diagnostic measures, in relation
to substance use from adolescence to young adulthood. However, in contrast to the study by Mahalik
et al., they used multiple waves of data collection to assess gender typicality, and they assessed
females and males on their adherence to female and male typicality. Similar to Mahalik et al., they also
found a stronger relationship between substance use and traditional masculine gender norms for boys.
Greater male typicality at wave one was associated with greater odds of high frequency cannabis and
cigarette use and increased risk of use of one or more substances at wave three (during emerging
adulthood). Among females, there was less change in high frequency use and polysubstance use over
time. However, they caution when interpreting these findings that there is individual variability in
how masculinity and femininity are understood and enacted.

4.2. Conformity to Feminine Norms

A systematic review examined the role of feminine norms on substance use among women.
The authors were interested in individual conformity to traditional feminine norms and the relationship
with substance use. The majority of studies used the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) which measures
feminine traits based on societal norms, or the Conformity to Feminine Norms Inventory (CFNI)
which assesses conformity to the following eight dominant feminine norms: nice in relationships,
thinness, modesty, domestic, care for children, romantic relationship, sexual fidelity, and invest in
appearance [19]. Their review found that 74% of studies identified a relationship between feminine
norms and substance use. However, while they included search terms for cannabis/marijuana, of the
n = 23 studies included in their review, only n = 2 studies included cannabis use in relation to feminine
norms. All authored by Kulis et al., these studies are described in the following section.

4.3. Conformity to Gender Norms, Culture and Acculturation

Kulis and colleagues conducted several studies with Mexican and Mexican-American adolescents
examining the impact of gender norms on cannabis use. They developed four gender constructs based
on “marianismo” and “machismo”—conceptualizations of femininity and masculinity in Mexico that
they argue include both positive and negative dimensions. Accordingly, the authors developed the
following four constructs: assertive masculinity (self -confidence, personal valor and assertiveness);
affective femininity (empathy, emotional expression, nurturing); negative masculinity or aggressive
masculinity (a tendency to control and seek domination in relationships); and negative femininity or
submissive femininity (dependence and submissiveness). They used 19 items to measure these four
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dimensions of gender identity, asking students to indicate how often they thought they exhibited
gender typical traits and behaviours.

In their 2008 study, Kulis et al. surveyed adolescents in Mexico, and found that affective femininity
tended to be associated with lower risks including less recent use of cannabis, while submissive
femininity was not related to substance use [31]. Aggressive masculinity was associated with greater
substance use including cannabis use, while assertive masculinity was only associated with perceptions
of substance use among friends and receiving substance use offers. However, as the study was
cross-sectional it is not possible to determine the direction of these relationships. The authors suggest
that for youth identifying with aggressive masculinity, substance use may be a tool for demonstrating
“toughness.” In contrast, they suggest that affective femininity may be associated with lower risk of
substance use because using substances may be incompatible with aspects of this construct, such as
gentleness and showing attention to others. Furthermore, they suggest that the lack of relationship of
assertive masculinity and submissive femininity with substance use may reflect cultural differences
between the USA and Mexico. While the USA has a more individualistic culture, in which substance
use may relate to measures of assertiveness, Mexico tends to be a more collectivistic society. Similarly,
they explain that submissive femininity is more strongly valued and prescribed in Mexico than the
USA, and therefore boys and girls who conform to submissive femininity may not experience the same
pressures to use some substances (as has been observed in studies conducted in the USA).

Two additional studies led by Kulis et al. used the same measures but with samples of
Mexican-American adolescents. In one study, submissive femininity was significantly associated
with alcohol use, but no significant association was found for cannabis use [32]. In a second study,
they reported the following correlations regarding gender and cannabis use: assertive masculinity
(assertive, self-confident, problem-solving) was associated with higher cannabis amount and frequency
in girls; while assertive femininity was associated with lower levels of cannabis use in boys. Furthermore,
acculturation was largely unrelated to substance use, except for cannabis use in girls [33]; highly
acculturated girls who reported high aggressive masculinity (aggressive, controlling) reported the
highest cannabis use. They suggest that as adolescent girls became acculturated, they may adopt
certain dominant masculine norms that confer greater risk for substance use. According to the authors,
marianismo (a Mexican conceptualization of traditional femininity) may be protective by limiting
social interactions outside controlled family settings, but this protective effect may decrease with
acculturation. Another explanation they offer is that as girls become more acculturated, they may be
more vulnerable to using cannabis to cope with stress.

5. Gender Roles, Norms and Relations

5.1. Reinstating and Resisting Dominant Gender Norms

Several qualitative studies have explored gender roles, norms and gender relations in the context
of cannabis. The performative aspect of gender expresses itself in norms of use, and through the
adoption of gendered roles in relation to substance use. There is evidence that adolescents and adults
“do gender” through cannabis use, and dominant femininities and masculinities can be both reinstated
or resisted through cannabis use [34]. For example, in a Canadian qualitative study, adolescents were
hesitant to discuss their cannabis-use behaviours as shaped by gender even though the narratives
of adolescents revealed gendered social dynamics in cannabis-use settings and patterns of use [35].
For example, habitual use by girls was described as inappropriate, and girls who did smoke cannabis
were often perceived as acting too “silly” and “giggly” when high, while boys who used cannabis
regularly were seen as cool and relaxed. Similarly, in the qualitative study by Dahl et al., female
cannabis users “did gender” in multiple ways. Predominantly, they “did traditional femininity” by not
buying cannabis, remaining in control when using, smoking less and admitting when they felt anxious
or too high [34]. However, some participants “did masculinity” by supplying cannabis, rolling joints,
being able to consume large amounts, and enjoying being high. In contrast, men were more engaged
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with dealers and cultivators, often used cannabis with other men, were more likely to maximize their
intoxication (e.g., by method or quantity of use) and were more open with their use.

Cannabis may also be used in ways contrary to dominant gender norms as a “way to revise or
undermine gender norms” [35] (p. 2035). In the study with Canadian adolescents, boys suggested
cannabis use may be associated with more androgynous values, and may represent an alternative
and gentler way of “doing masculinity,” in comparison to other substance use [35]. For example,
some boys described their preference for using cannabis over alcohol because it is a “happy drug”
and allowed them to talk honestly and be open with their emotions; in contrast, boys explained that
alcohol use among groups of boys often resulted in aggressive behavior and fights. Similarly, in a study
conducted in Norway, Dahl and colleagues suggest that the “masculinity embedding cannabis use”
combined two ideologies. One is a form of traditional masculinity, which tends to foster substance
use, violence and sexism, and the other is a form of masculinity that “combines an ideology of gender
equality with relaxation, play, fun and not taking things too seriously” [34] (p. 708). For example,
men were accepting and often applauding of women who engaged in cannabis-use patterns perceived
as masculine (e.g., using frequently, enjoying the high), yet they also described these behaviours as
“manly” or unfeminine.

These studies from Canada [35] and Norway [34] both reveal how female cannabis users can resist
dominant feminine ideals, positioning themselves as “one of the boys” by engaging in cannabis-use
activities traditionally identified as more masculine. Similarly, a qualitative study by Arnull and Ryder
described alcohol and cannabis use among a sample of justice-involved girls in the UK and USA as a
way of “doing gender control” by resisting “hegemonic norms [framing] . . . [alcohol or drug] use as
unusual, unfeminine or non-agentic” [36] (p. 1365). By sharing the girls’ narratives, they argue that
substance use among girls is both a “pleasurable and boundaried” activity for girls. The authors stress
the role of girls as agents in making decisions regarding their alcohol and cannabis use, rather than
framing girls’ substance use as deviant, “unfeminine” or caused by trauma.

5.2. Cannabis and Gender Relations in Social Networks

Qualitative research reveals gendered social dynamics in accessing cannabis. Hathaway et al.
conducted interviews with social sciences students attending universities in Ontario and Alberta
regarding their substance use [37]. Young women who used cannabis discussed the benefits of gaining
access to cannabis via their male friends. As one young woman said:

“I have never really bought it. I always sort of smoke other people’s weed. Like I have this friend of
mine. He is a really nice guy, and I usually smoke with him and his friends. They never let me pay,
because they say I don’t smoke much . . . but I really think it’s because I am a girl and they are trying
to be nice (laughs) (Female, 18).” [37] (p. 1675).

The authors suggest that buying and maintaining a supply of cannabis is typically a male activity,
but that some women may access cannabis for free through their relationships with men. Similarly,
a qualitative study with Canadian adolescents found that among some participants, girls were perceived
(by both girls and boys) as more easily accessing cannabis [35]. While men are usually the dealers
or suppliers, girls were described as flirting and using their beauty or “sexuality as a tool” to access
cannabis for free. As one male participant explained:

“Because a lot of the dealers are men and women have a lot of power of persuasion over men, especially
if they are beautiful women. It’s easy for them to get what they want out of men, so there’s a bit of
manipulation that goes on there” (p. 2034).

There are also gendered social dynamics regarding cannabis use among male friend groups.
A qualitative study explored men’s greater prevalence of illicit psychoactive substance use in Ireland
in relation to masculinities [38]. Darcy argues that men use illicit substances to navigate masculinities
in “paradoxical ways.” They found that some of the men’s substance-using behaviours aligned with
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hegemonic masculine ideals–including notions of “toughness,” competition and endurance of physical
and emotional strain. For example, they described “competitive drug taking” scenarios in which
experienced cannabis users would consume cannabis using a combination of methods (e.g., bucket
bongs, gravity bongs), with the purpose of “seeing, how high, how far, how fast. Last man standing, whatever
it might be” [38] (p. 11).

Certain ways of consuming cannabis, including the methods used, the intensity, and the
combination with other substances may provide opportunities for men to demonstrate their masculinity
by showing the control they have over their bodies. The authors argue this is a form of gender
performance. However, other ways of performing masculinity, or resisting dominant masculine norms,
emerged. For example, men described how using cannabis facilitated closeness and allowed men to
express their emotions; in particular, among heterosexual men, cannabis allowed opportunities for
men to “contravene conventional gender expectations” regarding expressing emotions and openness
between male friends [38].

In a second paper based on qualitative data collected with the same sample of men, the offering
and sharing of cannabis with other men was perceived as a sign of friendship [39]. While using
cannabis together was described as a “social leveler,” possessing and providing cannabis to other men
was identified as facilitating an elevated social position and changing the social dynamic. In addition
to providing a space where men could perform traditional masculinity via cannabis use (achieving
dominance by obtaining and supplying substances including cannabis), cannabis use provided
opportunities for bonding with male friends and being more emotionally expressive. Similarly, in an
ethnographic study with low income, criminally involved young men living in Ireland, buying,
maintaining and consuming cannabis strengthened social bonds with other men, with them consuming
cannabis together in “a regularity that approached ritual” [40] (p. 8).

One study explored substance use, including cannabis use, in the context of girls’ friendships.
Arnull and Ryder argue that public health approaches have focused narrowly on the risks of substance
use, avoiding both the pleasurable functions of substance use, and the efforts of people who use
substances to manage and minimize risks. By sharing the voices of a group of justice-involved
girls, they describe how girls negotiate risks and use substances for social bonding and pleasure.
Girls reported having fun with friends while using substances and experiencing pleasure from
intoxication. They also described how they relied on their friend group to prevent or reduce physical
and sexual risks of alcohol and cannabis use. For example, girls discussed remaining with their
girlfriends when they went out partying, ensuring their friends arrived home safe or staying in each
other’s homes if they were too intoxicated.

5.3. Cannabis Use in Intimate Relationships

There is evidence from qualitative research on cannabis use and gender relations in intimate
heterosexual relationships. In a Norwegian study conducted with people who had reduced or quit
using cannabis, some participants discussed changing their cannabis-use patterns to please a partner.
This theme was central in interviews with young men, but only one woman discussed stopping her
daily cannabis use when she began a new relationship with a man who did not use cannabis [41].
Some men described engaging in arguments and conflicts with their partners regarding reducing or
quitting cannabis use, while others described their change in use as unproblematic. For example,
one man in the study described quitting cannabis when he moved in with his non cannabis-using
partner, explaining: “it would be sort of excluding if I was to be on a different mental level” (p. 180).
Men negotiated the frequency, occasion and context of their cannabis use to please their partners, and
several described this shift as a natural progression from youth to adulthood. However, the authors
caution that the findings from this study may have limited generalizability as participants were
relatively socially advantaged with 19 of the 25 men having a higher education. These findings may
not be translatable to cannabis users who are experiencing social disadvantage.
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In one qualitative study examining substance use and sexual experiences among young adults,
alcohol was commonly used by young men for pursuing potential sexual partners, and young
women reported being more accepting of sexual offers from men when using alcohol [42].
In contrast, when using cannabis, young women reported being more selective regarding sexual
partners. Both young women and men reported feeling more in control on cannabis than alcohol,
but also quieter and less social. Women and men who used cannabis prior to a sexual experience
reported greater post-sexual satisfaction compared to those who used alcohol before sex, while
participants who drank alcohol reported greater regret following sex. Some participants reported that
the illegal nature of cannabis occasionally meant more private use that sometimes facilitated sexual
encounters [42].

Similarly, in a qualitative study with cannabis users and retailers in Florida, some men discussed
the role of cannabis for facilitating private moments with women they were attracted to [43]:

‘Kara is the one that I’m quite fond of, she smokes in my bathroom at all the parties . . . So being able
to steal Kara was very easy to do with just [saying to her] “Hey why don’t you come and have a
conversation with me in my bathroom?” (Matthew, age 30) (p. 761).

While these gender relations have been observed in the context of illegal cannabis markets,
the hidden nature of use and opportunities for privacy may diminish as cannabis use becomes legal,
openly consumed, and socially normalized [42]. Nonetheless, it seems clear that the role of cannabis in
intimate heterosexual relationships may be somewhat different than that of alcohol.

5.4. Stigma and Discrimination

There is a lack of research examining the impact of gender roles and relations on cannabis use
among people with a range of sexual orientations or diverse gender identities. Yet, several studies
suggest cannabis may be used to cope with experiences of stigma and discrimination related to not
conforming to predominant gender norms and roles. In a qualitative study on the impact of anxiety
on cannabis use among bisexual women in Canada [44], some women described experiencing a lack
of belonging, and how this contributed to using cannabis to manage anxiety. The authors suggest
that cannabis may be used as a way to cope with not conforming to gender roles, or the stress related
to experiencing multiple forms of oppression and discrimination related to being a bisexual woman,
including sexism and biphobia. For women who experience these social disadvantages, cannabis
may be used as a way to facilitate social belonging. This is also elucidated in their findings from an
earlier study in which cannabis use was correlated with higher levels of social support among bisexual
women, and described during focus groups as a tool for social connection [45].

Gender identity has also been examined in a study examining the relationship between gender
minority stress and substance use among transgender women and men in the USA where the authors
found that transgender men reported higher rates of cannabis use compared to transgender women.
The authors note that this is similar to findings among general populations of women and men who
do not identify as transgender, suggesting that gender socialization may also influence cannabis use
among transgender people. Gender dysphoria, defined as the conflict between one’s sex assigned at
birth and gender identity, was associated with cannabis use among both transgender women and men.
Additionally, among transgender women gender minority stress was associated with cannabis use [46].
The authors conclude that transgender individuals may use cannabis to “validate and affirm their
gender identities” and identify the need for more research to explore the differences in cannabis use
among transgender men and women.

5.5. Stigma among Mothers and Fathers Who Use Cannabis

Substance use tends to be perceived as more socially acceptable for men than women. In particular,
gender norms that position women as mothers and caretakers are defined in opposition to substance
use. Women who are mothers have identified stigma associated with cannabis use [34]. Women often
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report stopping cannabis use when they transition to motherhood because of this stigma, and those
who do not report experiencing social disapproval [47]. Dahl argues that women experience more
social controls at an earlier age compared to men [41]. In a qualitative analysis of cannabis use and
stigma among a sample of cannabis users in Canada, Hathaway and colleagues discuss how stopping
substance use during pregnancy was expected among women [47]. Women who smoked cannabis
during pregnancy reported experiencing social disapproval [47]; as one woman remarked:

“When I was pregnant, I had morning sickness all day, every day for nine months, but I smoked only
a few times. There was a strong social stigma against me. People told me not to smoke. (Paralegal,
41)” (p. 462).

Women who were parents of adolescents described being afraid of child welfare involvement
and feeling hypocritical if they were using and hiding their cannabis use from their children. In order
to manage this, women limited where and when they used cannabis to avoid having their children
and others knowing about it. The authors describe the women as internalizing stigma regarding their
cannabis use and engaging in practices of “moral regulation” to maintain their mothering role, as well
as others’ perception of them as a “good mother.”

Similarly, in a qualitative study with parents of children who had used cannabis, participants
revealed normative gender roles and the expectations that women experience [48]. Mothers described
feeling like failures if they had experienced challenges regarding their child’s substance use, and often
encountered a lack of social support due to the judgement and stigma. While this appeared to be more
salient for women, one father also expressed feeling judgement and stigma regarding asking for help
with parenting challenges related to substance use. Furthermore, the authors argue that focusing on
the parent-child unit as the site for preventing and responding to substance use is problematic because
it individualizes substance use and decontextualizes it from the influence of social factors.

One study found that men also perceived cannabis use as incompatible to their role as fathers.
In a qualitative study conducted with people who had reduced or quit using cannabis in Norway,
participants who were parents or who were expecting a child discussed cannabis use as being
incompatible with parenting, particularly due to fear over the consequences of using an illicit
substance [41]. One father said it would be “out of the question” to keep cannabis in the home,
and multiple men spoke of the dangers of buying and using cannabis in the context of fatherhood.
As one man explained:

“Smoking hash isn’t that dangerous, but being caught and stigmatized as a criminal—a criminal
parent of young children; is that what I am? That is quite a poor starting point for being a family man,
as you’re supposed to be” (p. 178).

Men who were expectant fathers also discussed reducing or stopping to support the transition in
their role to fatherhood. Some men qualified that they do not perceive cannabis use during parenting
as necessarily harmful, but with the new responsibility of caring for and protecting their child, they felt
uncomfortable with the idea of using cannabis while parenting. However, some men did convey a
sense of loss with the shift in identity from cannabis user to a non-using father.

6. Discussion

Based on limited, but emerging evidence, it is clear that gender norms, roles and relations impact
patterns of cannabis use in a range of ways. Several correlational studies examined the relationship
between adherence to gender norms and cannabis use, reporting an association between measures
of masculinity (specifically, male typicality) and cannabis use [20,30]. Most research on adherence
to dominant masculine norms or male typicality and health behaviours has reported a negative
effect on measures of health, including higher rates of substance use and dependence [22]. However,
the relationship between gender norms and behaviours, including those surrounding substance use,
is complex. Some masculine norms may actually be associated with health promoting behaviours.
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For example, the “winning” and “competition” subscales of the CMNI have been associated with
protection from substance use and misuse, and may have application in promoting health among
men [49].

Studies examining the relationship of adherence to feminine norms with cannabis use are lacking.
However, similar to the research on masculine norms and substance use, there is evidence that some
feminine norms may be protective of substance use while others may increase risk. For example,
women who conformed to traditional feminine norms identified in the CFNI, including “sexual fidelity”
and “modesty,” have reported lower likelihood to engage in binge drinking. However, the feminine
norm “relational” was associated with increased binge drinking [50]. Adherence to some ‘masculine
norms’ by young women is also associated with substance use [20]. For example, a study with college
women in the US found that female adherence to certain masculine norms (as identified in the CMNI),
including ‘risk-taking” and “emotional control,” was associated with binge drinking [50]. Further
research is needed to examine the relationship of specific traditional feminine or masculine norms with
cannabis use and how they operate across genders.

Studies measuring adherence to gender norms have been critiqued for underestimating the
complexity of the relationship of gender norms with various social factors including race, ethnicity,
religious identity, and sexual orientation [22]. For example, cross-sectional study designs assessing
measures of male typicality or adherence to masculine or feminine norms at specific time-points
may erroneously imply that gender norms are fixed [19]. For example, the CMNI and CFNI do not
recognize or integrate historical or developmental changes in gender norms or the influence of culture
and social and political contexts [20]. Additionally, Wilkinson et al. argue that gender ideologies
and the expression of gender norms changes with age, especially during transitional periods from
adolescence to adulthood that involve changing relationships, roles, employment, social settings and
responsibilities [20]. Recently, there has been much greater understanding of gender as fluid and
socially constructed.

Indeed, gender is both socially constructed and individually enacted, and traditional masculinities
and femininities can be both reinstated and reimagined through cannabis use. In addition to discussing
how adherence to traditional gender norms influences substance use, findings from several qualitative
studies show how substances may be used to challenge or disrupt societal gender norms. As described
by Robertson and colleagues, masculinities are complex, dynamic, and can be expressed in diverse
ways [51].

Research on alcohol use and tobacco use among girls and young women has also explored
how substances may be used to transcend and contest certain femininities. For example, a study
conducted in Spain describes how female adolescents use alcohol in public spaces as a way of
challenging social expectations regarding femininity that have typically restricted their use of public
space and substances [52]. Similarly, qualitative research reveals that young women can frame their
alcohol [53] and tobacco use [54] as a form of rebellion against traditional gender roles. These complex
and sometimes contradictory ascribed meanings of tobacco use can persist into adulthood among
women [55,56]. As social norms and gender ideologies continue to evolve [15], further research is
needed to examine how gender norms are perceived, expressed and contested, how these meanings
persist or change through the life cycle, how they may differ across cultures, and how this influences
cannabis-use patterns.

While cannabis use is becoming more socially acceptable, findings from the review suggest that
stigma remains high among pregnant women and mothers who use cannabis. This is also true for
other forms of substance use. Among women, substance use is considered in conflict with traditional
feminine norms and gender roles. Women who use substances during pregnancy and parenting
are often perceived as selfish and uncaring, and in opposition to the traditional role of the “good
mother” [57]. Applying a feminist embodiment approach to substance use, Ettorre discusses how
substance use among women tends to focus narrowly on the health effects for the fetus, with women’s
bodies reduced to “fetal containers” [58]. Women who use substances are perceived as “unfit to
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reproduce”, and pregnant women who use substances are perceived as “lethal fetal containers” [58].
She stresses the importance of addressing stigma and discrimination and maintaining the basic human
right of reproductive choices regardless of substance use. Indeed, it is important to see women’s health
and substance use as in itself worthy of harm reduction-oriented support, whether during pregnancy
or motherhood, or in general. Service approaches that consider three clients as important: the mother,
the child, and the mother-child unit are increasingly being advocated [59].

The Norwegian study conducted with women and men who had recently reduced or stopped
smoking cannabis found that men described fatherhood as incompatible with cannabis use, although
this was discussed largely in the context of fear of legal consequences (in Norway, where cannabis
is an illegal substance) rather than social disapproval [41]. Men also described reducing or quitting
using cannabis if their partner disapproved of their use, although some men did cite arguments and
conflicts. Similarly, researchers in Canada have explored the experiences of fathers who smoke [60]
and developed and evaluated gender-sensitive resources for men [61]. In a qualitative study on men’s
experiences of quitting during the transition to fathering, they found that men often experienced
disapproval from their partners and sought to maintain their autonomy while experiencing pressures
to stop smoking [49]. Further research is needed to identify opportunities for addressing gender norms
in cannabis use in harm reduction and health promotion efforts.

There is a general lack of research on gender norms, roles, relations and cannabis use among
non-heterosexual people and people with diverse gender identities. Yet trans and gender-diverse youth
report high rates of substance use, mental health issues and violence and trauma, and transgender
women and non-binary assigned male at birth youth tend to report greater substance use [62]. Similarly,
among young adults, high rates of tobacco use have been reported among both sexual minority females
and gender minorities [63]. Further research is needed to understand how substance use among trans
and gender diverse people, and cannabis use in particular, is shaped by gender norms, roles and
relations. In addition, qualitative research on the experiences related to gender and cannabis use
among people of diverse sexual orientations is needed to explore the complex relationships between
sexual minority status, heterosexuality and gender roles and norms. Existing evidence highlights the
need for integrating social supports in responses to prevent and address cannabis use among both
groups: people of non-heterosexual orientations and diverse gender identities.

More research is also required to explore how gender intersects with other social determinants of
health to influence cannabis use. In our review, we found several studies exploring the relationship
between gender and culture or acculturation and substance use [31]. Some qualitative studies included
sub-groups of males or females experiencing social disadvantage, including: low income men [40], and
justice involved girls [36]; however, these studies did not analyze the intersection of gender and social
disadvantage in relation to cannabis use. Yet evidence from the wider substance use field suggests
that other social dimensions of health influence how we act, respond to, or “do gender.” For example,
in an intersectional analysis of women’s smoking, the authors contend that the ability to challenge
traditional social constructions of femininity is typically a privilege reserved for women belonging to
higher social class [54]. More nuanced research is required to explore how other social determinants of
health intersect with gender to shape cannabis-use experiences.

In summary, addressing gender norms, roles and relations in health-promotion messaging
regarding cannabis use is critically important. Evidence from the review suggests that these dimensions
of gender can have an effect on harms, risk and exposure. As more evidence emerges on gender
and cannabis use, it is critical to avoid approaches to either prevention or health promotion that are
gender exploitive and reinforce negative gender stereotypes. For example, an analysis of substance
use education in Australia describes how school-based substance-use education reproduces harmful
feminine and masculine norms by framing young women’s substance use as more problematic
than men’s and blaming women for the physical and sexual victimization they are at risk of while
intoxicated [64].
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But advancing beyond approaches that merely avoid harmful gender stereotypes,
health-promotion responses are needed that actively integrate gender transformative principles.
Rather than just reflecting gender-based factors and concerns in messaging, gender transformative
health promotion is aimed at improving gender equity at the same time as improving health [65].
Evidence from this review suggests there may be substantial opportunities for both gender-responsive
and gender-transformative responses to cannabis use. For example, messaging might address shared
responsibility for abstinence from cannabis use during pregnancy and parenting, and resources and
supports could be developed for men to reduce or quit cannabis use during pregnancy and parenting,
emphasizing the role of men as providers and protectors, similar to smoking cessation resources that
have been developed for men [61]. In addition, messaging could address gendered risky patterns
of use, including: cannabis and alcohol use, competitive use among men, and driving and riding
as a passenger after cannabis use. Finally, there is a need for stigma reduction among pregnant
women and mothers and fathers who use cannabis. One way stigma can be reduced is by providing
accurate information regarding the health effects of cannabis use during pregnancy and parenting,
while avoiding language that is judgmental and shaming.

7. Conclusions

While research on gender and cannabis is in its infancy, the available literature indicates that,
similar to other substance use, gender norms, roles and relations have the potential to strongly influence
patterns of cannabis use. How gender is expressed through cannabis use is complex, culturally specific,
multi-faceted, and ever-evolving. As gender norms, roles and relations are constantly in flux, ongoing
research is needed to explore the relationship between gender and cannabis use that is situated in
the social, cultural and political context. Further research is also needed to understand how people
belonging to diverse gender identities perceive and express gender through cannabis use; and that
investigates how gender intersects with other social determinants of health including: sexual orientation,
class, race and ethnicity. Harm-reduction, health-promotion and prevention messaging approaches are
needed that address substance use and gender norms, as well as structural and institutional factors
that specifically support harmful gender norms and behaviours. Specifically, gender transformative
principles can be integrated in prevention, harm-reduction and health-promotion messaging to advance
gender and health equity simultaneously, and erode the impact of negative gender stereotypes and
stigmas. All of these gender-related issues need to be visited as cannabis use becomes more regulated,
decriminalized or legalized in various jurisdictions around the world.
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Appendix A. Database Search Strategies

Search (1) August 2017

1 “gender transformative”. ti,ab.
2 (“gender informed” or “gender integrated” or “gender responsive”). ti,ab.
3 (“sex informed” or “sex integrated” or “sex responsive”). ti,ab.
4 (“gender equalit *” or “gender equit *” or “gender inequality *” or “gender inequit *”). ti,ab.
5 (“sex equalit *” or “sex equit *” or “sex inequality *” or “sex inequit *”). ti,ab.
6 (“gender related” or “gender difference *” or “gender disparit *”). ti,ab.
7 (“sex related” or “sex difference*” or “sex disparit*”).ti,ab.
8 “gender comparison *”. ti,ab.
9 “sex comparison *”. ti,ab.

10 “compar* gender *”. ti,ab.
11 “compar * sex *”. ti,ab.
12 “gender based”.ti,ab.
13 “sex based”.ti,ab.
14 (“gender divers *” or “gender minorit *”). ti,ab.
15 “gender analys *”. ti,ab.
16 “sex analys *”. ti,ab.

17
(transgender * or “trans gender *” or LGBQT or LGBTQ or LGBT or LGB or lesbian * or gay or bisexual *

or queer *). ti,ab.
18 (“transsexual *” or “trans sexual *”).ti,ab.
19 17 or 18

20
(transgender * or “trans gender *” or LGBQT or LGBTQ or LGBT or LGB or lesbian * or gay or bisexual *

or queer * or “transsexual *” or “trans sexual *”). ti,ab.
21 (“non binary *” or nonbinar *). ti,ab.
22 Homosex *. ti,ab.

23
(“woman focused” or “woman focussed” or “girl focused” or “girl focussed” or “woman centred” or “girl
centred” or “woman centered” or “girl centered” or “female focused” or “female focussed” or “female

centred” or “female centered”). ti,ab.

24
(“man focused” or “man focussed” or “boy focused” or “boy focussed” or “man centred” or “boy centred”
or “man centered” or “boy centered” or “male focused” or “male focussed” or “male centred” or “male

centered”). ti,ab.
25 Transgender Persons/
26 Sexual Minorities/
27 Transsexualism/
28 Bisexuality/
29 exp Homosexuality/
30 Gender Identity/
31 (bigender * or “bi gender *”). ti,ab.
32 (“gender identit *” or “gender incongru *”). ti,ab.
33 “differently gendered”. ti,ab.
34 or/1–33 [GENDER]
35 exp Opioid-Related Disorders/
36 exp Analgesics, Opioid/
37 (opioid * or opiate *). ti,ab.

38
(fentanyl or phentanyl or Fentanest or Sublimaze or Duragesic or Durogesic or Fentora or “R 4263” or

R4263). ti,ab.
39 (oxycontin or oxycodone or oxycodan or percocet or percodan). ti,ab.
40 (heroin or morphine). ti,ab.
41 or/36–40 [OPIOIDS]
42 Prescription Drug Misuse/ or Prescription Drug Overuse/

43
((“prescription drug” or “prescription drugs” or “prescribed drug” or “prescribed drugs”) and (dependen

* or misuse * or mis-use * or abuse * or overuse * or over-use * or addict *)). ti,ab.
44 exp Substance-Related Disorders/
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45
(“substance disorder *” or “substance related disorder *” or “substance use disorder *” or “drug use

disorder *” or “drug related disorder *”). ti,ab.
46 (“over prescription” or “over prescribed”). ti,ab.
47 Drug Overdose/ or (overdose* or over-dose *).ti,ab.
48 or/42–47
49 35 or (41 and 48)
50 exp Alcohol-Related Disorders/
51 exp Alcohol Drinking/

52
(binge drink * or underage drink * or under-age drink * or problem drink * or heavy drink * or harmful

drink * or alcoholi* or inebriat * or intoxicat *). ti,ab.

53
(“alcohol dependen *” or “alcohol misuse *” or “alcohol mis-use *” or “alcohol abuse *” or “alcohol

overuse *” or “alcohol over-use *” or “alcohol addict *”). ti,ab.
54 alcohol. ti,ab. and (44 or 45)
55 Alcohol Abstinence/
56 or/50–55
57 “Tobacco Use Disorder”/
58 Tobacco/
59 Nicotine/
60 exp Tobacco Products/
61 exp “Tobacco Use”/

62
((cigar * or e-cigar * or tobacco or nicotine or smoking or vaping) and (dependenc * or misuse * or mis-use

* or abuse * or overuse * or over-use * or addiction *)). ti,ab.
63 (58 or 59 or 60 or 61) and (44 or 45)
64 exp “Tobacco Use Cessation”/
65 exp “Tobacco Use Cessation Products”/
66 ((tobacco or smoking) and cessation). ti,ab.
67 or/57,62–66
68 Marijuana Abuse/
69 Cannabis/
70 Marijuana Smoking/
71 exp Cannabinoids/

72
(marijuana or marihuana or hashish or ganja or bhang or hemp or cannabis or cannabinoid * or

cannabidiol or tetrahydrocannabinol). ti,ab.
73 (69 or 70 or 71 or 72) and (43 or 44 or 45)
74 or/68,73
75 or/49,56,67,74
76 Harm Reduction/

77
(“harm reduction” or “reducing harm” or “reducing harmful” or “harm minimization” or “minimizing

harm” or “minimizing harmful” or “harm minimisation” or “minimising harm” or “minimising
harmful”). ti,ab.

78 exp Risk Reduction Behavior/

79
(“risk reduction” or “reducing risk” or “reducing risks” or “risk minimization” or “minimizing risk” or

“minimizing risks” or “risk minimisation” or “minimising risk” or “minimising risks”). ti,ab.
80 or/76–79
81 exp Health Promotion/

82
(“health promotion” or “promoting health” or “promoting healthy” or “promoting wellness” or “patient

education” or “consumer education” or “client education” or outreach or “wellness program” or
“wellness programs” or “wellness programme” or “wellness programmes”). ti,ab.

83 81 or 82
84 Preventive Health Services/
85 Consumer Health Information/ or Health Literacy/
86 Secondary Prevention/
87 (prevention or “preventive health” or “preventive healthcare”). ti,ab.
88 or/84-87
89 (prevention or preventive). ti,ab.
90 88 or 89
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91 Rehabilitation/

92
(abstain * or abstinence or detox * or rehab * or sobriety or sober or temperance or intervention * or

cessation or recovery). ti,ab.
93 Methadone/tu [Therapeutic Use]
94 “methadone maintenance”. ti,ab.
95 Opiate Substitution Treatment/

96
(“opiate substitution” or “opioid substitution” or “withdrawal management” or “managing withdrawal”).

ti,ab.
97 (treatment* or treating or therapy or therapies). ti,ab.
98 Intervention *. ti,ab.
99 or/91–98
100 or/80,83,88,99
101 or/80,83,90,99
102 34 and 75 and 101

103
limit 102 to (english language and yr = “2007–2017”) [Limit not valid in Cochrane Database of Systematic

Reviews (CDSR); records were retained]

104

(Animals/ or Animal Experimentation/ or “Models, Animal”/ or (animal * or nonhuman * or non human *
or rat or rats or mouse or mice or rabbit or rabbit or pig or pigs or porcine or dog or dogs or hamster or
hamsters or fish or chicken or chickens or sheep or cat or cats or raccoon or raccoons or rodent * or horse

or horses or racehorse or racehorses or beagle *). ti,ab.) not (Humans/ or (human * or participant * or
patient or patients or child * or seniors or adult or adults). ti,ab.)

105 103 not 104
106 (editorial or comment or letter or newspaper article). pt.
107 105 not 106
108 (conference or conference abstract or conference paper or “conference review” or congresses). pt.

109

107 not 108EBM Reviews- Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews < 2005 to 2 August 2017 >Embase <
1980 to 3 August 2017 >Ovid MEDLINE(R) Epub Ahead of Print, In-Process and Other Non-Indexed

Citations, Ovid MEDLINE(R) Daily and Ovid MEDLINE(R) < 1946 to Present >EBM Reviews- Cochrane
Central Register of Controlled Trials < July 2017 >

110

remove duplicates from 109EBM Reviews- Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews < 2005 to 2 August
2017 >Embase < 1980 to 3 August 2017 >Ovid MEDLINE(R) Epub Ahead of Print, In-Process and Other

Non-Indexed Citations, Ovid MEDLINE(R) Daily and Ovid MEDLINE(R) < 1946 to Present>EBM
Reviews- Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials < July 2017 >

111 110 use ppez [MEDLINE]
112 110 use emezd [EMBASE]
113 110 not (111 or 112) [selected 2 only as 13 were conference abstracts]

Search 2: September 2017

After reviewing the returns from the original search in August 2017, we amended the search in
September 2017 to identify studies on the health effects of substance use (for cannabis, alcohol, opioids,
tobacco/nicotine). In addition, we added sex/gender terms and substance-specific terms. The search
was amended as follows:

1. Health effects terms were added to the search terms.

(“health effect” or “heath effects” or “effect on health” or “effects on health” or “affect * health”
or “affect * the health” or “heath impact *” or “impact * on health” or “impact * health”). ti,ab.
[HEALTH EFFECTS]

These terms were searched in combination with the gender terms and substance terms as follows:
Concept 1—Gender/sex
AND
Concept 2—Substances (opioids, alcohol, tobacco, cannabis)
AND
Concept 3—health effects
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1. “gender determinant*” or “gender specific” were added to the gender/sex terms (see lines 1–33 in
original search strategy)

2. “alcohol use” or “use of alcohol” and “risky drink” were added to the alcohol terms

Search 3: April 2018

After identifying multiple papers relevant to our review that were not being captured by the
original searches, we conducted a third search in April 2018. Based on analysis of the keywords in the
articles that were missed, we amended the search as follows:

1. The following terms were added to the gender/sex terms:

(woman or man or women or men or girl or boy or girls or boys or trans or transgender or
transgendered or female or male or sex or gender). ti. [GENDER IN TI]

A search was then conducted of the article titles only, combining the following concepts:

Search strategy:

Concept 1—Gender/sex terms

AND

Concept 2—Substances (opioids, alcohol, tobacco, cannabis) terms

AND

Concept 3—Harm reduction, health promotion, prevention, treatment, health effects terms
2. “heat not burn” was added to the tobacco terms.
3. The search included studies published up until April 2018

Appendix B. Final Inclusion Criteria

Study Design:

- randomised-controlled trials (RCTs) (not already covered in an included systematic review)
- case-control studies
- interrupted time series
- cohort studies
- cross sectional studies
- observational studies
- systematic reviews
- qualitative studies
- grey literature sources
- case series

Note:

- Narrative reviews will not be included but saved as context.
- Case studies will be excluded.

The following types of literature will be included in the grey literature review:

- book chapters
- reports
- practice guidelines
- health policy documents
- unpublished research, theses
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Note: magazines and books will be excluded from the grey literature.

Countries of studies:

- Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland,
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States

- Studies published in all other countries will be excluded, including animal studies.
- Studies including data from multiple countries, that include an out of scope country, will be

excluded if the data is not disaggregated.
- Systematic reviews which include studies from multiple countries will be included if reporting

on one or more studies published in an eligible country.

Date of publication:

- The literature search will cover studies published between 2007 to 2017

Language:

- Only studies published in the English language will be included.

Research Q1: PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparator, Outcome)

Q(1) How do sex- and gender-related factors impact:

(a) patterns of use;
(b) health effects of;
(c) and prevention/treatment/or harm reduction outcomes for opioid, alcohol, tobacco and

cannabis use?

Population:

- Women, girls, men, boys, trans people/ gender diverse people

- All ages, demographics within the defined populations

- Studies that are conducted primarily with pregnant girls and women will be excluded.
- Studies addressing the fetal health effects of maternal/ paternal substance use will be excluded.
- Studies addressing the health effects of substance use on the infant among women who are

breastfeeding will be excluded.
- Studies comparing heterosexual populations to LGBT populations, without sex or gender

disaggregation will be excluded.

Intervention:

Q1 (a) and (b) includes non-intervention studies (e.g., patterns of use, health effects):

- Inclusive of tobacco in general (include e-cigarettes)
- Inclusive of all alcohol use (not just binge drinking)
- Inclusive of all opioid use issues (include illicit use/heroin, prescription opioids, etc.)

� Opioid use for cancer pain management will be excluded

- Inclusive of all purposes (therapeutic and recreational), forms and modes of ingestion of cannabis
(e.g., smoking, vaping, edibles, extracts, etc.).

- Studies that report on “substance use” but do not disaggregate results by one or more of the four
substances in our review will be excluded.

Q1 (c) Harm reduction, health promotion, prevention, treatment (including brief intervention)
responses to opioids, alcohol, cannabis, tobacco/e-cigarettes
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- Studies that report on “substance use” but do not disaggregate results by one or more of the four
substances in our review will be excluded.

- Opioid substitution therapy for substances other than opioids (e.g., cocaine, methamphetamine)
will be excluded

Comparator:

- Many Q1 (a) and (b) studies will be descriptive/ prevalence studies (not intervention studies) and
may not include a comparator.

- Many qualitative and grey literature sources will likely not include comparators
- Q1 (c) studies must include a comparison between gender groups e.g., women vs. men; sub-groups

of women/men OR if sex- or gender- based factors are described or discussed in the study (e.g.,
masculinity norms, hormones etc.). Q1c studies that do not compare gender groups or describe
sex- or gender-based factors will be excluded.

Outcome:

- For non-intervention studies: prevalence/patterns of use (frequency of use, form and method of
ingestion, etc.);

- For intervention studies (Q1c): outcomes reported in the reviews will be the outcomes that are
reported in the individual papers that are reviewed. Relevant outcomes from the included studies
might include:

- Changes in substance use (uptake/initiation, harms associated with use cessation, reduction)
- Changes in client perceptions/attitudinal change
- Changes in service provider perceptions
- Changes in retention/treatment completion
- Increased use of services
- improved health and quality of life outcomes

Note: Studies that report on one or more of the four substances in relation to sex/gender only in
the baseline characteristics of the sample will be excluded, even if statistical significance is reported.

Research Q2: PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparator, Outcome)

(Q2) What harm reduction, health promotion/prevention and treatment interventions and programs
are available that include sex, gender and gender transformative elements and how effective are these in
addressing opioid, alcohol, tobacco and cannabis use?

Population:

- Women, girls, men, boys, trans people/gender-diverse people

- All ages, demographics within the defined populations

- Studies that are conducted primarily with pregnant girls and women will be excluded.
- Studies addressing the fetal health effects of maternal/paternal substance use will be excluded.
- Studies addressing the health effects of substance use on the infant among women who are

breastfeeding will be excluded.

Intervention:

- Harm reduction, health promotion, prevention, treatment (including brief intervention) responses
to opioids, alcohol, cannabis, tobacco/e-cigarettes including some sex, gender and/or gender
transformative elements

66



IJERPH 2020, 17, 947

- Studies that report on ‘substance use’ will be included if they potentially contain one of
the four substances. However, if substance use is defined, and does not contain alcohol,
tobacco, opioids or cannabis it will be excluded.

- Opioid substitution therapy for substances other than opioids (e.g., cocaine,
methamphetamine) will be excluded.

- Examples of sex specific elements (address biological differences in substance use and dependence):

- administering different types or quantities of pharmacotherapies based on evidence of
biological differences in drug metabolism/effectiveness

- timing tobacco-cessation intervention for young women based on the menstrual cycle
(hormonal fluctuations impact withdrawal)

- Examples of possible gender/gender-transformative elements:

- address gender-based violence
- provide social support
- address caregiving
- address poverty
- address negative gender stereotypes
- include education or messaging on gender norms/relations
- address employment issues/work-related stress
- address discrimination and violence related to gender identity

Interventions to address these four substances are:

- Inclusive of tobacco in general (include e-cigarettes)
- Inclusive of all alcohol use (not just binge drinking)
- Inclusive of all opioid use issues (include illicit use/heroin, prescription opioids, etc.)

� Opioid use for cancer pain management will be excluded

- Inclusive of all purposes (therapeutic and recreational), forms and modes of ingestion of cannabis
(e.g., smoking, vaping, edibles, extracts, etc).

Note: Methadone maintenance therapy will only be included if it is provided to opioid users (i.e.,
exclude if provided to treat substances outside of scope such as cocaine).

Comparator:

- No intervention or usual practice (i.e., interventions that are not gender-informed/
gender-transformative, sex-specific), or the comparison of two intervention types.

- Many qualitative and grey literature sources will likely not include comparators.

Outcome:

- Outcomes reported in the reviews will be the outcomes that are reported in the individual papers
that are reviewed. Relevant outcomes from the included studies might include:

- Changes in substance use (uptake/initiation, harms associated with use,
cessation, reduction)

- Changes in client perceptions/attitudinal change
- Changes in service provider perceptions
- Changes in retention/treatment completion
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- Increased use of services
- improved health and quality of life outcomes
- changes in health and gender equity

Note: Studies that report on one or more of the four substances in relation to sex/gender only in
the baseline characteristics of the sample will be excluded, even if statistical significance is reported.
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Abstract: Brief alcohol interventions are an effective strategy for reducing harmful and risky alcohol
use and misuse. Many effective brief alcohol interventions include information and advice about an
individual’s alcohol use, changing their use, and assistance in developing strategies and goals to help
reduce their use. Emerging research suggests that brief interventions can also be expanded to address
multiple health outcomes; recognizing that the flexible nature of these approaches can be helpful
in tailoring information to specific population groups. This scoping review synthesizes evidence
on the inclusion of sex and gender in brief alcohol interventions on college campuses, highlighting
available evidence on gender responsiveness in these interventions. Furthermore, this scoping review
offers strategies on how brief alcohol interventions can be gender transformative, thereby enhancing
the effectiveness of brief alcohol interventions as harm reduction and prevention strategies, and in
promoting gender equity.
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1. Introduction

Alcohol use, misuse, and related consequences experienced by students on college campuses have
been widely documented in the alcohol literature. Individual and environmental factors associated
with increased use include alcohol expectancies, drinking motives, and perceived norms; involvement
in fraternities or sororities; type of residence; college size; location; and alcohol availability [1].
The growing body of literature and public health concern over heavy drinking and alcohol related
consequences as individuals transition into college has resulted in increasing research on effective
alcohol reduction interventions [2–4].

While the prevalence of alcohol use remains higher among boys and men, the gender gap is
narrowing particularly among young Canadians [5,6]. In 2016, rates of heavy drinking among all age
groups were 24% for men and 14% for women; however, among young women ages 18–24, rates of heavy
drinking were much higher (23% of young women compared with 34% of young men) [5]. On college
campuses, important sex factors and gender influences must be considered. These include sex differences
in metabolizing alcohol [7], prompting the different recommendations for low risk alcohol use [4]; a greater
likelihood of women reporting substance use as a coping mechanism [8] or in connection to experiences of
sexual violence [4,9]; and male students being less likely to use harm reduction or protective behavioural
strategies [10] due to the perceptions of masculinity on alcohol use [11].

Sex and gender considerations can be integrated into alcohol interventions when designing the
intervention (i.e., taking into account sex- and gender-related factors on drinking), when implementing
the intervention (i.e., taking into account gendered barriers into intervention engagement and retention),
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and in addressing equity issues (i.e., identifying and addressing stigma related to women who drink
heavily and have unprotected sex, or engaging boys and men in supporting girls’ and women’s
health, as well as their own) [11]. Strategies that are gender responsive illustrate the ways in which
health interventions can accommodate and/or address gendered influences in the design, delivery, and
evaluation of the intervention. Gender transformative interventions are those that consider gender
norms, roles, and relations; challenge rigid gender norms; and promote gender equity [11,12].

There has been extensive work to implement and evaluate alcohol prevention and reduction
strategies on college campuses. Reviews from Larimer and colleagues have demonstrated that brief
interventions (also known as brief motivational interventions) have been an effective strategy in
individual or group formats, or using in-person, mail-in, or technological mediums [1,13].

Brief interventions are short interactions between individuals and their health care providers
that often involve personalized feedback on a health concern and discussion of strategies to improve
health [14,15]. They can be done in a variety of health settings by health or social care providers
to increase students’ motivation to change their alcohol use and increase their awareness and
understanding of their patterns of use, alcohol expectancies and related consequences, peer normative
beliefs, and protective behavioural strategies to reduce harm [16].

On college campuses in North America, the Brief Alcohol Screening and Intervention for College
Students (BASICS) program [17] has been used as the prototypical intervention to address college
drinking. Based on motivational interviewing [18] and cognitive behavioural relapse prevention,
BASICS consists of two in-person 45- to 60-min individual sessions for high risk drinkers [16]. In the
first session, students complete an assessment to identify topics relevant to their substance use or
change behaviour; and in session two, participants review personalized feedback generated from
their responses from session one. Brief interventions on college campuses have since been adapted in
a number of ways, including integrating personalized behavioural strategies, reducing the number
of in-person sessions, targeting specific subpopulations and low-risk drinkers, using standalone
personalized normative feedback (PNF) web or mail-in interventions to highlight peer drinking norms
as a comparator to individual use, and delivering interventions in a group format that is facilitated by
either care providers or peers [16,19].

While there has been extensive work to review the efficacy of brief alcohol interventions on college
campuses [1], there has been less effort to consider how these interventions are gender responsive
beyond considering the moderating effects of gender on existing interventions [16,19]. The purpose of
this scoping review was to examine gender considerations in brief alcohol interventions on college
campuses and offer opportunities to expand the scope of brief alcohol interventions to become
gender transformative.

2. Materials and Methods

This scoping review is based on a subset of data collected as part of a larger scoping review
conducted to identify and synthesize current research on sex- and gender-related factors connected to
opioid, alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis use. A scoping review methodology was used to identify the
breadth of existing literature that responded to two questions:

1. How do sex- and gender-related factors impact (a) patterns of use; (b) health effects of; and
(c) prevention, treatment, and harm reduction outcomes for the four substances?

2. What harm reduction, health promotion, prevention, and treatment interventions and programs
are available that include sex, gender, and gender-transformative elements, and how effective are
these interventions in addressing opioid, alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis use?

A scoping review methodology was used to identify the breadth of existing literature relating
to sex, gender, and the four substances as well as to summarize and analyze the research [20].
This methodology was selected due to the exploratory nature that, unlike systematic reviews, have
broad inclusion criteria [21].
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An iterative search of peer-reviewed literature was conducted in health-related academic databases,
including Medline, Embase, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and Cochrane Central
Register of Controlled Trials via Ovid, CINAHL, PyscINFO, Social Work Abstracts, Women’s Studies
International, and LGBT Life via EbscoHost, and Social Science Citation Index via Clarivate Analytics.

The scoping review included English language articles published from 2007 to 2017 from a
selection of Organizational for Economic Cooperation and Development member countries, including
Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland,
Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United
Kingdom, and United States. The population of interest included women, girls, men, boys, trans,
and gender-diverse individuals of all ages and demographics. Articles related to substance use in
pregnancy were excluded in the original scoping review.

For the full methods and search strategy of the original scoping review see Hemsing et al.
(forthcoming) [22].

A total of 5030 articles were included in the original scoping review. These articles were
organized in an Endnote library by substance (alcohol, tobacco, opioid, cannabis, general substance use,
or containing multiple substances) as well as by research focus (i.e., prevalence, health consequences,
and intervention type). Drawing on the original findings, this scoping review examined a subset of the
original data collected to further examine how gender was integrated into brief alcohol interventions
on college campuses. A scoping review methodology was chosen for this to explore the breadth of the
literature on gender responsive brief interventions on college campuses.

As with the original review, this scoping review included English language articles published
from 2007 to 2017 from the aforementioned Organizational for Economic Cooperation and
Development member countries. The population of interest included women, girls, men, boys, trans,
and gender-diverse individuals of all ages and demographics. Using a scoping review methodology
allowed for inclusion criteria to be amended post-hoc based on familiarity with the literature [20]. From
the original findings, the authors excluded literature on cannabis, opioids, tobacco, and polysubstance
use, as well as literature about other intervention approaches, including broader prevention or treatment
efforts, which left the authors with 54 articles on brief alcohol intervention to review. Titles and
abstracts were read and screened by one researcher (LW) and checked by a second researcher (JS) to
ensure that relevant studies were included. Alcohol brief interventions that did not take place on
college campuses were excluded. The final sample included 21 articles on brief alcohol interventions
on college campuses. A flow diagram detailing the number of studies included and excluded at each
stage is provided in Figure 1.

75



IJERPH 2020, 17, 396
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Figure 1. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis (PRISMA) flow
diagram adapted from Moher et al. (2009) [23] for the scoping review process [24].

The authors extracted data from the 21 included studies in Microsoft Excel, including information
on location and setting, methodology and measures, number of participants and eligibility criteria,
research aims, and key findings (see Table 1). As is typical in scoping reviews, the authors did
not conduct a quality assessment [25], but rather focused on identifying and analyzing sex and
gender inclusion and considerations in brief alcohol interventions on college campuses, and offered
opportunities to expand the scope of brief alcohol interventions to be gender transformative.
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3. Results

Twenty-one studies were included in the scoping review that integrated sex, gender,
or gender-transformative considerations in brief alcohol interventions on college campuses. The included
studies are summarized within the following categories: interventions using social norms and PNF;
technology-based interventions; dual interventions; and mail-in interventions. Several of the interventions
fit into multiple categories, such as those that used PNF and technology-based or mail-in mediums, but
are discussed based on the study’s primary focus. Details on the study location, research aim, measures
used, participants, and key findings are presented in Table 1.

3.1. Interventions Using Social Norms and Personalized Normative Feedback

Twelve studies integrated social norms or PNF as the brief intervention approach. These interventions
relied on correcting misperceptions and overestimations of peer drinking in order to reduce drinking or
alcohol-related consequences [26]. The medium in which the interventions were delivered varied greatly,
with five-interventions using a web-based medium [26–30], six interventions conducted in-person or in
group settings [7,31–35], and one using a mail-in medium [36]. Of the twelve interventions, five included
only female students, one included only male students, and five included both male and female students.

The identified studies had differing ways in which they reported on the efficacy of using social
norms and PNF. While many studies included normative feedback as part of the intervention,
few reported on changes in norm perceptions or the effect of norm-based components on alcohol use.
Of those that included such findings, the results suggest that norm-based alcohol reduction interventions
often had significant effects regardless of the medium in which they were delivered [26,30,35,37].

Four web-based interventions, three from the United States [26,28,30] and one from Canada [29],
found that PNF significantly lowered perceptions of normative drinking. In one study, the authors
found that while the PNF resulted in corrections to normative misperceptions, particularly amongst
male participants, the PNF had a small-to-medium effect on norms at one-month follow-up [26].
However, in two studies from Canada and the United States, the authors found that the reductions in
norm misperceptions at the three-month follow-up were a significant predictor of reduced drinking
outcomes at the five-month follow-up [29,30].

In studies that explored the impact of gender-specific PNF (whereby PNF components are based
on same-gender norms rather than opposite-gender norms), researchers suggested that gender-specific
normative misperceptions were evident for both men and women [26,30]. However, there were varied
results in the efficacy of gender-specific PNF. In one study from the United States, the authors found
that gender-specific PNF resulted in significantly reduced alcohol use in comparison to the control
condition, and that gender-specific PNF resulted in stronger, and more consistent, drinking reductions
compared to the gender-neutral or control conditions. However, reductions in alcohol use from
the gender-specific PNF were not statistically significant compared to the gender-neutral PNF [30].
In another study from the United States, gender-specific PNF was most effective amongst women who
strongly identified with their gender, whereas gender identity was not associated with changes in
alcohol use in the gender-neutral or control conditions [26]. In a third study from the United States, the
authors found that that while normative feedback was effective in reducing misperceptions around
alcohol use, there was no significant effect of gender-specific PNF [35].

3.2. Technology-Based Interventions

Eight interventions were technology-based. Six of the studies were web-based or
computerized [26–30,38] and two were mobile health interventions using smartphone applications
(apps) [39] and short message service (SMS) [40]. All of the web-based and computerized interventions
were validated and modeled on previously described and evaluated interventions [27–29,38].
Computerized brief interventions can be disseminated widely for a low cost, without high human
resource requirements or participant demands [27–29,38]. These interventions also allow participants
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to anonymously report information that they may not feel comfortable sharing in a face-to-face
setting [28]. This was specifically of note for the three interventions that were only inclusive of women,
where the interventions required women to disclose prior experience(s) of sexual violence.

Only one computerized intervention evaluated the impact of the medium on alcohol use
reduction. The study, from Canada, found that while the focus on norm misperceptions had salient
effects, there were no significant effects of e-CHECKUP TO GO (e-CHUG) on drinking outcomes at
follow-up, indicating that additional sessions may be required to sustain the efficacious elements of
the intervention [29].

Two studies examined mobile phone interventions, both of which were directed to students
regardless of their gender. In one study from Sweden, the authors examined the uptake and efficacy
of two smartphone apps amongst university students. The Promillekoll (Check Your Blood Alcohol
Content (BAC)) app allowed users to find their real time BAC by registering their alcohol use and
providing suggested strategies to maintain a safe level of consumption. The PartyPlanner app was
developed to modify drinking behaviour through event simulation, allowing users to visualize their
drinking intentions and adapt their risk perceptions to real-life situations. The app also provided an
electronic display of BAC at distinct points through the simulation and real-time occasion. Both of the
apps had high attrition rates. Women were more likely to continue using the program and complete
the follow-up. Unexpectedly, the Promillekoll app showed increased drinking frequency among male
users, possibly as a result of men using the app as a competitive drinking game rather than as a risk
reduction tool; the same effect was not found for the PartyPlanner app [39].

The other mobile phone intervention, from the United States, combined an SMS intervention
called PantherTRAC with two in-person sessions to increase students’ understanding of their own
weekend drinking, change their attitudes and self-efficacy, and commit students to reduced drinking.
The software would commence a text-based dialogue starting on Thursday to prompt users to reflect
on their drinking plans and goals, and end on Sunday with a prompt for students to report the
number of drinks consumed, which would allow for the intervention to provide tailored feedback
based on participants’ consumption. The intervention resulted in change behaviour, with participants
reporting a decrease of binge drinking behaviour and reporting decreased binge drinking on weekends
where they had committed to a weekend drinking goal. There were no gender differences in alcohol
reduction [40].

3.3. Dual Interventions

Four studies explored the efficacy of interventions for alcohol and other health concerns. All of the
studies were from the United States, were inclusive of only female college students, and all explored
the efficacy of interventions targeting alcohol and sexual risk reduction [27,28,38,41].

Two studies explored the effect of a brief alcohol intervention on sexual risk behaviours. In one
web-based brief intervention, the authors found a positive intervention effect on condom use
assertiveness among those with a history of childhood sexual assault [38]. In another study exploring
changes in alcohol use and victimization, the authors found that the motivational interviewing and
motivational interviewing with feedback conditions decreased alcohol use, with the latter condition
resulting in steeper decreases in unwanted sexual activity. Alcohol use and ambivalence to change
were associated with unwanted sexual activity [41].

Two studies explored the efficacy of a dual web-based alcohol and sexual assault risk reduction brief
intervention compared to a singularly focused alcohol or sexual assault risk reduction intervention. Female
students in the combined condition reported decreased sexual assault risk or rape at the three-month
follow-up, and women in the combined condition with a history of adult sexual assault reported decreases
in heavy episodic drinking (HED) [28]. The combined intervention also resulted in reduced “drinking to
cope” amongst those with higher baseline levels of drinking to cope, as a result of having information,
protective strategies, and resources to both reduce HED and sexual assault risk [27].
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3.4. Mail-In Interventions

Two studies used pamphlets or a letter to reduce single occasion and peak alcohol use. The studies,
from the United Kingdom [36] and United States [37], were inclusive of male and female students who
reported alcohol use and heavy episodic drinking, respectively.

Both pamphlets included standard drink sizes and recommended daily limits [36,37]. In the British
study, the pamphlet also included peer drinking norms, strategies to reduce alcohol consumption, and
prompting information on implementation intentions. The pamphlet intervention resulted in reduced
risky weekend drinking among women and increased self-efficacy in relation to actions that could be
used to promote alcohol reduction among men [36].

In the American study, in addition to the aforementioned information, the pamphlet also included
general information about substance use, resources and referrals, and a BAC handout. In a second
intervention condition, the authors examined the efficacy of the pamphlet sent along with a personalized
letter expressing concern over students’ drinking patterns, their BAC, assurance of confidentiality,
and contact information if individuals wanted additional information. The latter condition resulted
in reducing peak BAC among women and those with higher reported alcohol use, but not with men.
However, there were no significant differences between those that were sent the combined letter and
pamphlet compared to those that just received the pamphlet [37].

3.5. Gender Inclusion and Considerations

As part of the scoping review inclusion criteria, all of the studies had to consider sex, gender, or
have gender responsive [12] elements in their alcohol brief intervention. Few of the articles included
sex considerations, and where it was included, it was as part of the brief intervention to describe the
physiology of how men and women metabolize alcohol [7,34,42]. However, all of the articles included
gender responsive aspects and were directed to specific gender groups.

Of the 21 studies included, 11 interventions included women only [7,27,28,31–33,38,41–44], one
inclusive of males only [34], and nine were inclusive of both men and women [26,29,30,35–37,39,40,45].
No studies identified other forms of inclusion beyond the gender binary or addressed other intersections
of equity, such as race/ethnicity or sexual orientation.

Five studies from LaBrie and colleagues employed group brief motivational interventions that
examined gender-specific reasons for drinking. Four of the interventions were geared to female
college students, where the interventions examined the positive and negative aspects of drinking,
normative feedback, and the moderating effects on women’s drinking. The authors found that social
and enhancement motivations were positively associated with drinking [33]. As such, women with
strong social motivations were more likely to experience reductions in drinking outcomes [44] and
that participation in the gender-specific intervention resulted in significant reductions in drinking
outcomes, including drinks per month, drinking days, average drinks, and alcohol-related negative
consequences [7,42]. Using the same model, LaBrie and colleagues developed a gender-specific
program for adjudicated male students that found significant reductions in drinks per month and
alcohol-related consequences [34].

These findings demonstrate support for the efficacy of brief alcohol interventions, as well as
the growing evidence supporting the efficacy of group-based and gender-specific interventions,
which address gendered motivations and influences, not only normative behaviours for drinkers in a
gender group.

4. Discussion

While gender and sex have been integrated into existing interventions and research on brief
alcohol interventions on college campuses, further work is needed to bring attention and address sex
and gender influences on alcohol use for college students. Moreover, there is an immense need to
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consider sex and gender in the design and implementation of the brief alcohol intervention—and the
intervention’s capacity to address gender equity issues.

Six of the included studies reported only differences in intervention efficacy among male and
female students, as opposed to exploring any sex and gender factors and influences [29,36,37,39,40,45].
Two studies even conflate sex and gender, with one study discussing sex-related norms (for a
gender-specific PNF) [30] and the other study reporting on the moderating effects of sex rather than
gender [29]. This misuse of language emphasizes the critical need for researchers to develop an
understanding of sex and gender to further the efficacy of health promotion interventions [12].

Only three interventions designed for male and female students incorporated gender-based
analysis beyond an examination of the moderating effects on outcome overall [26,30,35]. In research
from Lewis et al., evaluating the efficacy of a gender-specific and gender-neutral PNF, the findings
demonstrated that while both PNF conditions resulted in reduced drinking, the gender-specific PNF
resulted in more consistent reductions [30] and was more effective in reducing alcohol consumption
among women who strongly identified with their gender [26]. These findings may suggest the potential
benefits for the gender-specific elements extend beyond reinforcing stereotypical gender norms [12]
to address other aspects of gender, such as the role of gender relations in affecting alcohol use when
developing and evaluating brief alcohol interventions [30].

LaBrie and colleagues examined the efficacy of interventions on female- [7,33,44] and
male-specific [34] reasons for drinking. Participants discussed the normative and “good” and
“not-so-good” things about alcohol use, such as the social benefits for drinking, alcohol expectancies
and related consequences, and identified strategies, skills, or coping mechanisms to reduce alcohol use
and related consequences [7,33,34,44]. The authors further developed a female-specific intervention to
examine the role of relational health in alcohol consumption and related consequences [42]. These
studies, which underpinned motivations for alcohol consumption, were particularly effective in
responding to the relational components of men’s and women’s alcohol use. Similar to the work of
Smith and Berger [46], the findings suggest that female college students, particularly in their freshmen
year, primarily drank to fulfill the need for social connection [42].

Five interventions for women were dual interventions for alcohol and sexual assault risk
reduction [27,28,38,41] or to examine the moderating effects of sexual violence on the brief alcohol
intervention [43]. Often, these studies integrated protective behavioural strategies, such as finding
personal transportation or meeting in a public place [28,32,38], that can help reduce alcohol-related
consequences and risk of sexual violence [9]. While research suggests that women are more likely to
experience sexual violence on days of heavy drinking [9,27,28,41], and that women may be more likely
to use protective behavioural strategies compared to men [19], such interventions put the onus on
women to reduce their risk of assault or their number of sexual partners, rather than addressing the
sexual violence as a gender equity issue. As such, brief alcohol interventions must also be developed
for men that are inclusive of their own change behaviour, norms about both alcohol use and sexual
violence, and that promote respect, safety, and consent in all sexual relations. Such learnings could be
built upon the male-only interventions from LaBrie et al. [34] or future interventions that are geared
towards men.

4.1. Future Considerations

Of the studies included, those that explored gendered motivations for substance use (i.e., female
students drinking to enhance social connection) and responded by creating brief alcohol interventions
that addressed the relational elements of substance use were in the best position to address gender
inequities [7,33,44]. These interventions considered gender from the onset; they were developed
bearing gender considerations in mind and were implemented in group settings, which allowed for
harm reduction and prevention strategies that facilitated connection outside of a drinking context.
Future interventions should follow a similar trajectory in developing and responding to gender norms
and relations.

84



IJERPH 2020, 17, 396

There are other examples of gender transformative interventions on college campuses. In Canada,
the Caring Campus project was developed to promote male students’ health by empowering first
year male students to take on leadership roles to advance men’s mental health and transform campus
drinking norms. The intervention used an empowerment-based health promotion framework to
encourage individuals’ self-esteem and self-efficacy, with the goals of prompting community action
and confidence to affect change. By targeting first year males, the intervention was able to respond to
how the transition into college can be a time of increasingly risky drinking, how masculine norms
affect drinking and access to health and wellness services. Moreover, through developing a peer-led
model, Caring Campus allowed for the normalization and destigmatization of mental health and
substance-use concerns, which allowed both men and women to more readily access services which
otherwise would have seemed inaccessible [47].

Another Canadian initiative, What’s Your Cap at the University of Saskatchewan, is a student run
harm reduction initiative to raise awareness about alcohol-related consequences. What’s Your Cap
shares campus-specific PNF and raises awareness of the harms related to risky alcohol consumption
on their website, social media, and through peer facilitation [48]. Some of their materials, such as the
“Blindsided by the Alcohol Industry” infographic, have been designed to empower women to question
the alcohol industry’s gendered marketing approaches that promote alcohol consumption by women,
by linking alcohol consumption to attractiveness, sexuality, and relational success [49]. Through such
initiatives, the potential can be seen for mail-in or web-based interventions to promote examination of,
and change in, gender norms and inequities as a means of achieving goals of reducing alcohol use and
promoting health.

These two examples from Canada are illustrative of the essence of gender-transformative
approaches—to change negative gender norms that adversely affect health, engage men and boys in
new ways, and empower girls and women at multiple levels. And to do this while working on alcohol
issues, as a proactive way of improving health related to alcohol use by integrating gender equity
critique and collective action.

There is an increasing interest and commitment by governments and research bodies to adopt sex,
gender, and equity analysis (SGBA+), a process that analyzes research from perspectives of individuals
and groups who differ by sex, gender, sexual orientation, etc., and to apply this understanding in a
systematic way to achieve equity [50]. See, for example, Status of Women Canada [51], Canadian
Institutes of Health Research [52], European Gender Medicine [53], and National Institutes of Health [54].
Universities and colleges must lead with the same commitment and momentum. Such analysis and
gender-transformative approaches are integral to most effectively facilitate cultural change and respond
to the needs of the students that these interventions are targeting. Moreover, future interventions
should also consider intersecting areas of equity, which interact with gender and sex in significant
ways but were sparsely included in the literature.

4.2. Limitations

This scoping review only included studies where brief alcohol interventions on college campuses
were the primary focus. As such, it is possible that there are gender-transformative brief alcohol
interventions that were excluded, such as those that were occurring off-campus [55,56], where the brief
alcohol intervention was included as a control condition [57,58], or for women in the pregnancy or
post-partum periods. However, the scoping review demonstrated that there is a tremendous need to
expand to address gender inequities, as well as to expand the scope of the work to include men, trans,
and gender-diverse individuals.

5. Conclusions

Gender transformative interventions can shift gender norms and correct power imbalances so
that individuals are able to better reach their health potential. Despite extensive work on brief alcohol
interventions on college campuses, there has been no such work to review these studies and analyze
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their attention to a full range of gendered influences on use, engagement, outcomes, and improvement
in equity. This scoping review demonstrates the need to further gender responsiveness in brief alcohol
interventions on college campuses and the ways in which interventions can be gender transformative
through advancing gender equity while also addressing alcohol use. Future work must move beyond
reinforcing prescriptive and stereotypical notions of gender to demonstrate an understanding of the
differences between sex and gender. By integrating sex, gender, and other equity considerations,
brief alcohol interventions can better respond to the systemic influences that perpetuate negative
gender roles, expectations, relations, and regulations that underlie alcohol use among college students.
In doing so, interventions will be able better facilitate both individual health, safety, and equity, as well
as systems-level change as students transition into, and out of, college.
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Abstract: Illegal substance use in sexual minorities is an important health issue worldwide. The present
cross-sectional study aimed to investigate the multi-dimensional factors associated with illegal
substance use among gay and bisexual men in Taiwan. This questionnaire-survey study recruited
500 gay or bisexual men aged between 20 and 25 years. Their experiences of using eight kinds of
illegal substances in the preceding month were collected. Their previous experiences of homophobic
bullying, satisfaction with academic performance, truancy, perceived family and peer support in
childhood and adolescence, and social-demographic characteristics, were also collected. Potential
factors associated with illegal substance use were identified using univariate logistic regression,
and further selected into a forward stepwise logistic regression model to identify the factors most
significantly related to illegal substance use. A total of 22 (4.4%) participants reported illegal
substance use in the preceding month, and mean age was 22.9 ± 1.6. Forward stepwise logistic
regression revealed that being victims of homophobic cyberbullying in childhood and adolescence
(odds ratio (OR) = 1.26; p = 0.011), disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school (OR = 4.67;
p = 0.001), and missing classes or truancy in senior high school (OR = 2.52; p = 0.041) were significantly
associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood. Multi-dimensional factors in childhood and
adolescence that were significantly associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood among
gay and bisexual men were identified. Besides traditional bullying, the effect of cyberbullying and
school performance on illegal substance use should not be ignored. This study is limited to the
cross-sectional design and possible recall bias. Mental health professionals must routinely assess these
significant factors to prevent and intervene in illegal substance use among gay and bisexual men.

Keywords: sexual minorities; illegal substance use; homophobic bullying

1. Introduction

1.1. Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

Substance use has become a major public health concern. According to the 2018 World Drug
Report, 2.75 hundred million people have used illegal drugs at least once, which comprises 5.6% of
the general population aged between 15 and 64 years [1]. Among them, 31 million people have been
diagnosed with substance use disorder. Substance use often results in socio-economical and health
burdens, including domestic violence [2,3], increased crime rates [4], suicide [5], comorbidity with
mental illnesses [6], and comorbidity with physical illnesses, such as blood-borne disease [7]. Substance
abuse is also a key public health issue worldwide for sexual minorities. An epidemiologic study derived
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from the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions-III, reported a higher
prevalence of drug abuse at some point during their lifetime, for gay/lesbian (19.6%) and bisexual
(26.5%) individuals, compared with heterosexual individuals (12.1%) [8]. In Taiwan, a cross-sectional
study indicated 16% of recreational drug use in the previous 6 months within men who have sex with
men (MSM; 98.6% of them are gay/bisexual men) [9], and it is also higher than an epidemiological
study, which reported 0.17% of past-1-year prevalence for club drug use in general population [10].
To be specific, methamphetamine along with ketamine and marijuana are popular according to a
national survey [10]; however, such investigation for sexual minorities is insufficient. A previous
study indicated that poly drug use among gay and bisexual men, is significantly associated with HIV
infection, high-risk sexual practices, and partner violence [11]. Meyer proposed the minority stress
theory (MST) to illustrate the association between multiple stressors and mental health status in sexual
minorities [12]. This model was tested for substance use and it showed a good level of application
in sexual minorities [13]. Investigation of the factors affecting substance use in sexual minorities can
serve as the basis for developing prevention and intervention programs.

1.2. Factors Related to Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

According to the ecological systems theory developed by Bronfenbrenner [14], substance use
in sexual minority individuals is an ecological phenomenon, which has been established and
perpetuated over time because of the complex interactions between individual and social factors.
With regards to individual factors associated with substance use, previous studies have indicated that
bisexual individuals have a higher rate of substance use compared with gay/lesbian and heterosexual
individuals [15,16]. Moreover, some studies have found that disclosure of sexual orientation was
associated with significantly greater substance use [17–19], while other studies do not support this
finding [20,21]. To the best of our knowledge, whether disclosure of sexual orientation at a specific life
stage is associated with substance use in sexual minority individuals has not been previously examined.
Given that different individuals may have various abilities and strategies to cope with stress at various
life stages [22,23], and that substance use is one common but improper coping strategy [24,25], it is
possible that disclosure of sexual orientation at a specific life stage may increase the risk of substance
use in sexual minority individuals.

With regard to social factors associated with substance use, social support from peers and family
contributes to the mental health of sexual minority individuals [26,27]. Illegal substance use in
sexual minority individuals has been previously reported to be associated with family rejection [28].
Individuals who perceived high levels of peer support were more likely to use legal substances, such as
cigarettes, compared with those who perceived low levels of peer support [29–31]. In addition to
family and peers, schools are also an important social environment that can affect the growth of
most individuals. Research has revealed that low academic performance in school is associated with
substance use and emotional distress in sexual minority individuals [32]. Moreover, missing classes,
truancy, and substance use are presentations of a poor adjustment to school life [33]. However, no study
has taken the association between illegal substance use and multiple social factors, including social
family support, peer support, satisfaction with academic performance, missing classes, and truancy,
into consideration in sexual minority individual.

1.3. Association between Homophobic Bullying and Substance Abuse in Sexual Minority Individuals

Homophobic bullying is also a noteworthy issue for sexual minorities. Homophobia is defined
as negative beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors toward Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
individuals [34]. A meta-analytic study revealed higher rates of depression and suicide in LGBT
individuals [35]. Mental health problems are reported to be mainly a result of negative life experiences,
including homophobic bullying [36]. Sexual minority individuals may encounter stress associated with
unfriendly social environments full of prejudice and discrimination, which may lead to mental health
problems [37,38]. Furthermore, homophobic bullying in childhood and adolescence has been reported
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to be harmful to future psychosocial and health outcomes in adulthood [39]. Therefore, investigation
into the effects of homophobic bullying can help clinicians with early intervention.

The results of previous studies on the association between homophobic bullying and substance
abuse in sexual minority individuals are mixed. Although a recent study found that homophobic
bullying and victimization were not significantly associated with current substance use among sexual
minorities [40], another study demonstrated that lesbian, gay, and bisexual youths reporting a high
level of at-school victimization reported more severe substance use than those experiencing a low
level or no victimization [41]. Moreover, previous studies mainly examined the role of traditional
bullying victimization for substance abuse, whereas the role of cyberbullying victimization, a new
type of harassment that has emerged in the digital age [42], in substance abuse warrants further
study. It has been previously reported that sexual minority youths experience higher online peer
victimization compared with heterosexual youths [43]. The potential association between both
traditional homophobic bullying and cyberbullying with illegal substance use in sexual minority
individuals, warrants further investigation.

1.4. Aims of the Study

The aim of the present cross-sectional study was to investigate multi-dimensional factors of illegal
substance use in gay and bisexual men in Taiwan. The authors suppose that there are multi-dimensional
factors, including homophobic bullying victimization, sexual orientation characteristics, and family,
peer, and school factors that are associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood among gay
and bisexual men.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

In the current study, we recruited participants using an online advertisement that was posted
on a bulletin board system, Facebook, and the home pages of five health promotion and counseling
centers for sexual minorities in Taiwan. Print versions of the advertisement were mailed to the LGBT
student clubs at 25 colleges in Taiwan. Those who exhibited any cognitive impairment (e.g., substance
intoxication or intellectual disability) that prevented them from understanding the goal of the study or
from completing the questionnaires were not included in this study. In total, 500 gay or bisexual men
aged between 20 and 25 years were recruited into this study. Before assessment, informed consent was
obtained from all participants. Before the recruitment, the study was also approved by the Institutional
Review Board of Kaohsiung Medical University Hospital (KMUHIRB-F(I)-20150026).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Illegal Substance Use

The D-score of Drug Use Disorders Identification Test-Extended (DUDIT-E) was used to identify
the history of illegal substance use for all individuals. It had been developed for the sequential
clinical assessment of drug use. The concurrent validity of the D-score is reported to be acceptable,
and test-retest reliability is 0.79, indicating an excellent intraclass correlation [44]. The participants were
asked about any previous experiences where they used marijuana, methamphetamine, cocaine, heroin,
ketamine, ecstasy, hallucinogens, volatile organic compounds, and other drugs in the preceding month.
Participants who had used any kind of illegal substance were classified as having illegal substance use.

2.2.2. Experiences of Homophobic Bullying and Victimization

Six items from the Chinese version of the self-report School Bullying Experience Questionnaire
(C-SBEQ) [45] were used to assess the experiences of the participants with regard to traditional
bullying in primary (grades 1–6), junior high (grades 7–9), and senior high (grades 10–12) schools,
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based on their gender role nonconformity and sexual orientation at school, tutoring schools, after-school
classes, and part-time workplaces. Multiple forms of traditional homophobic bullying victimization
were evaluated, including name calling, social exclusion, ill speaking, forced work, physical abuse,
and confiscation of money, school supplies, and snacks. The responses for these six items were
graded on a 4-point Likert scale as following: 0 = never, 1 = just a little, 2 = often, and 3 = all the
time. A previous investigation on C-SBEQ psychometrics revealed that the C-SBEQ has acceptable
validity and reliability [45]. The Cronbach α value of the scale for evaluating the homophobic bullying
victimization was 0.82. In this study, participants who rated 2 to 3 for any item were identified as
self-reported victims of homophobic traditional bullying. In order to group the subtype of traditional
bullying, we categorized social exclusion into “social bullying”, name calling along with ill speaking
into “verbal bullying”, physical along with forced work into “physical abuse”, and confiscation of
money/supplies into “snatching of belongings”.

Three items from the Cyberbullying Experiences Questionnaire [46] were also used to evaluate the
participants’ cyber bullying experiences in elementary, junior high, and senior high schools based on
their gender role nonconformity and sexual orientation. These three items described the experiences
of others posting mean or hurtful comments, others posting upsetting photos, pictures, or videos,
and online rumor-spreading through blogs, emails, social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Plurk),
and pictures or videos. An example of the questions is as follows: “How often have other students
posted mean or hurtful comments about you through emails, blogs, or social media because they thought
of you as a sissy (they found you homosexual or bisexual)?” The responses to these items were graded
on a 4-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (all the time). The Cronbach α value of
the scales for evaluating homophobic cyberbullying victimization was 0.81. In this study, participants
who rated 1 for any item were marked as self-reported victims of homophobic cyberbullying.

2.2.3. Demographic and Family Characteristics

Data were recorded on the participants’ age, educational level, parental marriage status,
and paternal and maternal education levels. We divided included participants were into those
with high education levels (college or above) and those with low education levels (high school or
below). We also grouped participants into those with high parental education levels (parents completed
9 years of compulsory fundamental education) and those with low parental education levels (parents
did not complete 9 years of compulsory fundamental education).

2.2.4. Sexual Orientation Characteristics

The sexual orientation of participants (homosexual or bisexual) and disclosure of sexual orientation
to others at primary school, junior high school, senior high school, and college, was recorded.

2.2.5. Social Support

The Chinese version of the 5-item self-administered Family Adaptation, Partnership, Growth,
Affection, Resolve (APGAR) Index was used to estimate participants’ satisfaction with different
domains of family support during their childhood and adolescence [47,48]. Each item was rated on a
4-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (always). The Family APGAR Index was
also transformed into the Peer APGAR Index to identify the participants’ satisfaction with different
domains of their peer support during childhood and adolescence. Higher total scores on the Family
and Peer APGAR indices stood for higher levels of family and peer support, respectively. The Cronbach
α values for the Family and Peer APGAR indices in the present study were 0.86 and 0.87, respectively.

2.2.6. School Characteristics

We invited participants to retrospectively remind their subjective satisfaction with their academic
performance in primary, junior high, and senior high schools using the 4-point Likert scale, ranging
from 0 (very satisfied) to 3 (not satisfied at all). In this study, participants who answered 2 or 3 were
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identified as dissatisfied with their academic performance. The tendency to miss classes or truancy in
elementary, junior high, and senior high schools was evaluated using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging
from 0 (never) to 3 (very frequent). In this study, all participants who did not answer 0 on any item
were classified as having a tendency to miss classes or truancy.

2.3. Procedure

This study was performed as a paper-and-pencil questionnaire. Assistants in our research team
individually explained the procedures and methods for completing the research questionnaires to the
participants. The participants could ask any question when they faced difficulties in completing the
questionnaires, and the research assistants would answer them.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Initially, we summarized the demographic, sexual orientation, family, school, and social support
characteristics in Table 1. In order to estimate the odds ratio (OR) for multiple variables, univariate
logistic regression was used to identify potential predictors associated with illegal substance use.
Second, all potential predictive variables (p < 0.05) identified from the first step were selected in a
forward stepwise logistic regression model to determine the best predictors for illegal substance use.
All tests were 2-tailed, and statistical significance was set at p < 0.05. All data were processed using
SPSS version 23.0 for Windows (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA).

Table 1. Demographic factors and sexual orientation-related experiences associated with illegal
substance use examined by univariate logistic regression (N = 500).

Variables Mean SD B OR 95% CI p

Age (years) 22.94 1.57 0.13 1.14 0.86–1.51 0.370
n % B OR 95.0% of CI p

Education level
High (college or above) 450 90

Low (high school or below) 50 10 1.31 3.70 1.38–9.94 0.009
Sexual orientation identity

Gay 371 74.2
Bisexual 129 25.8 −0.47 0.63 0.21–1.89 0.407

Time to disclose sexual orientation
At elementary school

No 476 95.2
Yes 24 4.8 0.73 2.07 0.46–9.43 0.346

At junior high school
No 365 73
Yes 135 27 1.64 5.16 2.11–12.6 <0.001

At senior high school
No 215 43
Yes 285 57 0.98 2.66 0.97–7.34 0.058

At college or above
No 53 10.6
Yes 447 89.4 0.94 2.56 0.34–19.45 0.363

Victims of homophobic bullying
Traditional bullying

No 310 62
Yes 190 38 1.10 3.00 1.24–7.32 0.015

Cyberbullying
No 299 59.8
Yes 201 40.2 1.44 4.22 1.62–10.98 0.003

CI = Confidence interval; OR = Odds ratio, ratio of odds of illegal substance use versus non-use among participants;
SD = Standard deviation; bold values indicate statistical significance.
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3. Results

3.1. Patient Variables

A total of 500 males, 371 gay men and 129 bisexual men participated in the current study.
The mean age of the participants was 22.94 ± 1.57, and 22 (4.4%) men reported using illegal substances
in the preceding month. Illegal substance use by the participants included cannabis (n = 4; 0.8%),
methamphetamines (n = 7; 1.4%), ketamine (n = 1; 0.2%), inhalants (n = 1; 0.2%), and poly-substance
use (n = 9; 1.8%). The frequency of illegal substance use was as follows: marijuana (never used: 99%;
ever used but less than once per month: 1%), methamphetamine (never used: 97%; ever used but
less than once per month: 1.8%; once per month but less than twice per month: 0.2%; twice to four
times per month: 1%), ketamine (never used: 98.6%; ever used but less than once per month: 1.2%;
once per month but less than twice per month: 0.2%), ecstasy (never used: 98.8%; ever used but less
than once per month: 1%; once per month but less than twice per month: 0.2%), volatile organic
compounds (never used: 99.6%; ever used but less than once per month: 0.2%; twice to thrice per
week: 0.2%). The frequency of bullying was as follows: traditional bullying (never: 13%; just a little:
49%; often/all the time: 38%) and cyberbullying (never: 59.8%; just a little: 32.6%; often/all the time:
7.6%). The demographic and sexual orientation characteristics of all individuals are listed in Table 1.
The family and school characteristics and social support findings are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Family, peer, and school factors associated with illegal substance use examined by univariate
logistic regression (N = 500).

Variables Mean SD B OR 95% CI p

Perceived family support on the APGAR 8.49 3.83 −0.08 0.93 0.83–1.03 0.179
Perceived peer support on the APGAR 11.42 2.89 −0.02 0.98 0.85–1.13 0.807

n % B OR 95.0% CI p
Parental marital status

Married and living together a 328 65.6 - - - -
Separated or divorced 136 27.2 −0.11 0.90 0.34–2.35 0.830

Widowed 36 7.2 −18.23 <0.001 <0.01–<0.01 0.998
Paternal education level

High (senior high school or above) 385 77
Low (junior high school or below) 115 23 −0.02 0.98 0.36–2.72 0.975

Maternal education level
High (senior high school or above) 388 77.6
Low (junior high school or below) 112 22.4 0.28 1.32 0.51–3.45 0.576

Satisfaction with academic performance
In elementary school

High 401 80.2
Low 99 19.8 0.18 1.20 0.43–3.34 0.725

In junior high school
High 336 67.2
Low 164 32.8 0.75 2.21 0.9–5.01 0.085

In senior high school
High 310 62.0
Low 190 38.0 0.32 1.38 0.58–3.26 0.463

Miss classes or truancy
In elementary school

No 456 91.2
Yes 44 8.8 0.52 1.68 0.48–5.93 0.418

In junior high school
No 414 82.8
Yes 86 17.2 0.07 1.07 0.35–3.25 0.901

In senior high school
No 359 71.8
Yes 141 28.2 0.99 2.68 1.13–6.32 0.025

CI = Confidence interval; OR = Odds ratio; SD = Standard deviation; a: reference; bold values indicate statistical
significance; bold values indicate statistical significance.
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3.2. Predictors of Illegal Substance Use

The results of the univariate logistic regression analysis showed that victims of homophobic
traditional bullying in school (OR = 3.00; p = 0.015), victims of homophobic cyberbullying in school
(OR = 4.22; p = 0.003), disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school (OR = 5.16; p < 0.001),
lower education level (OR = 3.70; p = 0.009), and missing classes or truancy in senior high school
(OR = 2.68; p = 0.025) were significantly associated with the use of illegal substances (Tables 1 and 2).
Moreover, the association between subtypes of traditional bullying and specific illegal substance
were also identified by univariate logistic regression. We found that social bullying was significantly
associated with use of methamphetamine (OR = 5.52; p = 0.028). On the other hand, there was an
insignificant trend of association between use of marijuana versus snatching of belongings (OR = 10.00;
p = 0.051), and use of methamphetamine versus verbal bullying (OR = 4.79; p = 0.063).

The results of the forward stepwise logistic regression revealed that victims of homophobic
cyberbullying in school (OR = 1.26; p = 0.011), disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school
(OR = 4.67; p = 0.001), and missing classes or truancy in senior high school (OR = 2.52; p = 0.041) were
significantly associated with the use of illegal substances (Table 3).

Table 3. Predictors of illegal substance use examined using forward stepwise logistical regression.

Variables B OR 95% CI p

Disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school 1.54 4.67 1.88–11.58 0.001
Miss classes or truancy in senior high school 0.93 2.52 1.04–6.13 0.041

Victims of homophobic cyberbullying 1.26 3.51 1.33–9.30 0.011

OR = Odds ratio; bold values indicate statistical significance.

4. Discussion

The present study reports that 4.4% of gay and bisexual men used illegal substances in the
preceding month, and that multi-dimensional factors were associated with illegal substance use
among gay and bisexual men, including homophobic cyberbullying victimization in childhood and
adolescence, disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school, and missing classes or truancy in
senior high school.

4.1. Rate of Illegal Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

The reported prevalence of illegal substance use in gay and bisexual men varies depending on
the participants’ age and periods of substance use surveyed. For example, a national survey in the
United States showed a lifetime prevalence of substance-dependence of 5.7% for gay and bisexual
men [49]. Whereas O’Cleirigh and colleagues reported a drug use rate of 53.1% among HIV-infected
gay and bisexual men over the past three months [50]. The present study focused on a group of gay
and bisexual men aged between 20 and 25 years. The rate of illegal substance use among gay and
bisexual men of different ages in Taiwan warrants further study.

4.2. Homophobic Traditional and Cyber Victimization and Illegal Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

The results of the univariate logistic regression in the present study revealed that homophobic
traditional victimization in childhood and adolescence was significantly associated with illegal
substance use in early adulthood among gay and bisexual men. Sexual minority adolescents were
more likely to experience homophobic bullying and illegal substance use compared with heterosexual
individuals [40]. Another study proved the association between homophobic bullying victimization
in school and substance abuse among LGBT adolescents [51]. Although in the present study,
the association between homophobic traditional bullying and illegal substance use became insignificant
after the multivariate logistic regression, the negative effects of homophobic traditional bullying on
mental health and illegal substance use in sexual minority individuals still warrants monitoring and
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intervention. Research has found that anti-homophobic bullying policies, which are properly carried
out, can significantly decrease the risk of alcohol and drug use among sexual minorities [52].

The present study found that homophobic cyberbullying victimization in childhood and
adolescence is a powerful predictor of illegal substance use in early adulthood. Cyberbullying
has different characteristics compared with traditional bullying, such as anonymity and individualistic
activity [53]. Cyberbullies have lower neuroticism and higher agreeableness in comparison with
traditional bullies [54]. For victims, a study of general adolescents demonstrated that compared
with those who were only traditionally bullied, those who were cyberbullied were more likely to
have depression, anxiety, and aggression [55]. The present study further supported the unique
role of homophobic cyberbullying victimization in childhood and adolescence, in the use of illegal
substances in early childhood. These results demonstrate the necessity of prevention, early detection,
and intervention for homophobic cyberbullying among sexual minority individuals. Anti-bullying
policies that are inclusive of sexual orientation [56] and Gay-Straight Alliances [57] are beneficial for
LGBT individuals who suffer from traditional or cyber bullying. On the other hand, the significant
association between homophobic bullying and illegal substance use can also be explained by MST [12].
Chronic stressors will accumulate and make subjects unable to tolerate and adopt, resulting in mental
and substance use disorder [58]. In specific to sexual minorities, MST suggests that both distal (social)
and proximal (psychological) stress are predominantly associated with poor health outcomes [38].
The result of the current study echoes the association between social stressors (homophobic bullying)
and mental health concerns.

4.3. Disclosure of Sexual Orientation and Illegal Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

The present study found that disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school was significantly
associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood. Gay and bisexual adolescents at junior high
school may lack effective coping strategies because of immature neurocognitive functions [59] and
social skills [60]. Those individuals who come out in early adolescence may be less able to cope
effectively with stressors related to the stigma of sexual minority identification, and they may struggle
to deal with bullying incidents compared with those who reach sexual orientation milestones in their
late adolescence or young adulthood. This can lead to negative mental health outcomes such as
depression and anxiety [61,62]. Illegal substance use may be an ineffective strategy used by them to
cope with stress. It is interesting to note that disclosure of sexual orientation at elementary school was
not significantly associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood. The rate of participants
in the present study who disclosed their sexual orientation at elementary school was less than 5%,
which may limit the ability to draw conclusions on the relationship between disclosure of sexual
orientation at elementary school and later illegal substance use. In addition, sexual orientation may
not be the focus of attention among students at elementary school; therefore, sexual minorities may
encounter severe difficulties in sexual orientation related adjustment that may increase their risk of
later illegal substance use.

4.4. School Factors Associated with Illegal Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

Researchers have previously investigated the role of school performance and issues of mental
health among sexual minorities [63]. The present study found that missing classes or truancy in senior
high school was significantly associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood. For school
children and adolescents, truancy was found to be significantly associated with substance use [64],
and another study showed similar results [65]. However, no further studies have explored this
association among sexual minorities, and the present study fills this gap in the literature. The univariate
logistic regression analysis in the present study found that a low education level was significantly
associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood, although the association became insignificant
following multiple adjusted logistic regression analysis. A previous study reported that men with
a lower educational level were at a higher risk of being hazardous drinkers and heavy cannabis
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users [66]. The cross-sectional research design of the present study limited the ability to determine
the temporal causal relationship between a low education level and illegal substance use in gay and
bisexual men. Further prospective studies are needed to examine whether both low education level
and illegal substance use are the results of minority stress encountered by gay and bisexual men.

4.5. Family and Peer Support and Illegal Substance Use in Sexual Minorities

Family acceptance to sexual minorities predicts greater self-esteem and general health status
among LGBT individuals [67]. More LGBT-supportive environments in school and communities may
also predict less substance use for LGBT adolescents [68]. However, the present study did not find a
significant association between family and peer support during childhood and adolescence, and illegal
substance use in early adulthood. Although support from peers and family during childhood and
adolescent was measured, the individuals current support was not measured, which may strongly
contribute to current substance use.

4.6. Limitations

Several limitations of the current study should be addressed. First, as a cross-sectional study,
it was not possible to determine causal relationships between homophobic bullying victimization and
school factors in childhood and adolescence and illegal substance use in early adulthood. Second,
the study data were exclusively self-reported. Therefore, the use of only a single data source could
have influenced the findings and may have resulted in shared-method variances. Third, the study
obtained data on participants’ homophobic bullying victimization, school factors, and family and
peer support retrospectively, and therefore, recall bias might have been introduced. Finally, only gay
and bisexual men were recruited into this study. Potential implications for lesbian or other sexual
minorities is lacking. Therefore, the generalizability of this study is limited.

5. Conclusions

The present study revealed that homophobic cyberbullying victimization in childhood and
adolescence, disclosure of sexual orientation at junior high school, and missing classes or truancy
in senior high school were significantly associated with illegal substance use in early adulthood.
Based on the results of the current study, the authors suggest that mental health professionals should
routinely assess the experiences and impact of homophobic cyberbullying victimization in childhood
and adolescence when approaching gay and bisexual men with illegal substance use. Timely referral
to gay-affirmative cognitive behavioral therapy [69] for victims of homophobic bullying during their
youth, could help prevent those using illegal substances to cope with these traumatic experiences.
Moreover, the underlying reasons behind the significant association between disclosure of sexual
orientation at junior high school and missing classes or truancy in senior high school with illegal
substance use in early adulthood, warrants further investigation. These findings could then provide
knowledge for the development of a prevention and early intervention strategy for illegal substance
use in gay and bisexual men.
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Abstract: Polytobacco use has become increasingly popular among young adults, particularly
males, and can be defined as the concurrent use of regular cigarettes and other tobacco products
(e.g., e-cigarettes). The present study investigated the use of legal smoking products (cigarettes,
waterpipe and electronic cigarettes) among young adults (n = 355) in Spain and Turkey. The survey
measured demographics, lifetime and past month tobacco use, waterpipe and e-cigarette use, whether
waterpipes and e-cigarettes contained nicotine and reasons for using these substances. The majority of
the Turkish (men = 80% and women = 63.9%) and Spanish sample (men = 61.4% and women = 69.3%)
were polytobacco users. The most common reason for using e-cigarettes was “to experiment, to see
what is like” (Turkish sample: men 66.7% and women 57.1; Spanish sample: men 72.7% and women
93.8%). The most common reason to use regular cigarettes was “to relax and relieve tension” (Turkish
sample: men 88.9% and women 77.6%; Spanish sample: men 78.1% and women 76%), while for
waterpipe users, the most common reason was “to experiment, to see what it is like” (Turkish sample:
men 93.3% and women 80%; Spanish sample: men 78.9% and women 93.8%). The implications for
prevention and future research are discussed.

Keywords: electronic cigarettes; cigarettes; waterpipe; hookah; polytobacco use; young adults; sex;
cognitions; attitudes

1. Introduction

Polydrug use is defined as the consumption of more than one type of drug by an individual [1].
The use of at least two different psychoactive substances among young adults is common and
significantly contributes to the addiction problem [2–4].

The polydrug use phenomenon has also been described specifically among nicotine users, in what
some authors have called “Polytobacco use” or the concurrent use of cigarettes and other tobacco
products [5]. Alternative nicotine and tobacco products (ANTP) include electronic-cigarettes and
waterpipes (also known as hookah, shisha or narghile), which have recently increased in popularity [6–9].
Hookah use has been identified as a predictor of the subsequent use of tobacco products, such as
e-cigarettes [10]. Hookah use has also been found to be associated with lung cancer and other types of
respiratory illness [11–13]. Furthermore, although in lower concentrations than in regular cigarettes,
a number of toxic substances, including carcinogens, have been found in the vapor from electronic
cigarettes [14].

The WHO Study Group on Tobacco Products Regulation identified regional patterns of waterpipe
smoking with traditional use in the Eastern Mediterranean region (e.g., Turkey) and emerging use in
the European region (e.g., Spain). Turkey and Spain have developed public policies to reduce cigarette
use and more recently e-cigarette use. Turkey has also developed policies to reduce waterpipe use, such
as the addition of warning labelling on waterpipe bowls [10], but there has been little research about
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waterpipe use in Spain. Investigating the current pattern of polytobacco use in those two countries
could contribute to our understanding of the polytobacco use phenomenon in these two regions.

Previous research in North America has found substantial gender differences in polytobacco
use, in that more males (than females) were polytobacco users and male lifetime polytobacco users
were more likely to use alcohol and drugs than women [6,15]. The findings regarding waterpipe and
e-cigarette use have been inconsistent, with some research finding men were more frequent users [16]
and others finding no association [17,18]. Examining the different typologies of polytobacco use by sex
may be a useful strategy to understand this behavior and to develop tailored interventions [19].

The main aim of the present study was to describe lifetime and current use of electronic cigarettes,
regular cigarettes, waterpipes and current polytobacco use among young adults by sex and by country.
The second aim was to investigate whether e-cigarettes and waterpipes were used to smoke nicotine
and whether there were any sex differences. The third purpose was to examine reasons for differences
in the use of e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes and waterpipes by sex and by country.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedure

A convenience sample of university students (n = 355) completed an online survey. Data were
collected during the 2018/19 academic year. Participants were recruited using the university online
platform “Moodle” in Spain and by emailing students attending a Turkish university in Northern
Cyprus (Turkish).

This cross-sectional survey involved emailing a link to the students taking two compulsory
courses. After clicking on the link, the students were presented with an information sheet that was
followed by a page asking for their informed consent. Then students were asked to complete an online
questionnaire about the prevalence of the three types of smoking behaviors. Students could complete
the questionnaire in the privacy of their own rooms or homes. After completing the questionnaire,
they were presented with a debriefing page and provided with details regarding how to contact
the researcher, if they wanted to withdraw their data, had additional questions or wanted to know
about the results. This study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Middle East
Technical University—Northern Cyprus Campus.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Demographics

Respondents reported their sex, age and ethnicity.

2.2.2. Lifetime Use of Electronic Cigarettes, Regular Cigarettes and Waterpipe/Hookah

Participants answered the following items: “Have you ever smoked electronic cigarettes
(e-cigarettes) or vaped?”, “Have you ever smoked tobacco from a waterpipe (also known as hookah,
shisha, narguile)?” and “Have you ever smoked regular cigarettes?”. Response options were “yes/no”.

2.2.3. Use of E-Cigarettes, Regular Cigarettes and Waterpipe/Hookah in the Past 30 Days

Students responded to the question “How frequently have you smoked e-cigarettes during the past
30 days?”. The same question was adapted to hookah and regular cigarettes. Response options were
“never”, “occasionally”, “once a week”, “more than once a week, but not every day”, and “every day”.

2.2.4. E-Cigarettes and Waterpipe Nicotine Contents

Participants were asked whether they had smoked e-cigarettes during the past 30 days and
whether the e-cigarettes were: “with nicotine”, “without nicotine” and “with and without nicotine” [20]
(Ministry of Health, Social Services and Equality, 2017). Participants that had used waterpipe/hookah
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during the past 30 days were also asked whether the waterpipe(s) were: “with tobacco”, “with
non-tobacco or herbal shisha” and “with marijuana or hashish” [21].

2.2.5. Reasons for Vaping/Smoking

Participants who reported having vaped or smoked at some time were asked “What were your
main reasons for using an e-cigarette/regular cigarette/waterpipe?” [22]. Thirteen possible reasons were
given: “to experiment, to see what it is like”, “because it tastes good”, “because of boredom, nothing
else to do”, “to have a good time with my friends”, “to relax or relieve tension”, “because it looks
cool”, “to help me quit regular cigarettes”, “to get high”, “because I am “hooked”—I have to have it”,
“because friends or family member used them”, “because e-cigarettes/waterpipe without nicotine are
less harmful than regular cigarettes”, “because e-cigarettes/waterpipe with nicotine are less harmful
than regular cigarettes”, and ”because friends or family members permitted e-cigarettes/waterpipes,
more than regular cigarettes” [22,23]. Students were asked to evaluate each of the 13 reasons using the
following response options: “definitely yes”, “probably yes”, “probably no” and “definitely no”.

2.3. Analysis

All the analyses were conducted by sex and subsample. Chi-square tests and the contingence
coefficient of effect size were applied to analyze lifetime and current substance use. To meet the
assumptions of the chi-squared test, the categories “occasionally” and “once a week” and “more than
once a week” and “every day” were combined. Chi-square tests were also used to study e-cigarette
contents and to analyze reasons for vaping/smoking. The data analysis categories “definitely yes” and
“probably yes” were combined and considered to be an “important reason”. Further, the categories
“definitely no” and “probably no” were combined and were not considered to be an “important reason”.
Fisher’s exact test was used when expected frequencies were lower than 5. All the analyses were
performed using SPSS Version 23 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

3. Results

The Spanish sample was composed of 236 participants (75.4% female, mean age: 20.7 years
(SD = 1.6), ethnicity: 93.6% European, 1.3% Asian, 0.4% Black, 0.4 Turkish, 4.2% Other). The Turkish
sample was composed of 119 participants (68.5% female, mean age: 22.5 years (SD = 1.4), ethnicity:
95.5% Turkish, 1.8% Asian, 2.7 Other). The response rates were 90.76% in the Spanish sample and
98.34% in the Turkish sample.

3.1. Lifetime Prevalence Use

Table 1 shows the lifetime prevalence of having used e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes and waterpipes.
The prevalence in Turkey was higher than in Spain, for both men and women, but these differences were
only statistically significant for waterpipe consumption among men. Moreover, in both subsamples
(Spanish: (X2

(1) = 6.2; p = 0.01; Φ = 0.16; Turkey: X2
(1) = 5.7; p = 0.02; Φ = 0.22) significantly more men

than women had used e-cigarettes. The consumption of regular cigarettes and the use of waterpipes
were similar for women and in men in both samples (Cigarettes: Spain: X2

(2) = 0.8; p = 0.77; Turkish:
X2

(1) = 1.5; p = 0.22. Waterpipe: Spain: X2
(2) = 0.1; p = 0.73; Turkish: X2

(1) = 2.3; p = 0.13).

Table 1. Prevalence of e-cigarette, regular cigarette and waterpipe use by country and sex, chi-square
test and contingency coefficient (effect size).

Type
Male

X2
(1) (p) Φ

Female
X2

(1) (p)
Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

E-cigarettes 27.6% 42.9% 2.3 (0.13) - 13.5% 21.1% 2.3 (0.13)
Cigarettes 55.2% 71.4% 2.4 (0.12) - 57.3% 59.2% 0.08 (0.78)
Waterpipe 60.3% 80.0% 3.9 (0.05) 0.20 62.9% 65.8% 0.19 (0.66)
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There was only one male in the Turkish sample who only consumed electronic cigarettes and
the consumption of electronic cigarettes with regular cigarettes or with waterpipes was also rare.
The consumption of regular cigarettes with waterpipes (i.e., polytobacco use) was much more common,
ranging from 19% to 36% of the participants, depending on their sex and country of origin (Table 2).
Polytobacco use with e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes and waterpipes was more common among men,
particularly Turkish men. Participants were placed into three groups: those who did not use any of the
three substances, those who only used one, and those who used two or all three. A chi-square test
was performed to compare the polytobacco use of the Spanish and Turkish men (X2

(2) = 4.3; p = 0.12)
and women (X2

(2) = 2.8; p = 0.25), but no significant differences were found. When we compared men
and women in each country, there were no significant differences in the Spanish sample (X2

(2) = 1.4;
p = 0.50) or in the Turkish sample (X2

(2) = 3.1; p = 0.22).

Table 2. Polytobacco use by substance and sex (%).

Polytobacco Type
Male Female

Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

No e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes or waterpipe use 24.1% 14.3% 28.7% 19.7%
Only e-cigarette use 0% 2.9% 0% 0%
Only regular cigarette use 12.1% 2.9% 8.4% 13.2%
Only waterpipe use 17.2% 11.4% 13.5% 15.8%
E-cigarettes + regular cigarettes 3.4% 0% 0% 1.3%
E-cigarettes +waterpipe 3.4% 0% 0.6% 5.3%
Waterpipe + regular cigarettes 19% 28.6% 36% 30.3%
E-cigarettes + regular cigarettes +waterpipe 20.7% 40% 12.9% 14.5%

In total, 61.4% of Spanish men, 80% of Turkish men, 69.3% of Spanish women and 63.9% of Turkish
women were classified as polytobacco users, but there were no significant differences by country
(Men: X2

(1) = 2.9; p = 0.09; Women: X2
(1) = 0.5; p = 0.46) or sex (Spanish: X2

(1) = 0.9; p = 0.33; Turkish:
X2

(1) = 2.4; p = 0.12).

3.2. Use in the Past 30 Days

The frequency of e-cigarette consumption over the past 30 days was similar in the Turkish sample
and in the Spanish sample, both in men and women (See Table 3). The proportion of daily consumers
was very low, particularly in women. If we compare the consumption of men and women in the two
sub-groups, there were no significant differences in the Spanish sample (X2

(2) = 3.7; p = 0.15) or the
Turkish sample (X2

(2) = 3.1; p = 0.21).

Table 3. Frequency of e-cigarette consumption in the past 30 days by country and sex, chi-square 1 test
and contingency coefficient (effect size).

Frequency
Male Female

Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

Never 84.5% 68.6% 90.4% 81.6%
Occasionally 8.6% 14.3% 6.2% 10.5%
Once a week 1.7% 5.7% 2.2% 3.9%
More than once a week 1.7% 5.7% 1.1% 1.3%
Every day 3.4% 5.7% 0% 2.6%
X2

(2) (p) 3.3 (0.19) 4.5 (0.10)
1 To meet the assumptions of the chi-squared test, the categories “occasionally /once a week” and “more than once a
week/every day” were combined.
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The frequency of regular cigarette consumption over the past 30 days was also higher in the
Turkish sample, with more than 50% of Turkish men and more than one-third of Turkish women
reporting that they consumed cigarettes on a daily basis. In the Spanish sample, the percentages were
much lower and significant differences were found with the Turkish sample for both sexes (Table 4).
If we compare the consumption of men and women within each country, there were no significant
differences in the STpanish sample (X2

(2) = 0.9; p = 0.62) or the Turkish sample (X2
(2) = 1.7; p = 0.43).

Table 4. Regular cigarette consumption over the past 30 days by country and sex, chi-square 1 test and
contingency coefficient (effect size).

Frequency
Male Female

Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

Never 58.6% 31.4% 57.95% 43.4%
Occasionally 15.5% 8.6% 10.7% 7.9%
Once a week 3.4% 5.7% 3.9% 1.3%
More than once a week 10.3% 2.9% 7.9% 10.5%
Every day 12.1% 51.4% 19.7% 36.8%
X2

(2) (p) 10.1 (0.007) 9.5 (0.009)
Φ 0.33 0.19

1 To meet the assumptions of the chi-squared test, the categories “occasionally /once a week” and “more than once a
week/every day” were combined.

The frequency of waterpipe consumption over the past 30 days was higher in the Turkish sample,
with more than 50% of Turkish men reporting using a waterpipe every day. The differences between
the two countries were statistically significant for both men and women (Table 5). If we compare the
consumption of men and women within the two countries, there were no significant differences in
the Spanish sample (X2

(2) = 3.1; p = 0.21; Φ = 0.12), but in the Turkish sample significantly more men
regularly use a waterpipe (X2

(2) = 6.1; p = 0.048; Φ = 0.23).

Table 5. Waterpipe consumption over the past 30 days by country and sex, chi-square 1 test and
contingency coefficient (effect size).

Frequency
Male Female

Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

Never 77.6% 48.6% 82.6% 60.5%
Occasionally 15.5% 40.0% 15.2% 36.8%
Once a week 3.4% 0% 1.7% 1.3%
More than once a week 3.4% 8.6% 0.6% 1.3%
Every day 0% 2.9% 0% 0%
X2

(2) (p) 8.5 (0.01) 14.2 (0.001)
Φ 0.30 0.24

1 To meet the assumptions of the chi-squared test, the categories “occasionally/once a week” and “more than once a
week/every day” were combined.

3.3. E-Cigarettes and Waterpipe Nicotine Content

Table 6 shows the percentage of e-cigarette users, according to the nicotine content. Men in both
populations reported similar frequencies of nicotine in e-cigarettes, but Turkish women use e-cigarettes
with nicotine more frequently than Spanish women and Spanish women use with and without nicotine
more frequently.
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Table 6. Percentage of e-cigarette users according to the nicotine content.

Nicotine Content
Male Female

Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

Without nicotine 31.3% 12.5% 26.9% 26.3%
With and without nicotine 37.5% 31.3% 61.5% 15.8%
With nicotine 31.3% 56.3% 11.5% 57.9%
X2

(2) (p) 2.5 (0.28) 13.0 (0.001)
Φ - 0.54

Table 7 shows the percentage of waterpipe users according to the additive. Only data from the
Spanish sample is available for this variable, due to a problem with the data collection. The most
frequent option was to use a waterpipe with herbal shisha, but many men only use it with tobacco.

Table 7. Percentage of waterpipe users according to content.

Waterpipe Content Male Female

With tobacco 36.1% 12.1%
With non-tobacco or herbal shisha 37.5% 51.7%
With marijuana or hashish 0% 0.9%
With tobacco and with non-tobacco or herbal shisha 5.6% 15.5%
With tobacco and with marijuana or hashish 5.6% 2.6%
With non-tobacco or herbal shisha and with marijuana or hashish 8.3% 4.3%
With tobacco, with non-tobacco or herbal shisha or with marijuana or hashish 11.1% 12.9%

3.4. Reasons for Vaping/Smoking

Table 8 shows the percentage of participants that answered “definitely” or “probably” to each
option as an important reason for using e-cigarettes. In both countries, the reason men most frequently
considered important was “to experiment—to see what it is like”. This reason was also identified as
very important for more than 90% of Spanish women. In contrast, the most frequently selected reason
among Turkish women was “because it tastes good”. In general, the percentage of participants who
reported each option as an important reason to use electronic cigarettes did not differ significantly
between the two countries, except in the case of “to relax or relieve tension”, with more Turkish men,
than Spanish men (X2

(1) = 5.1; p = 0.02; Φ = 0.38), reporting this to be an important reason (see Table 8).
Moreover, there were no significant differences in the percentage of men and women who considered
each reason to be important in either country.
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Table 8. Most important reasons for using e-cigarettes by country and sex, chi-square * test and
contingency coefficient (effect size).

Reason
Male

X2
(1) (p) Φ

Female
X2

(1) (p) Φ
Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

To experiment—to see what it is like 72.7% 66.7% * (1) - 93.8% 57.1% * (0.07) -
Because it tastes good 53.6% 60.0% 0.1 (0.83) - 65.4% 81.3% * (0.31) -
Because of boredom, nothing else to do 22.2% 22.2% * (1) - 21.6% 33.3% * (0.51) -
To have a good time with my friends 31.6% 27.8% 0.1 (0.80) - 31.4% 31.3% 0 (0.99) -
To relax or relieve tension 20.0% 56.3% 5.1 (0.02) 0.38 16.1% 37.5% * (0.15) -
Because it looks cool 5.0% 22.2% * (0.17) - 5.4% 12.5% * (0.58) -
To help me quit regular cigarettes 13.3% 27.3% * (0.35) - 14.3% 7.1% * (0.44) -
To get high 0% 11.8% * (0.49) - 0% 0% - -
Because I am “hooked”—I have to have it 5.9% 22.2% * (0.19) - 2.8% 0% * (0.69) -
Because friends or family members used them 22.2% 26.7% * (0.54) - 17.6% 20.0% * (0.57) -
Because e-cigarettes without nicotine are less
harmful than regular cigarettes 25.0% 35.7% * (0.68) - 25.0% 29.4% * (0.75) -

Because friends or family member allowed
e-cigarettes more than regular cigarettes 0% 17.6% * (0.10) - 5.7% 22.2% * (0.09) -

* Fisher’s exact test was used when the expected frequencies were lower than 5.

The item participants reported as being the most important reason to use regular cigarettes was
“to relax and relieve tension” (Table 9). There were also other reasons that were considered important
by more than 50% of the sample, which were: “to experiment, to see what it is like” and “have a good
time with friends”. Many Turkish men also reported that they used regular cigarettes “because of
boredom”, which was significantly higher than for Spanish men. Significantly more Turkish women,
than Spanish women, reported boredom as an important reason to use regular cigarettes. In addition,
more Turkish men, than Spanish men, also reported that an important reason was “because friends
or family members used them”. Men and women did not differ in their reasons for using regular
cigarettes, with two exceptions: more Turkish men than Turkish women reported that they use regular
cigarettes “because it looks cool” (X2

(1) = 4.7; p = 0.03; Φ = 0.25) and “because they are hooked”
(X2

(1)) = 6.7; p = 0.01; Φ = 0.30).

Table 9. Most important reasons to use regular cigarettes by subsample and sex, chi-square * test and
contingency coefficient (effect size).

Reason
Male

X2
(1) (p) Φ

Female
X2

(1) (p) Φ
Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

To experiment—to see what it is like 58.1% 66.7% 0.4 (0.50) - 68.6% 61.2% 0.8 (0.37) -
Because it tastes good 25.8% 37.0% 0.9 (0.36) - 40.4% 37.7% 0.5 (0.50) -
Because of boredom, nothing else to do 41.4% 74.1% 6.1 (0.01) 0.33 21.6% 33.3% 5.2 (0.02) 0.19
To have a good time with my friends 51.6% 66.7% 1.3 (0.25) - 57.3% 69.4% 2.1 (0.15) -
To relax or relieve tension 78.1% 88.9% * (0.23) - 76.0% 77.6% 0.1 (0.83) -
Because it looks cool 31.0% 33.3% 0.03 (0.85) - 17.6% 12.5% 0.6 (0.42) -
To get high 14.3% 20.0% * (0.43) - 9.9% 20.8% 3.3 (0.07) -
Because I am “hooked”—I have to have it 28.6% 50.0% 2.6 (0.11) - 35.3% 20.8% 3.2 (0.07) -
Because friends or family members used them 20.0% 46.2% 4.4 (0.04) 0.28 31.0% 38.8% 0.9 (0.35) -

* Fisher’s exact test was used when the expected frequencies were lower than 5.

The three most important reasons to use waterpipes, as reported by the participants, were: “to
experiment, to see what it is like”, “have a good time with friends” and “because it tastes good”.
More Spanish women reported that “to experiment, to see what it is like” and to “have a good time
with Friends” were important reasons to use a waterpipe, but more Turkish women reported their
important reasons as “to help themselves quit regular cigarettes”, “because they are hooked” and
“because waterpipes with nicotine are less harmful than regular cigarettes” (see Table 10). More Turkish
men reported that “because friends and family members used them” as an important reason for using
waterpipes, than did Spanish men. Spanish men also differed significantly from Spanish women across
three reasons. More Spanish women rated the following two items to be important “to experiment,
to see what it is like” (X2

(1) = 6.9; p = 0.01; Φ = 0.22) and “because it tastes good” (X2
(1) = 12.1; p = 0.001;
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Φ = 0.29), while more Spanish men reported an important reason to be “because they are hooked”
(X2

(1) = 4.2; p = 0.04; Φ = 0.18). In the Turkish sample, men and women only differed significantly
in one reason for using a waterpipe, with more men answering “because it looks cool” (X2

(1) = 7.8;
p = 0.001; Φ = 0.32).

Table 10. Most important reasons to use a waterpipe (probably or definitely yes) by country and sex,
chi-square * test and contingency coefficient (effect size).

Reason
Male

X2
(1) (p) Φ

Female
X2

(1) (p) Φ
Spain Turkey Spain Turkey

To experiment—to see what it is like 78.9% 93.3% * (0.17) - 93.8% 80.0% 6.9 (0.01) 0.21
Because it tastes good 70.3% 89.3% 3.4 (0.07) - 92.6% 84.6% 2.5 (0.12) -
Because of boredom, nothing else to do 45.7% 53.6% 0.4 (0.54) - 31.2% 39.2% 1.0 (0.32) -
To have a good time with my friends 91.9% 85.7% * (0.34) - 93.8% 80.4% 6.8 (0.01) 0.20
To relax or relieve tension 33.3% 50.0% 1.8 (0.18) - 32.1% 45.1% 2.5 (0.11) -
Because it looks cool 20.0% 39.3% 2.8 (0.09) - 15.2% 12.0% 0.3 (0.59) -
To help me quit regular cigarettes 0% 11.1% * (0.08) - 2.9% 14.3% * (0.01) 0.21
To get high 23.5% 22.2% 0.02 (0.90) - 9.7% 14.3% 0.7 (0.40) -
Because I am “hooked”—I have to have it 0% 7.4% * (0.19) - 1.0% 12.0% * (0.01) 0.25
Because friends or family members used them 25.7% 55.6% 5.7 (0.02) 0.30 25.7% 36.0% 1.7 (0.19) -
Because waterpipes without nicotine are less
harmful than regular cigarettes 11.4% 21.4% 1.2 (0.28) - 9.9% 22.0% 4.1 (0.04) 0.17

Because friends or family member allowed
waterpipe use more than regular cigarettes 8.8% 12.0% 0.2 (0.69) - 9.2% 19.1% 2.9 (0.10) -

* Fisher’s exact test was used when the expected frequencies were lower than 5.

Finally, the outstanding results of the present research were collected and presented in Table 11.

Table 11. Outstanding results.

1. Lifetime prevalence of e-cigarette, cigarette and waterpipe use was high in both samples.
2. Lifetime prevalence of waterpipe use was higher in Turkish men, than in Spanish men. In women,

the prevalence was similar.
3. The use of e-cigarettes was almost always linked to regular cigarette and waterpipe use.
4. Daily consumption of waterpipe and regular cigarettes was higher in the Turkish sample, than in Spanish

sample, but there were no differences for e-cigarette consumption.
5. More than 50% of the Turkish participants (men and women) always use waterpipes with nicotine.
6. The most important reason to use e-cigarettes in the Spanish sample (men and women) and for Turkish

men was to experiment, to see what it is like. For Turkish women, the most important reason was
because it tastes good.

7. The most important reason to use cigarettes, in all cases, was to relax or relieve tension.
8. The most common reasons to use waterpipes was to have a goodtime with friends, to experiment to see

what it is like and because it tastes good.

4. Discussion

The first purpose of the present study was to investigate the lifetime and current use of electronic
cigarettes, regular cigarettes, waterpipes and current polytobacco use among young adults, by sex
and country. The data showed that lifetime e-cigarette use was higher in the Turkish sample, than in
the Spanish sample. Sex differences were also found in the two samples, with more men having used
e-cigarettes in their lives. Therefore, it appears that women who try e-cigarettes are more likely to
become regular users than men, among the young adults in these samples.

Since 2013, electronic cigarette use has been regulated by law in Turkey and their sales are
prohibited to anyone under 18 years of age [24]. Surprisingly, there was no data available about
electronic cigarette use in Turkey from the Global Data Tobacco Survey [25] and, to our knowledge,
no other data about e-cigarette use in Turkey has been published. The level of e-cigarette use found
here among young Turkish adults shows the need for more large-scale prevalence studies in this
country to investigate the use of this alternative nicotine product.
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The Global Data Tobacco Survey reported the use of electronic cigarettes among the general
population in Spain to be 2% (2% of men and 1.9% of women) [25]. Furthermore, the most recent
national survey of Spain showed that the prevalence figures for e-cigarette use in young adults were:
lifetime—15.1% of men and 10.9% of women; past 30 days—4.3% of men and 2.4% of women; and
daily—1.5% of men and 1.2% of women [26]. Higher percentages were found in the present study,
providing some evidence that e-cigarette use has increased in Spain and that more preventive actions
must be undertaken to alert users and potential users about health risks.

In our study, lifetime regular cigarette use appeared to be higher in men than in women, in the
Turkish sample, and higher in women than in men in the Spanish sample, although these differences
were not statistically significant. Daily cigarette use also appeared to differ between the two countries,
with more Turkish men and more Spanish women using cigarettes on a daily basis, but these differences
were not statistically significant.

In line with our research findings, the WHO Global Adult Tobacco Survey showed that regular
cigarette use (daily and occasional) in Turkey was more common among young men (33%) than in
young women (7.4%) [27]. This sex difference was also reported in the Turkey Statistical Health Survey,
where the percentage of young male daily smokers (31.4%) was significantly higher than the percentage
of young females (5.7%) [28]. Anti-tobacco policies have been implemented in Turkey over the last
10 years, including tax increases and regulations, which have affected the long-term demand for
cigarettes, presumably due to price sensitivity [29]. However, more preventive measures are necessary
in Turkey, in particular among young men, to reduce smoking-related diseases and to reduce the rate
of smoking initiation.

The most recent national Spanish survey showed that daily cigarette use in young adults was
28.5% in men and 23.2% in women, which was higher than in previous national surveys and also
higher than in our study [26]. A previous study among Spanish university students also found
similar daily cigarette use in females (16.9%), as in the present research, and 17.8% among males [30].
These results provide some evidence that, despite the substantial preventive efforts undertaken by the
Spanish government, cigarette smoking may again be increasing among young adults. Therefore, more
campaigns are needed to reduce this addictive behavior and to promote healthy lifestyles in Spain.
Furthermore, interventions targeted at university students should also help them to deal with common
student problems, such as stress and boredom, without the use of nicotine.

The present study found that more than 50% of the participants had used a waterpipe at some
point in their life, with no sex differences. During the past 30 days, waterpipe use was more common
in Turkey than in Spain, with more male users than women in Turkey, but no sex differences were
found in Spain.

Previous studies in Turkey have found current waterpipe use (daily and occasional) to be more
common among young men (2.5%) than in young women (1%) and that waterpipe use has declined
among the general population from 2008 (men: 4%, women 0.7%) to 2012 (men: 1.1%, women:
0.5%), possibly resulting from prevention efforts such as health warnings on waterpipes [27,31].
However, these same studies also reported evidence that waterpipe smoking was increasing globally,
particularly among young adults. This finding again highlights the need to continue with prevention
efforts in order to maintain the decline in waterpipe use.

There is a paucity of research about waterpipe use in Spain. One study found that approximately
one-third of Spanish high school students had used a waterpipe at some point in their lives, with the
proportion being higher in women than in men [32]. Furthermore, another recent study reported that
13% of Spanish high school students currently (monthly or weekly) used a waterpipe [33]. These high
percentages are in accordance with the present study using young adults, which demonstrates the need
to include items about waterpipe use in Spanish national surveys, in order to have more complete data.
Moreover, in line with the most recent National Spanish Drug Plan more preventive materials should
be created to alert people about this new way of socializing in Spain and its health consequences [9].
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One of the main aims of this study was to identify polytobacco use by sex and country among
tobacco users. In the Turkish sample, 80% of men and 63.9% of women were polytobacco users,
while in the Spanish sample, 61.4% of men and 69.3% of women were polytobacco users, although
these differences (country or sex) were not statistically significant. In the same line, with previous
research on Polish adolescents, dual use (regular cigarette + e-cigarette) increased over time, from 4%
in 2010–2011 to 23% in 2013–2014, while exclusive regular cigarette use declined over this time (from
21% to 15%) [34]. Furthermore, research about polytobacco use among North American adolescents
found that 81% of e-cigarette users also used at least one other tobacco product [35]. In a similar study
among North American adolescents and young adults, 55.9% were classified as polytobacco users [36].
The results of the present study are also consistent with previous research among North American
young adults that reported using at least two tobacco products, with shisha being the most common,
followed by regular cigarettes and e-cigarettes [37]. The tendency toward polytobacco use is worrying,
since young adults who use more tobacco products are at a greater risk for increased regular cigarette
smoking and also for maintaining this polytobacco pattern of use [38].

The second purpose of the present study was to find out whether e-cigarettes and waterpipes
were used with nicotine and whether there were sex and country differences. Within e-cigarettes
smokers, in the Turkish sample, 56.3% of men and 57.9% of women answered that their e-cigarettes
contained nicotine, while in the Spanish sample, these proportions were 31.3% of men and 11.5% of
women. Our Spanish data were lower than those reported in the last National Spanish Drug survey,
which found 48.4% of young adult men and 41% of young adult women smoked e-cigarettes with
nicotine [26]. However, our research found that a higher proportion of the participants reported that
they sometimes include nicotine in their e-cigarettes (37.5% men and 61.5% women), than was found
in the most recent National Spanish Drug survey (11.5% men and 17.2% women).

Within waterpipe users, in the Spanish sample, the most frequent answer among males was that
they smoked waterpipes with tobacco (36.1%), while among women the most frequent answer (57.1%)
was that they smoked waterpipes with non-tobacco or herbal shisha. Approximately one-third part of
men (30.6%) and women (35.3%) smoked waterpipes, combining the following: tobacco, non-tobacco
or herbal shisha or marijuana/hashish. In another study among North American students, the majority
of waterpipe users (90%) reported smoking tobacco, 45% marijuana, 37% herbal shisha (non-tobacco)
and 18% hashish [21]. Moreover, the present research confirms that waterpipe use is a common
alternative method for using nicotine. The results of the present study are concerning, since nicotine
use was common, but also because of the toxic substances that have been found in waterpipe smoke,
including herbal shisha. This research demonstrates the need to disseminate information about the
health risks of waterpipe use among young adults [21].

The third purpose of the present study was to examine the reasons why young adults use
e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes and waterpipe and whether there were any sex or country differences.
The most important reason to use e-cigarettes was “to experiment, to see what is like” (Turkish sample:
men 66.7% and women 57.1; Spanish sample: men 72.7% and women 93.8%), although the most
important reason for Turkish women (81.3%) was “because it tastes good”. No significant differences
were found by sex in the reasons reported. The only exception was for the reason “Because it relieves
tension”, which was reported more commonly by Turkish men than Spanish men. This finding among
Turkish men is in line with previous studies among North American young adults, where affect
regulation was the most consistent predictor of e-cigarette use [17]. The results of our research are
also in agreement with previous research about the reasons for vaping or e-cigarette use among North
American adolescents. The most important reasons reported were: to experiment and because it tastes
good [22], and because they are available in tasty flavors, such as mint, candy, fruit or chocolate [23].

The most commonly reported reason to consume regular cigarettes was “to relax and relieve
tension” (Turkish sample: men 88.9% and women: 77.6%; Spanish sample: men 78.1% and women
76%). More than 50% of the two samples also considered the following reasons to be important: “to
experiment, to see what it is like” and to “have a good time with friends”. More Turkish men, than
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Spanish men, and more Turkish women than Spanish women gave the reason “because of boredom”.
More Turkish men, than Spanish men, gave the reason “because friends or family members used
them”. No significant differences were found in the reasons provided by sex, with the exception of
“Because it looks cool” and “because I am hooked”, which were reported more by Turkish men than
Turkish women. Our findings are also consistent with previous research among North American
students, where high levels of regular cigarette use were associated with higher boredom relief and
affect regulation motive scores [39].

The most important reasons to use waterpipes were “to experiment, to see what it is like” (Turkish
sample: men 93.3% and women 80%; Spanish sample: men 78.9% and women 93.8%), “to have a
good time with friends” (Turkish sample: men 85.7% and women 80.4%; Spanish sample: men 91.9%
and women 93.8%) and “because it tastes good” (Turkish sample: men 89.3% and women 84.6%;
Spanish sample: men 70.3% and women 92.6%). For Spanish women, the reasons “to experiment,
to see what is like” and to “have a good time with friends” were more important than for Turkish
women. Turkish women reported the following reasons to be more important than for Spanish women:
“to help quit regular cigarettes”, “because I am hooked” and “because waterpipes without nicotine
are less harmful than regular cigarettes”. More Turkish than Spanish men reported using waterpipes
“because friends and family members used them”. In the Spanish sample, men reported “because I am
hooked” more often than Spanish women, but more women answered “to experiment, to see what
it is like” and “because it tastes good”. In the Turkish sample, more men than women reported the
reason “because it looks cool”. The pattern of findings in the present study are in line with the findings
from a study about waterpipe use among North American adolescents, which found that adolescents
strongly endorsed the following statements: if my best friend offered me a hookah, I would smoke;
hookah helps young people feel more comfortable; hookah helps people relieve stress; it would be easy
to quit using hookah [40]. The higher perceived social acceptability of waterpipe use among friends
was also found to be related to the higher odds of having ever tried a waterpipe in North American
adolescents [41]. These positive cognitions about waterpipe use, compared with regular cigarettes use,
could help to explain the increased use of waterpipes in recent years. In addition, a general pattern
among young adults to search for alternative ways of using tobacco has been proposed to explain
waterpipe use [42].

There are limitations to this study. Firstly, this cross-sectional survey does not allow any temporal
conclusions about tobacco use and the reasons examined to use these substances. This work was based
on a convenience sample of university students who completed an online survey, as has been the case
in previous polytobacco research in North America [17]. However, there are several possible sample
and method limitations, which means the data collected here does not supersede those obtained in
national surveys. Furthermore, all measures relied on self-reported behavior and may therefore be
biased in some way. In particular, it is likely that the “because I am hooked” reason for smoking, one of
the three measured products, has been under-reported by the participants, since being addicted to
something is socially undesirable. Due to the multiple statistic tests undertaken regarding the main
reasons for using regular cigarettes, e-cigarettes and waterpipes, some significant results could have
been found by chance. However, the present study has to be considered a first step, so that future
larger studies will be conducted which are able to analyze in depth polytobacco characteristics by
country and sex.

5. Conclusions

Although there were very few differences by sex or country, the high level of polytobacco use
among young adults reported in both countries (European region vs. Eastern Mediterranean region)
highlights the need to develop more integrated prevention strategies. These strategies should not
only include regular cigarette use, as has usually been the case, or by separating tobacco products,
but must include all alternative nicotine products, such as e-cigarettes and waterpipes. This would be
the way to offer a global health risk approach to nicotine use among young adults, regardless of the
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form of administration. Nevertheless, it is also important that the observed differences in the reasons
to use these alternative tobacco products are also taken into account. Further research is also needed
to examine polytobacco use in these two countries in order to better understand these new nicotine
use patterns. It is suggested that future research continues to collect data about nicotine contents for
waterpipes and e-cigarettes to help policy makers and to develop more accurate prevention campaigns.
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Abstract: Background: Prenatal alcohol exposure can produce serious changes in neurodevelopment
that last a lifetime, as well as a wide range of congenital abnormalities, and is the main non-hereditary,
avoidable cause of intellectual disability in developed countries. It is therefore crucial to understand
the determinants of alcohol consumption during pregnancy. This study is aimed at determining
the factors that predict it, as well as the interactions between them. Methods: A cross-sectional
study was carried out using a random sample of 426 pregnant women being treated at the outpatient
clinic of a public university hospital in Seville (Spain), when they were in their twentieth week of
pregnancy. A custom-designed questionnaire was used for data collection and applied in the course
of an interview administered by trained health professionals. The data collected were analyzed using
hierarchical regression, moderation analysis, and a structural equations model. Results: Alcohol
consumption prior to pregnancy proved to be the most powerful predictor of alcohol intake during
pregnancy. Other particularly significant predictors were the percentage of professionals who
gave correct advice to the expectant mother—not to consume any alcohol during pregnancy—and
perception of the risk from drinking wine during pregnancy. The number of pregnancies correlates
positively with alcohol intake during pregnancy, while the expectant mother’s level of education
correlates negatively. Conclusions: Identifying these predictive factors will allow the design of more
effective fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) prevention strategies.

Keywords: prevention; alcohol consumption; pregnancy; FASD; lifestyle; public health; Spain

1. Introduction

Currently, there is extensive evidence of the teratogenic effects of prenatal alcohol exposure,
which can translate into a broad spectrum of abnormalities that make up what is known as fetal
alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) [1,2]. The damage caused to the forming nervous system is
permanent and has a number of consequences for the biological development of the fetus as a whole,
as well as for subsequent neurocognitive and social development in childhood and the other stages
in lifespan [3]. FASD therefore represents a major health and socio-educational problem, since it is
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the main non-hereditary, avoidable cause of learning difficulties in developed countries, with serious
consequences for new-born babies that will last their entire lives [4–6].

It is uncertain how prevalent alcohol consumption during pregnancy is, due to the tendency for
it to be underestimated when it is assessed using scales, and as a result of the lack of studies with
biomarkers that allow it to be estimated reliably. However, there are worrying data available that tell
us that alcohol consumption is a very widespread practice among expectant mothers (particularly in
Europe, North America, Australia, and in countries such as South Africa). Its incidence worldwide
has been estimated at 9.8% [7]. In a study carried out on expectant and new mothers found online
from eleven European countries, 15.8% of them stated that they consumed alcohol during pregnancy,
with the United Kingdom (28.5%) and Russia (26.5%) being the countries with the highest estimated
level of prevalence in this study [8]. In parallel to consumption, the countries that have the highest
estimated prevalence of FASD (19.8 per 1000 population) are those that belong to the European region
of the WHO [9]. All of this makes FASD a global public health problem, requiring effective strategies
for prevention and early diagnosis, and representing a crucial challenge for healthcare personnel in
general, and obstetricians and midwives in particular.

Health professionals play a very important role in providing preventive advice regarding healthy
lifestyles in the periconceptional period, during pregnancy, and postnatally. However, there are signs
that large sections of healthcare professionals (general practitioners (GPs), obstetricians, and midwives)
are not doing their job fully and properly in this regard. The health advice that pregnant women receive
about the risks inherent in consuming alcohol during pregnancy frequently proves contradictory, or else
it does not reach those with a lower level of education effectively [10]. A number of studies suggest
that not having received any specific training in this area could explain why not all professionals
routinely inquire about alcohol consumption when caring for pregnant women, or do not always
provide appropriate information on the subject [11,12].

Another factor which might explain this is the ambivalence of the official guidelines themselves
in this area, or their inconsistency from one country to another, and over time. A review of the
Australian and American guidelines related to alcohol consumption during pregnancy, carried out
by Whitehall in 2006 [13], highlighted the fact that there was a certain permissiveness shown by the
health authorities regarding alcohol consumption during pregnancy. They even failed to recommend
abstention, arguing that it might cause disproportionate anxiety and therefore prove even more harmful
than alcohol consumption. At the same time, another review of the policies and guidelines on alcohol
consumption during pregnancy in English-speaking countries [14] showed that these varied from
country to country and within the countries themselves. With the passing of time, since it has not
been possible to establish that there are safe levels of alcohol consumption during pregnancy, and at
the same time, since there is increasing evidence that low levels of alcohol consumption can lead to
risks to fetal development [15], there are many countries where official health guidelines on pregnancy
recommend abstaining completely from drinking alcohol during this time. Thus, since 2002, France has
recommended total abstention from alcoholic beverages during pregnancy [16]. National public health
bodies in Australia [17], Denmark [18], and Norway [19] have made equivalent recommendations.
At the same time, in Scotland, since 2012, the Chief Medical Officer has advised that “pregnant women
and those trying to conceive should avoid alcohol” [20]. Equally, in the USA, the Message to Women
from the U.S. Surgeon General stated “No amount of alcohol consumption can be considered safe
during pregnancy” [21]. At the same time, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that
health professionals promote total avoidance of alcohol consumption throughout pregnancy, in line
with the principle of precaution [4]. In Canada, the 2010 consensus guidelines from the Society of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of Canada support alcohol abstention during pregnancy [22].

In order to be able to develop effective FASD prevention, the starting point must be a good
understanding of the current situation of the problem. It is particularly crucial to know about the
factors that cause or encourage expectant mothers to consume alcohol during pregnancy.
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There are some studies which aim to identify the factors that predict alcohol consumption during
pregnancy. Several of them have concluded that the most important factor is the frequent consumption
of alcohol prior to pregnancy [23–27]. Bearing this in mind, it is particularly worrying that in countries
such as Spain, at present, two thirds of women of child-bearing age consume alcohol. According to
the Spanish National Health Survey of 2017 [28], only 36.96% of women aged 15–24 years of age and
23.78% aged between 25 and 34 identified themselves as non-drinkers. These data present us with a
potential problem in the years to come—an increased incidence of FASD—unless effective healthcare
provided during the periconceptional period helps them to stop consuming alcohol.

Other predictive factors identified in some studies are having been the target of violence [25],
high socioeconomic status, an unplanned pregnancy, and late childbearing age [29]. Similarly, smoking
or using other drugs prior to becoming pregnant prove to be predictors of alcohol consumption during
pregnancy [26,30,31].

Research to date into the factors that predict alcohol consumption during pregnancy is limited
and some yield contradictory results. There are also some potential predictors that have scarcely been
explored, such as obstetric history, the partner’s alcohol consumption, health advice received regarding
alcohol consumption during pregnancy, and the perception of damage resulting from prenatal exposure
to alcohol. These factors, in real life, presumably do not act in isolation, but rather interact with one
another. To our knowledge, the interaction between a wide range of predictive factors of alcohol
consumption during pregnancy has not been studied to date. It is also particularly important to
identify these predictors and the interactions between them in those regions of the world where there
is a combination of a high rate of alcohol consumption among women of childbearing age and limited
implementation of healthcare programs aimed at FASD prevention. The case of Spain, just like that
of other European countries, may be particularly illustrative for all regions of the world where these
circumstances exist.

Therefore, our study, conducted using a sample of expectant mothers who attended a routine
pregnancy check-up in a city in the south of Europe, aimed to determine a wide range of factors that
predict alcohol consumption during pregnancy and to identify the relative weight of each of them.
Additionally, the study was also designed to assess the degree of interaction between different factors
(sociodemographic factors, obstetric history, the partner’s alcohol consumption, health advice received,
and beliefs about the possible risks) and how much they moderate the relationship between previous
consumption and alcohol intake during pregnancy.

2. Participants and Methods

2.1. Study Design

A cross-sectional study was carried out, through interviews, on a representative sample of the
pregnant women treated in a publicly managed university hospital in Seville (Spain). The sample
was randomly selected from women who attended the morphology ultrasound clinic, located in the
outpatient area of the hospital, in their 20th week of pregnancy, during a five-month period in 2016.

2.2. Data Collection and Participants

The population of expectant mothers in the twentieth week of pregnancy in the health area
of this university hospital during the period when the data were collected was 1664. The sample
selection criteria were set as an interview with one out of every two pregnant women, to be chosen at
random, i.e., 832 pregnant women. Of these, 426 agreed to be interviewed. The minimum desired
sample size was 400 participants. All of them had the same gestational age, and in this regard,
it was a homogeneous sample and one that was representative of the population of pregnant women
treated by the aforementioned public hospital. For the collection of data, face-to-face interviews were
conducted, carried out by health professionals who had previously been instructed on how to do so.
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The questionnaire was custom designed by the research group and was delivered under conditions
that ensured the anonymity of those interviewed and the confidentiality of the information collected.

The eligibility criteria for inclusion in the study were: Pregnant women of 16 years of age or older,
who speak and read Spanish fluently, who accepted and signed the informed consent for inclusion in
the study. Further characteristics of the sample are described elsewhere [32].

2.3. Ethics

Before the study was carried out, both its protocol and the questionnaire prepared by the research
group were approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the University Hospital Virgen
Macarena (Research code: ICG15/Internal code: 0254N-15).

As a prerequisite for conducting the interview, pregnant women were given oral and written
information about the study and an informed consent form, which they had to complete and sign
voluntarily if they wanted to be part of the study, delivering one copy to the research team and
keeping the other. This documentation reflected all the information related to the objective of the study,
as well as the guarantees of confidentiality, privacy, and preservation of anonymity in the responses.
The participants gave their informed consent by signing and returning this form. The Helsinki
declaration of 1975 and its subsequent amendments were respected.

2.4. Questionnaire

The instrument used for the collection of information was a questionnaire prepared and designed
ad hoc for the study by the team of researchers who conceived and carried out this research project.
Each of the completed questionnaires was given a code that preserved the anonymity of the users.
The members of the research group included health professionals (a GP, two from the field of obstetrics,
in particular—an obstetrician and a midwife—and a neonatologist), as well as professionals from the
fields of psychology and sociology. The experience of all of them, as well as their knowledge in the
field as a result of their research background, made it possible to prepare the customized questionnaire
for the population to which it was addressed. Furthermore, a preliminary pilot was carried out in order
to verify understanding of the questions, as well as the possibility of adding or removing categories in
the answers to the multiple-choice questions. The questions regarding consumption patterns were
taken from the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT) [33].

Most of the questions in the questionnaire provided the possibility of answering with several
predetermined options; however, one of them was “other”, which allowed the interviewer to note
down all answers provided spontaneously by the pregnant women that were not in line with the
categories established. Subsequently, the research group transcribed these answers to categorize them
into the options that had been established beforehand, or put them into a new category, thus preventing
information from being lost. In addition to these multiple-choice questions, there were also open-ended
questions in the questionnaire that were recorded by taking notes. After the data were collected,
categories were created for these answers based on a thematic analysis of them.

The questionnaire’s content covers the following groups of variables:

(a) Sociodemographic variables: Age, educational level (categorized into three groups from lowest
to highest level: (1) Low level of studies, e.g., primary education; (2) medium level of studies, e.g.,
compulsory secondary education, professional training; (3) university studies and employment
status (categorized from the best to the worst employment status in five groups: Full-time
employment, part-time employment, unemployed, housewife—as a self-defined employment
status—and other employment statuses, such as: Student, on sick leave, under legal working
age).

(b) Obstetric variables: Number of pregnancies, including the current one, and pregnancy planning.
(c) Risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy (categorized as: (1) Risk(s) mentioned;

(2) says she doesn’t know but gives an opinion; (3) she doesn’t know; (4) other answer, and the
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perceived duration of damage resulting from alcohol consumption during pregnancy (categorized
as seven possible answers: (1) During pregnancy; (2) during childhood; (3) first years; (4) many
years; (5) lifelong; (6) she doesn’t know; (7) other). The categorization of answers was performed
following the piloting of the study, in which these same questions were asked, allowing those
responding to provide open answers, which were subsequently categorized. Furthermore,
the “other” answer option was provided, as described above.

(d) Variables related to health professionals: The numbers of health professionals who provided
information and the percentage of professionals who provided correct information (recommendation
not to drink any alcohol during pregnancy).

(e) Variables related to the risk perception of consuming alcohol during pregnancy for specific types
of drinks (beer, wine), in terms of the amount and frequency of consumption for each of them,
with five response categories: “Any amount during pregnancy is harmful”, “consuming alcohol
less than once a month is not harmful”, “consuming alcohol less than once a week is not harmful”,
“drinking a small amount every day is not harmful”, “drinking as much and as often as a person
wants to is not harmful”. These categories were established after the answers obtained in the
study pilot were studied. The “other” answer option was also included.

(f) Average daily alcohol consumption during pregnancy (in grams of pure alcohol) and average
daily alcohol consumption before pregnancy (also in grams of pure alcohol). In both cases,
the average daily number of grams was estimated from questions on the AUDIT scale [33],
which ask about the frequency and amount of consumption of different types of drinks. Days of
non-consumption were included in both calculations.

2.5. Data Analysis

First, a hierarchical regression analysis was conducted in order to examine the explained variance
of alcohol consumption during pregnancy. In the first step, demographics (i.e., age, educational level,
and employment status) were introduced in the regression equation, while obstetric history was added
in the second (i.e., number of pregnancies and pregnancy planning). In the third and fourth steps,
previous alcohol consumption and the partner’s alcohol consumption were included. In the fifth and
sixth steps of the regression analysis, advice received from health professionals (i.e., the number of
health professionals who gave advice and the percentage of health professionals who provided the
correct advice) and beliefs about risks (i.e., risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy,
perceived duration of the damage caused by prenatal alcohol exposure, and the risk perception of
drinking beer or wine during pregnancy) were included to explain alcohol consumption during
pregnancy. R2 were calculated at each step including subsequent variables in the analysis, as well as
the change in F. Additionally, t and β coefficients were examined for each indicator. These analyses
were carried out with SPSS 21.0 (IBM Corp, New York, NY, USA, 2012).

Second, moderation analyses were conducted to explore how the previous indicators (i.e.,
demographics, obstetric history, the partner’s alcohol consumption, advice received from health
professionals, and beliefs about risks) moderate the relationship between previous alcohol consumption
and consumption during pregnancy. These analyses were carried out following the recommendations
described by Hayes [34], based on regression analyses. The effects described in this model represent
causal assumptions, because there is no causation verification without variable manipulation. Thus,
only associations among variables may be concluded. Standardized coefficients were calculated to
estimate the effect of one variable (assumed to be the independent variable) on another variable
(assumed to be the criterion variable), and the moderation was analyzed as the interaction between the
independent variable and the moderator to explain the dependent variable. Process v3.3 macro for
SPSS was used, by specifically applying the model number 1, which performs a total of 1000 bootstrap
samples for bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals. Huber-White heteroscedasticity-consistent
inference was carried out.
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Third, structural equation modelling was performed to integrate the effects of demographics,
obstetric history, self-reported previous alcohol consumption, the partner’s alcohol consumption,
advice received from health professionals, and beliefs about risks, on self-reported alcohol consumption
during pregnancy, as well as the relationships between those indicators. χ2, Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) were analyzed as overall data fit
indexes. Lagrange multipliers and Wald tests were sequentially performed for model modifications to
improve overall fit. R2 was calculated to analyze the explained variance, and standardized solutions
were examined. This model was tested with EQS 6.3 (Multivariate Software Inc., Temple City, CA,
USA, 2017), following the recommendations by Byrne [35].

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Characteristics of the Sample

A total of 832 pregnant women randomly selected in accordance with the procedure described
above were invited to participate. Of them, 426 (51.2%) accepted. The total number of pregnant women
who attended the morphological ultrasound clinic during the period in which the study was performed
(5 months in 2016) was 1664. Most of the participants were Spanish (92.2%). The average age was
31.9 years (SD = 5.3). Information concerning demographic and obstetric variables was described in a
previous work [32].

Table 1 displays the primary information from the different variables on which data were collected.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of study variables.

Partner’s Alcohol Consumption (%)

Never = 21.4
Once a month or less = 19.5
Twice to four times a month = 29.5
Twice to three times a week = 13.3
Four or more times a week = 15.5
No partner = 0.7

Number of health professionals who provided information (%)

Zero = 43.0
One = 26.5
Two = 14.1
Three = 16.4

% of health professionals who provided correct advice

None= 19.8
A third = 0.4
Half = 2.1
Two thirds = 1.6
All = 76.1

Risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy

Risk(s) mentioned = 59.5
She doesn’t know but gives opinion = 12.7
She doesn’t know = 27.1
No risk = 0.7

Perceived duration of damage

During pregnancy = 2.4
Childbirth = 3.8
First years = 9.3
Many years = 5.2
Lifelong = 48.1
She doesn’t know = 27.5
Other = 3.8

Risk perception of drinking beer during pregnancy

Any amount is harmful = 31.5
Less than once a month is not harmful = 27.6
Less than once a week is not harmful = 25.3
A small amount every day is not harmful = 14.8
It is not harmful, regardless of the amount = 0.8
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Table 1. Cont.

Risk perception of drinking wine during pregnancy

Any amount is harmful = 38.4
Less than once a month is not harmful = 30.6
Less than once a week is not harmful = 24.2
A small amount/day is not harmful = 5.9
It is not harmful, regardless of the amount = 0.9

Average daily alcohol consumption before pregnancy (grams) M = 4.68, SD = 10.30
Average daily alcohol consumption during pregnancy (grams) M = 0.38, SD = 1.55

3.2. Regression Analysis to Explain Alcohol Consumption during Pregnancy

Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical regression analysis to explain self-reported alcohol
consumption during pregnancy. In the first step, both educational level and employment status
showed negative effects, such that lower alcohol consumption was detected in women with a higher
educational level and among those self-labelled as “housewives”. In the second step, obstetric history
showed a significant effect, with more alcohol consumption in women who had more pregnancies.
In the third step, previous alcohol consumption had a remarkable positive effect. Those women who
reported higher previous alcohol consumption also indicated higher alcohol consumption during
pregnancy. In the fourth step, the partner’s alcohol consumption did not have a significant effect. In the
fifth, a notable negative effect was observed for the percentage of professionals who provided correct
advice. Thus, a lower percentage of professionals providing correct advice—not to consume any
alcohol at all during pregnancy—is related to higher self-reported alcohol consumption. Lastly, in the
sixth step, beliefs about risks were added, obtaining a final explained variance of 27%. Higher alcohol
consumption during pregnancy was observed in those women who reported lower risk perception
for wine.

Table 2. Hierarchical regression analysis of demographics, obstetric history, previous alcohol
consumption, the partner’s alcohol consumption, advice received from health professionals, and beliefs
about risks, as correlates of alcohol consumption during pregnancy.

Title R2 ΔF F t β

Step 1 0.04 5.24 ** 5.24 **
Age −0.67 −0.04

Educational Level −2.85 −0.14 **
Employment status −3.91 −0.18 ***

Step 2 0.05 2.07 4.00 **
Number of pregnancies 2.91 0.13 **

Pregnancy planning −1.04 −0.05

Step 3 0.17 62.64 *** 14.25 ***
Self-reported previous alcohol consumption 7.25 0.32 ***

Step 4 0.17 1.13 12.38 ***
Partner’s alcohol consumption 1.12 0.05

Step 5 0.24 19.76 *** 14.89 ***
Number of health professionals who provided advice 0.33 0.02

% who provided correct information −5.29 −0.26 ***

Step 6 0.27 4.28 ** 11.95 ***
Risk awareness of alcohol consumption during

pregnancy −1.86 −0.08

Perceived duration of damage 0.02 0.01
Perceived risk of drinking beer during pregnancy −1.85 −0.17
Perceived risk of drinking wine during pregnancy 3.18 0.29 **

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01.
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3.3. Moderation Analysis in the Relationship between Previous Alcohol Consumption and Consumption during
Pregnancy

Table 3 shows the results of the regression analyses to examine moderations in the relationships
between previous and current alcohol consumption. Higher alcohol consumption during pregnancy
was observed in women who reported higher previous consumption and had a low level of education.
With regard to obstetric history, higher consumption during pregnancy was observed in women with
greater previous consumption and more experience of pregnancies. Furthermore, higher consumption
was also observed in women with higher previous consumption and those who reported a lower
degree of correct advice received from health professionals. Lastly, risk perception regarding beer and
wine also moderated that relationship. Higher alcohol consumption during pregnancy was observed
in women with higher previous consumption and lower risk perception for the two types of alcoholic
drinks studied.

Table 3. Regression analyses of the moderations by demographics, obstetric history, the partner’s alcohol
consumption, advice received from health professionals, and beliefs about risks, in the relationships
between previous and current alcohol consumption.

“Previous Alcohol Consumption” x: R2 F t β

Age 0.01 0.40 −0.63 −0.06
Educational Level 0.03 6.69 * −2.59 −0.19 *

Employment status 0.01 1.00 1.00 0.07
Number of pregnancies 0.02 4.69 * 2.16 0.16 *

Pregnancy planning 0.01 0.03 −0.18 −0.01
Partner’s alcohol consumption 0.01 1.36 −1.17 −0.08

Number of health professionals who provided information 0.02 9.75 ** −3.12 −0.16 **
% of health professionals who provided correct information 0.10 31.94 *** −5.65 −0.35 ***
Risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy 0.01 3.14 −1.77 −0.11

Perceived duration of the damage 0.01 2.52 1.59 0.14
Risk perception of drinking beer during pregnancy 0.02 4.43 * 2.11 0.14 *
Risk perception of drinking wine during pregnancy 0.02 4.66 * 2.16 0.15 *

Note. Dependent variable: Alcohol consumption during pregnancy. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

3.4. Structural Equation Model

Lastly, the relationships between the study variables were integrated in a structural equation
model. After conducting Lagrange multipliers and Wald tests, the final model reached a good overall
data fit, χ2(63, N = 426) = 118.17, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 1.88, CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI RMSEA
= 0.03–0.06. Table 4 describes the effects and associations included in the model, which all reached
statistical significance (p < 0.05).

First, regarding alcohol consumption during pregnancy, the model showed negative effects for
risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy, the percentage of health professionals who
provided correct advice, educational level and employment status, with higher consumption among
those women with better employment status, and positive effects for risk perception of drinking wine
during pregnancy, previous alcohol consumption, and number of pregnancies. This equation presented
a R2 = 0.25 (MSE = 0.87), with the strongest effects for the percentage of health professionals who
provided correct advice and previous alcohol consumption. Second, with regard to risk perception of
drinking beer during pregnancy (R2 = 0.05, MSE = 0.97) and wine (R2 = 0.01, MSE = 0.99), previous
alcohol consumption was positively related. Moreover, age and the number of health professionals who
provided information were negatively related to risk perception of drinking beer during pregnancy.

Furthermore, some associations were also significant in the model. First, perceived risks of wine
and beer were found to be positively interrelated. Moreover, beliefs about the duration of the damage
and risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy were also positively associated. Second,
the partner’s alcohol consumption was positively associated with previous consumption and age,
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and negatively with beliefs about the duration of the damage. Third, the number of pregnancies was
negatively related to previous alcohol consumption. Moreover, pregnancy planning was positively
associated with age and educational level.

Table 4. Significant effects and associations included in the structural equation model.

Direct Effects

Effects on alcohol consumption during pregnancy
-Risk awareness: −0.09
-Risk perception of drinking wine during pregnancy: 0.14
-Previous alcohol consumption: 0.33
-% who correctly informed: −0.25
-Educational level: −0.14
-Employment status: −0.18
-Number of pregnancies: 0.13

Effects on risk perception regarding beer
-Previous alcohol consumption: 0.10
-Number of health professionals who provided
information: −0.05
-Age: −0.20

Effects on risk perception regarding wine
-Previous alcohol consumption: 0.08

Associations

Between variables:
-Partner’s alcohol consumption/previous consumption: 0.13
-Number of pregnancies/previous consumption: −0.17
-Number of health professionals who provided information/% who provided correct information: 0.37
-Employment status/% who correctly informed: −0.18
-Partner’s alcohol consumption/age: 0.12
-Partner’s alcohol consumption/perceived duration of the damage: −0.13
-Previous consumption/% who correctly informed: −0.12
-Age/educational level: 0.40
-Age/employment status: −0.23
-Number of pregnancies/age: 0.25
-Pregnancy planning/age: 0.25
-Employment status/educational level: −0.21
-Pregnancy planning/educational level: 0.20
Between measurement errors of the variables:
-Duration of damage/risk awareness of alcohol consumption during pregnancy: 0.32
-Risk perception regarding wine/risk perception regarding beer: 0.88

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyze a wide range of potential predictors of alcohol consumption
during pregnancy, with a view of identifying the specific weight of each of them, as well as the
interactions between them. We thus intended to address the fragmented vision offered by studies
conducted on this subject in general to date [8,24,31]. In order to examine the role of different factors as
predictors of alcohol consumption during pregnancy, a random and representative sample of pregnant
women receiving care in the outpatient clinics of a public hospital in a southern European city (Seville,
Spain) was interviewed in the 20th week of pregnancy.

As in other previous studies [23–27], alcohol consumption prior to pregnancy was identified as the
most powerful predictor of alcoholic beverage intake during pregnancy. This finding suggests, in short,
that an expectant mother’s previous lifestyle tends to continue during her pregnancy, particularly in
terms of products that can lead to dependence and whose consumption is socially accepted in societies
like Spain, such as alcoholic beverages. In this country, the average maternal age at delivery of the
first child is particularly high (31.02 years of age in 2018, [36]), and the average age to start drinking
alcoholic beverages is notably low (14.1 years of age among those female students who have ever
drunk alcohol, [37]), and, as such, many women will have been drinking alcohol regularly for almost
20 years before their first pregnancy. It is not easy to drastically change behavior that is deeply rooted in
lifestyles and has strong social support. It should not be forgotten, furthermore, that many pregnancies
are unplanned (44% worldwide [38]; 25.4% in the sample used in this study) and that alcohol may be
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having a teratogenic effect on the embryo before the woman is aware she is pregnant, precisely in the
period of prenatal development that is most sensitive to the action of teratogens (organogenesis).

A review carried out by Stephenson et al. highlights that the state of health of the expectant mother,
as well as her lifestyle during the perigestational period, has an influence on the perinatal results of
the new-born baby. It therefore proves very important to promote healthy lifestyles among women
of child-bearing age, and more specifically, among those who are trying to conceive, by providing
preconception care [39]. According to another retrospective study, developed by Goossens et al.,
the adoption of these healthy lifestyles before pregnancy is more likely in nulliparous women and in
those with a previous miscarriage. At the same time, women who have had previous pregnancies,
as well as those who are of a lower socio-economic level are less likely to change their lifestyles and
make them healthier [40]. It is therefore necessary to combine general strategies for promoting healthy
lifestyles among women of child-bearing age with others aimed specifically at each sector of these
women, in such a way that makes it easier for all of them to choose the healthiest options in their
daily lives.

The structural equations model created also concludes that another important predictive factor,
although with less weight than the previous one, is health advice received from health professionals
and, more specifically, the percentage of health professionals who have provided pregnant women
with the correct advice: To abstain completely from consuming alcoholic beverages during pregnancy.
This is a new finding and one that had not been previously identified in the research in this field.
This result suggests that the performance of health professionals who treat pregnant women (GPs,
obstetricians, midwives) may have a significant influence on their lifestyle, and specifically, on their
alcohol consumption. This is consistent with the results of previous studies which corroborated the
thinking that adequate health advice from professionals who care for pregnant women first-hand tends
to reduce or stop alcohol consumption during pregnancy [41,42].

However, several studies carried out in the United Kingdom [43], Australia [44], and Spain [10]
conclude that health advice on alcohol consumption provided to pregnant women is often contradictory
and inconsistent. What the result of our study suggests is that providing pregnant women with
correct advice on the issue—clearly explaining the appropriateness of not consuming any alcohol
during pregnancy—proves to be crucial, as well as consistency of information in this regard among the
different health professionals who care for pregnant women or women of childbearing age.

Although the predictive factors described above are those that have greater specific weight in the
model developed in our work, other factors that may be relevant are also identified. Thus, the model
establishes that pregnant women with better employment status (in the sense of having a full-time job)
are more likely to consume alcohol than those with a part-time job or those who are unemployed. It is
possible that the explanation for this lies in the likely higher level of income of the former compared
to the latter. The greater their purchasing power, the more alcoholic beverages become financially
accessible. A number of studies on correlates of alcohol consumption during pregnancy carried out
in Ireland and Australia have concluded that high socioeconomic status (or a high income level) is
associated with greater alcohol consumption during pregnancy [29,45,46]. At the same time, a study
carried out in the USA also concluded that estimated level of income is positively related to drinking
alcohol during pregnancy [23]. In a review of predictors of alcohol consumption during pregnancy,
it was found that higher income or higher social class was found to be a predictor of drinking during
pregnancy in four out of five studies that assessed this factor [25]. It has also been established that
certain social situations (business dinners, etiquette . . . ) can encourage alcohol consumption, which is
a pressure that might also affect pregnant women [47].

Educational level is identified as a predictor of relevant significance in this study, with a weight
equivalent to that of the number of pregnancies. The model establishes that the higher the educational
level, the lower the consumption of alcohol tends to be during pregnancy. This could be interpreted as
meaning that women with a higher level of education are more easily able to seek and incorporate
quality information in this field. However, this result is different from that found in a study carried
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out with pregnant women from 15 European countries, selected through websites, in which it was
detected that pregnant women and new mothers of a higher educational level are those who state in a
greater proportion that they consume or have consumed alcohol during pregnancy [48]. It is possible
that the relationship between the level of education and alcohol consumption during pregnancy varies
depending on the country, and also, depending on the way in which the sample of pregnant women is
selected, or depending on the procedure used to estimate alcohol consumption.

The model shows that a higher number of previous pregnancies has a positive effect on alcohol
consumption during pregnancy. This may have a plausible explanation, since the experience of a higher
number of pregnancies in pregnant women who have presumably consumed alcohol without visible
negative effects in the perinatal results, can result in consumption in later pregnancies, due to decreasing
the perceived risk with respect to the harmful effect of alcohol. This interpretation was described in
Testa’s 1996 article [49], and later by Raymond [43], whose study suggests that pregnant women are
influenced by experiences in their previous pregnancies with respect to alcohol consumption. If this
consumption has not had a pernicious effect on her or on the fetus, this may make it easier for the
pregnant woman to be more permissive in terms of intake.

The model identifies the perceived risk of drinking wine while pregnant as another predictor
of alcohol consumption during pregnancy, in the sense that might be expected: The lower the
perceived risk, the greater the consumption (estimated in grams of pure alcohol). Studies carried out in
Australia [50], France [16], and Spain [32] found that low perception of the risks posed by consuming
wine while pregnant dominates among expectant mothers. In Spain (and perhaps in other social
contexts where low perception of the potential teratogenic effects of this alcoholic beverage dominates),
it is precisely those expectant mothers who are most aware of the adverse effects on the fetus who
present lower alcohol consumption during pregnancy.

Interactions between the predictors, laid out in the Results section, appear generally logical
and may have clear implications for prevention. Thus, for example, it was found that the effect of
alcohol consumption before pregnancy on consumption during the actual pregnancy is particularly
intense when the expectant mother has a low level of education. Therefore, according to these results,
those women with the lowest level of education would constitute a high-priority sector for interventions
aimed at preventing FASD, probably requiring communication strategies (both within and outside
the healthcare system) that are specially adapted to their socio-educational characteristics. It can also
be observed that alcohol consumption by the partner and alcohol consumption before pregnancy are
interrelated, which suggests that preventive interventions should not be aimed solely at expectant
mothers and women before they become pregnant, but also at their partners.

As intervention suggestions resulting from the analysis of these predictive factors, we can highlight
the need for health professionals to warn pregnant women of the deleterious effect of alcohol in
pregnancy, conveying in clear and understandable terms the message that abstaining from alcohol
consumption is the only safe practice. In turn, for health professionals to adequately assess the alcohol
consumption habits of pregnant women (or women of a childbearing age in general) and develop
with them culturally adapted and effective communication strategies, the implementation of suitable
continued training is required, as well as the development of institutional programs in the health
system that facilitate and promote the full exercising of their role in the prevention of FASD. In this
field, the experience of countries that have made a greater effort in preventing FASD to date, such as
Australia, Canada, the United States, and New Zealand, among others [51–53], should be taken into
account in particular.

Finally, we should not forget that a pregnant woman is influenced by social perceptions about
alcoholic beverages, as well as whatever interpretation she might have made of her own personal
experiences of drinking alcoholic beverages, if she has had any. A popular perception of alcohol
which has become more widespread over the last few decades is the idea that the regular consumption
of moderate quantities of alcoholic beverages (wine in particular) can prove to be a cardiovascular
protector. This belief serves to support another: Adults are recommended to drink low doses of
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alcohol regularly. Today, it is clear that both ideas are lacking in any solid foundation. According
to Naimi et al. (2017), to date, there has been no randomized clinical trial of low-volume alcohol
consumption that has assessed any mortality outcome. Everything we know about the impact on
health of drinking low doses of alcohol is based on observational studies which, in general, suffer from
serious selection biases, as detailed by these authors, which constitutes in their opinion a reason to
suggest that the existing research may systematically overestimate the protective effects of “moderate”
alcohol consumption [54]. At the same time, the Global Burden of Disease Study 2016, carried out
using data from 195 countries and territories in the period 1990-2016, concluded that the level of alcohol
consumption that minimized harm across health outcomes was zero standard drinks per week [55].
This could be expressed in other terms: No level of alcohol consumption improves health [56]. It proves
easier to provide pregnant women and the people around them with correct information about the
risks of drinking alcoholic beverages during pregnancy in a social context which is neutral to alcohol
consumption than in one where ideas in favor of drinking are widespread. If it is explained to the
population as a whole in appropriate terms by the healthcare system that there is no solid scientific
basis to support the idea that moderate alcohol consumption is beneficial for health, this will contribute
to reducing the enormous burden of health, social and education problems resulting from alcohol
consumption, including FASD.

The study performed has both strengths and limitations. Among its strengths, it should be noted
that the sample was randomly selected among all pregnant women who attended a programmed
control clinic in the same week of pregnancy (week 20). Furthermore, the interviews were conducted
in person (face to face) by health staff trained specifically in this area. Data analysis includes the use
of a structural equations model and other confirmatory multivariate techniques. On the other hand,
one limitation that can be highlighted is that, since the study is cross-sectional, it is not possible to
establish inferences of causal relationships between variables. Furthermore, all immigrant pregnant
women who could not take part in the interview because they had limited fluency in Spanish were
excluded from the sample, due to the absence of auxiliary translation services. The participation
rate was 51.2%, which does not exclude the likelihood of selection bias. Alcohol consumption was
evaluated only through self-reported data, and not through biomarker analysis too. A validated scale
was not used to assess the degree of planning of the pregnancy.

5. Conclusions

Among the conclusions derived from this study, we can establish that alcohol consumption prior
to pregnancy is a predictor that has a powerful direct relationship with alcohol during pregnancy.
Second, the percentage of health professionals who adequately inform pregnant women about the
harmful effects of alcohol consumption in pregnancy has a powerful inverse relationship with alcohol
intake during pregnancy. Furthermore, previous alcohol consumption during pregnancy is especially
related to this consumption being maintained during pregnancy among expectant mothers with low
educational levels.
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Abstract: Sleep disturbance and non-medical prescription opioid use (NMPOU) are currently growing
public health concerns, and sex differences may result in differential exposure to frequency of NMPOU
or sleep disturbance. This study aimed to explore the association between the frequency of lifetime or
past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance and to evaluate whether there was any sex difference in this
association among Chinese adolescents. A cross-sectional study was performed in seven randomly
selected Chinese provinces through the 2015 School-Based Chinese Adolescents Health Survey.
A total of 159,640 adolescents were invited to participate and among them, 148,687 adolescents’
questionnaires were completed and qualified for this study (response rate: 93.14%). All analyses
were performed for boys and girls separately. There were significant sex differences in the prevalence
of lifetime or past-year opioid misuse and sleep disturbance (p < 0.05). Among girls, frequent
lifetime NMPOU (adjusted odds ratio [aOR] = 2.09, 95% CI = 1.80–2.44) and past-year NMPOU
(aOR = 2.16, 95% CI = 1.68–2.77) were positively associated with sleep disturbance. Among boys,
these associations were also statistically significant, while the magnitudes of associations between
frequent lifetime NMPOU or past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance were greater in girls than
those in boys. There is a significant sex difference in the prevalence of lifetime or past-year NMPOU
and sleep disturbance. Furthermore, exposure to more frequent lifetime or past-year NMPOU is
associated with a greater risk of sleep disturbance, especially among girls. Taking into account the
sex difference for lifetime or past-year NMPOU may help to decrease the risk of sleep disturbance.

Keywords: non-medical prescription opioid use; sleep disturbance; sex differences; adolescents

1. Introduction

Sleep plays an important role in the development and maintenance of physical and mental
health, especially in adolescents [1,2]. Evidence shows that sleep disruption is highly prevalent among
adolescents [3]. Research in western countries has shown that approximately 25%–40% of adolescents
have sleep disorders [4,5]. In China, it was estimated that the prevalence rate of sleep disturbance
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among adolescents ranged from 18.0% to 39.6% [6–8]. Recent studies have shown that sleep problems
were associated with serious behavioral problems [9], depression [10], Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) [11], poor school performance [12], and suicide [13] among children and adolescents.
Sleep disturbance among adolescents has become a major international health concern.

The rise in non-medical prescription opioid use (NMPOU) is an emerging public health problem in
adolescents [14]. Over the past two decades, the prevalence of prescription opioid misuse has increased
more than threefold in the United States [15]. Most recent evidence from the National Survey on Drug
Use and Health (NSDUH) showed that 3.5% of adolescents aged 12 to 17 engaged in NMPOU in the
past year [16]. Moreover, based on the data from the 2014 NSDUH, 7.3% of responding adolescents
aged 12–17 reported NMPOU during their lifetime [17]. A survey in China also found that NMPOU was
prevalent among Chinese adolescents, and the prevalence of the lifetime NMPOU use was 7.7% [18].
In China, the most commonly used medicine was licorice tablets with morphine, cough syrup with
codeine, diphenoxylate, and tramadol [6]. Further, Guo et al. [19] reported that “to relax or relieve
tension” was the most prevalent reason for nonmedical use of opioids among adolescents. The misuse
of prescription opioids can lead to numerous adverse consequences, such as sexual behavior [20],
heroin use [21], drug injection [21], depression [22], and suicidal behavior [23]. Evidence has shown that
opioids can increase wakefulness and decrease total sleep time [24], delta sleep [25], sleep efficiency [25],
and rapid eye movement (REM) sleep [26]. Walker et al. [27] reported a dose-dependent relationship
between chronic opioid use and sleep disorders. Although there have been indications that past-month
NMPOU could predict poor sleep [6], there is a dearth of studies addressing the potential association
between the frequency of lifetime or past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance in adolescents.

Sex differences may lead to differential exposure to prescription drug misuse or sleep disturbance.
The prevalence of NMPOU in boys is reportedly greater than in girls [28,29], and girls complain
more about their sleep than boys [30]. Research found that boys may have a stronger need for
sensation-seeking than girls [31], and seeking pleasure and release of tension were the most common
reasons for substance use [32,33]. Moreover, differences in the process of physiological changes related
to puberty may lead to the sex differences in sleep disorders [34]. Whether the effects of lifetime or
past-year NMPOU on sleep disturbance are similar or different for boys and girls is not clear and little
attention has been paid to sex differences across these associations. Understanding the relationship
between NMPOU and sleep disturbance among adolescents, as well as identifying the mechanisms
that underlie potential sex differences may provide valuable insights and facilitate the design of
sex-sensitive sleep disturbance preventive programs.

Therefore, to address the above questions, a large national study in China was conducted
to assess the prevalence of lifetime NMPOU, past-year NMPOU, and sleep disturbance among
Chinese adolescents; to explore the independent associations between the frequency of lifetime and
past-year NMPOU with sleep disturbance; and to investigate whether there are sex differences within
the associations.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Design

The cross-sectional data of the current study were collected from the 2015 School-based Chinese
Adolescents Health Survey (SCAHS) [18,35]. SCAHS is an ongoing survey of health-related behaviors
in 7th–12th grades students in China, which has been conducted every two years since 2007. The 2015
SCAHS is the most recent version [18].

2.2. Data Collection and Sample

Data collection procedures have been described in detail elsewhere [36]. Briefly, adolescents
were selected using a multistage, stratified cluster sampling method. In stage 1, based on geographic
location, a total of seven large provinces in China were selected. Each province was divided into three
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stratifications according to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP: high, medium, and low), then two
cities were selected randomly from each stratus. In stage 2, from each representative city, the schools
were classified according to three categories, including junior high school (grades 7–9), senior high
school (grades 10–12), and vocational school (grades 10–12). We randomly selected 6 to 7 junior high
schools, 4 to 5 senior high schools, and 2 to 3 vocational schools from each city. In stage 3, we randomly
selected two classes from each grade and we investigated all the available students in these classes.
Finally, a total of 159,640 adolescents were invited to participate in our survey, and 148,687 Chinese
students completed the questionnaires (response rate: 93.14%). To avoid any potential information
bias, a Chinese-language self-administered questionnaire was completed by each student within
one class period with the supervision of research assistants. To protect the privacy of the students,
the questionnaire was completed anonymously and without a teacher present.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Dependent Variable

Sleep quality and disturbances over the past month were assessed by the Chinese version of the
Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI). The Chinese version of the PSQI has been validated [37] and has
been extensively used [8,38] with Chinese adolescents. The survey assessed the 19-item PSQI, which
consists of seven components containing subjective sleep quality, sleep latency, sleep duration, habitual
sleep efficiency, sleep disturbance, use of sleep medications, and daytime dysfunction. The sum of the
scores for these seven components yields one global score with a range from 0 to 21, with higher scores
indicating a higher level of sleep disturbance [37]. In China, a PSQI global score that is greater than
7 points indicates poor sleep quality, which is collectively known as sleep disturbance [7].

2.3.2. Independent Variable

In the present study, four opioid drugs were investigated: cough syrup compounded with codeine,
compounded licorice tablets (opium), tramadol hydrochloride, and diphenoxylate. Lifetime NMPOU
was measured by the following question: “Have you ever used the following list of prescription opioid
drugs even once, when you were not sick or just for the intended purpose to experiment or to get high
without a doctor’s prescription?” The question was followed by a list of the above prescription opioid
drugs, with responses coded as “never = 0”, “once or twice” = 1, and “at least three times” = 2. If the
answer was “once or twice” or “at least three times”, we then asked about the student’s past-year
NMPOU. Students who reported “never” were classified as abstainers, those who admitted once or
twice were classified as experimenters, and those students who answered at least three times were
classified as frequent users [19].

2.3.3. Other Variables

The demographic variables included age, sex (boy = 1 and girl = 2), grade, academic pressure,
academic achievement, classmate relationships, relationships with teachers, bullying experience,
current smoking, and current drinking. Academic pressure and academic achievement were assessed
by asking about the student’s self-rating of his or her academic pressure or achievement relative to that
of his or her classmates (responses were coded as “below average”, “average”, or “above average”).
Relationships with teachers and classmate relationships were measured according to the students’
self-rating of their relationships with their teachers and classmates (categorized into “good = 1”,
“average = 2”, and “poor = 3”).

Bullying experience was measured with the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire. The respondents
were asked about the following question: “How often have you been bullied (kicked, intentionally
excluded from participating, made fun of with sexual jokes, etc.) at school in the past
30 days?” [39]. The response options were (1) “never”, (2) “sometimes or rarely (one or two times)”,
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or (3) “often (more than three times)”. Students who selected a frequency of “often” in the past 30 days
were defined as being bullied [40].

Current smoking was investigated by asking students the following question: “How many days
did you smoke cigarettes during the past 30 days?” Responses were defined as current smokers when
the selected answers indicated 1 or more days [41]. Current drinking was assessed with the following
question: “During the past 30 days, on how many days did you drink alcohol?” Responses were
defined as current drinkers when the selected answers indicated 1 or more days [42].

2.4. Ethical Considerations

The Sun Yat-Sen University School of Public Health Institutional Review Board approved this
study (L2014076). Then, a written informed consent form was obtained from each school and one of
the parents (or legal guardians) of each participating adolescent after the study procedures had been
fully described.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

SAS 9.4 (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC, USA) was used to perform all statistical analyses. Firstly,
to describe the sample characteristics, the prevalence of lifetime or past-year NMPOU, and sleep
disturbance, descriptive analyses that were stratified by sex were conducted. Secondly, to investigate
whether there were any statistically significant differences between female and male students, a t-test for
continuous variables and chi-square test for categorical variables were performed. Thirdly, univariable
logistic regression models were conducted to test the potential factors that are associated with sleep
disturbance. Finally, multivariable logistic regression models were used to explore the independent
associations of lifetime and past-year NMPOU with sleep disturbance, and the covariates that were
associated (p value < 0.05) with sleep disturbance in univariable analyses were entered simultaneously
as control variables.

Statistical significance was set at the p < 0.05 using two-sided tests.

3. Results

3.1. Population Characteristics by Sex

Table 1 presents the basic demographic information of this study. Of the 148,687 students, 48.0%
(71,442) were boys and 52.0% (77,245) were girls. The age range was 12–18 years and the mean age
of the students was 15.0 (SD: ±1.8). Overall, 1.8% and 0.7% of the students admitted that they were
a “frequent user” of lifetime or past-year NMPOU, respectively. Among the total sample, 35.7% of
the students rated their academic pressures as above average and 8.2% of the students had bullying
experience. Approximately 5.3% of adolescents reported current smoking and 15.9% of the students
currently drank alcohol. A total of 21.6% students reported having sleep disturbance. Statistically
significant differences were observed in the sex distribution of age, grade, academic achievement,
teacher–classmate and classmate relations, academic pressure, bullying experience, current smoking,
current drinking, lifetime, and past-year NMPOU (p < 0.05).

Table 1. Sex difference of the sample characteristics (n = 148,687).

Variable Total, No. (%) Boys Girls p-Value 1

Total 148,687 71,442 (48.0) 77,245 (52.0) <0.001

Age
12 to 13 34,890 (23.5) 16,844 (23.6) 18,046 (23.4) <0.001
14 to 15 51,225 (34.5) 25,782 (36.1) 25,443 (32.9)
16 to 18 62,572 (42.1) 28,816 (40.3) 33,756 (43.7)
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Table 1. Cont.

Variable Total, No. (%) Boys Girls p-Value 1

Grade
7th to 9th 77,936 (52.4) 39,717 (55.6) 38,219 (49.5) <0.001

10th to 12th 70,751 (47.6) 31,725 (44.4) 39,026 (50.5)

Academic achievement 596

Above average 52,839 (35.7) 24,364 (34.2) 28,475 (37.0) <0.001
Average 49,782 (33.6) 21,172 (29.7) 28,610 (37.2)

Below average 45,470 (30.7) 25,651 (36.0) 19,819 (25.8)

Teacher classmate relations 515

Good 81,130 (54. 8) 39,494 (55.5) 41,636 (54.1) <0.001
Average 61,886 (41.8) 28,094 (39.5) 33,792 (43.9)

Poor 5156 (3.5) 3564 (5.0) 1592 (2.1)

Classmate relations 465

Good 108,178 (73.0) 52,656 (74.0) 55,522 (72.1) <0.001
Average 37,389 (25.2) 16,873 (23.7) 20,516 (26.6)

Poor 2655 (1.8) 1664 (2.3) 991 (1.3)

Academic pressure 182

Below average 23,238 (15.6) 12,712 (17.8) 10,526 (13.6) <0.001
Average 68,591 (49.2) 31,494 (44.1) 37,097 (48.1)

Above average 56,676 (38.2) 27,147 (38.0) 29,529 (38.3)

Bullying experience
No 136,458 (91.8) 63,204 (88.5) 73,254 (94.8) <0.001
Yes 12,229 (8.2) 8238 (11.5) 3991 (5.2)

Current smoking
No 140,855 (94.7) 64,708 (90.6) 76,147 (98.6) <0.001
Yes 7832 (5.3) 6734 (9.4) 1098 (1.4)

Current drinking
No 125,120 (84.1) 56,357 (78.9) 68,763 (89.0) <0.001
Yes 23,567 (15.9) 15,085 (21.1) 8482 (11.0)

Lifetime NMPOU <0.001
Abstainers 139,321 (93.7) 66,426 (93.0) 72,895 (94.4)

Experimenters 6679 (4.5) 3529 (4.9) 3150 (4.1)
Frequent users 2687 (1.8) 1487 (2.1) 1200 (1.6)

Past-year NMPOU <0.001
Abstainers 144,447 (97.1) 69,139 (96.8) 75,308 (97.5)

Experimenters 3228 (2.2) 1738 (2.4) 1490 (1.9)
Frequent users 1012 (0.7) 565 (0.8) 447 (0.6)

Sleep disturbance
No 116,522 (78.4) 56,694 (79.4) 59,828 (77.5) <0.001
Yes 32,165 (21.6) 14,748 (20.6) 17,417 (22.5)

NMPOU, non-medical prescription opioid use; Number of missing data were listed in superscript; 1 Chi-square
tests were used to test the association between the above-mentioned categories and sex.

3.2. Prevalence of Sleep Disturbance by Sex

Among boys and girls, the prevalence of sleep disturbance was 20.6% and 22.5%, respectively
(Table 1). Without adjusting for other variables, sleep disturbance was more prevalent among adolescents
who were frequent lifetime NMPOU (36.2% among boys versus 41.8% among girls) and those with
frequent past-year NMPOU (40.9% among boys versus 47.0% among girls). Among both boys and
girls, lifetime and past-year NMPOU, age, grade, academic achievement, teacher–classmate, classmate
relations, academic pressure, bullying experience, current smoking, and current drinking were
associated with sleep disturbance (Table 2).
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Table 2. Lifetime prevalence, crude odds ratios, and 95% CI of sleep disturbance among adolescents:
stratified by sex.

Variable
Sleep Disturbance

Total n (%) Boys n (%) cOR (95%CI) Girls n (%) cOR (95%CI)

Lifetime NMPOU
Abstainers 29,153 (20.9) 13,263 (20.0) 1 15,890 (21.8) 1

Experimenters 1972 (29.5) 946 (26.8) 1.49 (1.36–1.62) 1026 (32.6) 1.71 (1.57–1.87)
Frequent users 1040 (38.7) 539 (36.2) 2.25 (2.00–2.54) 501 (41.8) 2.65 (2.31–3.03)

Past-year NMPOU
Abstainers 30,720 (21.3) 14,033 (20.3) 1 16,687 (22.2) 1

Experimenters 1004 (31.1) 484 (27.8) 1.50 (1.33–1.70) 520 (34.9) 1.90 (1.67–2.16)
Frequent users 441 (43.6) 231 (40.9) 2.74 (2.26–3.33) 210 (47.0) 2.99 (2.43–3.67)

Age
12 to 13 3763 (10.8) 1723 (10.2) 1 2040 (11.3) 1
14 to 15 9838 (19.2) 4480 (17.4) 1.81 (1.67–1.95) 5358 (21.1) 2.11 (1.94–2.29)
16 to 18 18,564 (29.7) 8545 (29.7) 3.64 (3.35–3.95) 10,019 (29.7) 3.33 (3.07–3.61)

Grade
7th to 9th 11,097 (14.2) 5328 (13.4) 1 5769 (15.1) 1

10th to 12th 21,068 (30.0) 9420 (30.0) 2.70 (2.54–2.88) 11,648 (30.0) 2.37 (2.21–2.53)

Academic achievement
Above average 9762 (18.5) 4350 (17.9) 1 5412 (19.0) 1

Average 10,616 (21.3) 4194 (19.8) 1.15 (1.08–1.22) 6422 (22.4) 1.23 (1.17–1.29)
Below average 11,704 (25.7) 6177 (24.1) 1.48 (1.40–1.56) 5527 (27.9) 1.66 (1.57–1.74)

Teacher–classmate relations
Good 13,605 (16.8) 6332 (16.0) 0.58 (0.55–0.61) 7273 (17.5) 0.55 (0.53–0.58)

Average 16,327 (26.4) 6956 (24.8) 1 9371 (27.7) 1
Poor 2145 (41.6) 1411 (39.6) 1.92 (1.75–2.10) 734 (46.1) 2.21 (1.95–2.50)

Classmate relations
Good 20,772 (19.2) 9668 (18.4) 0.61 (0.58–0.64) 11,104 (20.0) 0.62 (0.59–0.65)

Average 10,288 (27.5) 4413 (26.2) 1 5875 (28.6) 1
Poor 1018 (38.3) 621(37.3) 1.64 (1.45–1.86) 397 (40.1) 1.69 (1.44–1.98)

Academic pressure
Below average 2918 (12.6) 1701 (13.4) 1 1217 (11.6) 1

Average 10,706 (15.6) 4569 (14.5) 0.62 (0.55–0.69) 6137 (16.5) 0.72 (0.62–0.83)
Above average 18,517 (32.7) 8472 (31.2) 1.35 (1.23–1.48) 10,045(34.0) 1.89 (1.66–2.15)

Bullying experience
No 27,600 (20.2) 11,858 (18.8) 1 15,742 (21.5) 1
Yes 4565 (37.3) 2890 (35.1) 2.38 (2.24–2.54) 1675 (42.0) 2.64 (2.44–2.85)

Current smoking
No 29,223 (20.7) 12,328 (19.1) 1 16,895 (22.2) 1
Yes 2942 (37.6) 2420 (35.9) 2.39 (2.23–2.57) 522 (47.5) 3.43 (2.95–4.00)

Current drinking
No 24,382 (19.5) 10,107 (17.9) 1 14,275 (20.8) 1
Yes 7783 (33.0) 4641 (30.8) 2.01 (1.90–2.12) 3142 (37.0) 2.26 (2.13–2.40)

NMPOU, non-medical prescription opioid use; cOR, crude odds ratio; 95% CI, 95% confidence interval.

3.3. Association Between Lifetime or Past-Year NMPOU and Sleep Disturbance

Table 3 and Figure 1 show the results of the final multivariable logistic regression models for sleep
disturbance. After adjusting for age, grade, academic achievement, teacher–classmate and classmate
relations, academic pressure, bullying experience, current smoking, and current drinking, lifetime
and past-year NMPOU were significantly associated with sleep disturbance among both boys and
girls. Among boys, frequent lifetime and past-year NMPOU was significantly associated with sleep
disturbance, with aORs of 1.80 (95% CI, 1.57–2.05) and 2.07 (95%CI, 1.66–2.58), respectively. Among
girls, frequent lifetime and past-year NMPOU were also positively associated with sleep disturbance,
with aORs of 2.09 (95% CI, 1.80–2.44) and 2.16 (95%CI, 1.68–2.77), respectively. These results indicated
that the associations between frequent lifetime and past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance were
higher among girls than boys. Moreover, the magnitudes of aORs for the significant associations
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between frequent lifetime or past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance were greater than those between
experimental use and sleep disturbance among both boys and girls.

Table 3. Adjusted odds ratios and 95%CI for measuring the association between opioids use and sleep
disturbance stratified by sex.

Variable
Sleep Disturbance

Boys, aOR (95%CI) 1 Girls, aOR (95%CI) 1

Lifetime NMPOU
Abstainers 1 1

Experimenters 1.25 (1.14–1.38) 1.44 (1.31–1.59)
Frequent users 1.80 (1.57–2.05) 2.09 (1.80–2.44)

Past-year NMPOU
Abstainers 1 1

Experimenters 1.24 (1.09–1.42) 1.53 (1.33–1.76)
Frequent users 2.07 (1.66–2.58) 2.16 (1.68–2.77)

NMPOU, non-medical prescription opioid use; aOR, adjusted odds ratio; 95% CI, 95% confidence interval. 1 Adjusted
for age (years), grade, academic achievement, teacher–classmate, classmate relations, academic pressure, bullying
experience, cigarette smoking, current drinking.

Figure 1. Adjusted OR and 95%CI for measuring the association of lifetime or past-year NMPOU with
sleep disturbance stratified by sex.* p < 0.05.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Main Findings

This is the large-scale study aimed to investigate the influence of lifetime or past year NMPOU on
adolescents’ sleep disturbance. The present results demonstrate that 21.6% of the sampled students
reported having sleep disturbance. This prevalence is higher than that measured in a study conducted in
Hefei of China, which indicated that 18.6% adolescents admitted having sleep disturbance [43]. To date,
the role of sex for sleep disturbance among adolescents is not well characterized. Moreover, data from
individual studies on the sex differences in sleep disturbance are not entirely consistent [44–46].
For example, Hartley et al. [44] found that girls reported more sleeping problems than did boys,
while Russo et al. [45] reported the opposite results. Moreover, Morrison et al. [46] found that there
were no significant differences between boys and girls regarding their number of sleep problems.
With the large sample, our results demonstrate a higher prevalence of sleep disturbance among girls
compared to boys.

Our results also illustrated that lifetime NMPOU was prevalent among Chinese adolescents, and
the prevalence was higher for boys than girls. Furthermore, this study indicated that boys were found
to have higher prevalence rates of experimental and frequent use of opioids in their lifetime or the past
year. This finding is consistent with a previous study, which found that nonmedical use of opioids was
more prevalent in boys than girls [47]. Some evidence also supported that males generally reported
more substance use than females [48]. The observed sex differences in susceptibility to nonmedical
opioids use may be useful to enhance the design of sex-sensitive surveillance, identification, prevention,
and treatment decisions toward NMPOU [49].

The univariate analyses found that younger girls were more likely to have sleep disturbances.
Previous studies also suggested that girls’ sleep problems are usually manifested at an earlier age
than boys [30,50]. Different social requirements for boys and girls and differences in the process
of physiological changes linked to puberty might account for the difference [30,51]. In addition,
we observed that adolescents who reported having bullying experience were at a higher risk of sleep
disturbance. Similarly, Zhou et al. [8] found that adolescents who were victims of bullying had a twofold
increased risk of having sleep disturbances. Unsurprisingly, compared to their corresponding groups,
students who reported current smoking or drinking had a higher risk of having sleep disturbances.
Higher grades (10th to 12th), poor relationships with teachers or classmates, and higher academic
pressure were positively associated with higher risk for sleep disturbance. In light of the growth of
sleep disturbance and the host of adverse consequences that are linked with it, it is critical to recognize
the high-risk students who will be more prone to sleep disturbance. Specifically, sex, age, grades,
bullying experience, current smoking or drinking, relationships with teachers or classmates, academic
pressure and achievement were showed to be differentially associated with sleep disturbance among
adolescents. Gaining a better understanding of the nuances of sleep disturbance trends will support
more refined health promotion efforts. Therefore, we suggested that clinicians, schools, and families
should pay more attention to these high-risk students mentioned above with the adverse characteristics
to reduce the potential risk of sleep disturbance.

Our findings provide some evidence that compared with experimental opioid misuse,
more frequent prescription opioid misuse was associated with a greater likelihood of reporting
sleep disturbance after adjusting for covariates. We speculated that compared to experimental users
of opioids, individuals who reported more frequent opioid misuse are more likely to progress to
dependent users who experience more interpersonal conflict, which then can contribute to triggering
negative effects on physical health, ultimately leading to sleep disturbance [52].

Notably, another novel discovery of the study was the effects of the separate analyses by sex,
which suggested that the adjusted associations between lifetime or past-year NMPOU and sleep
disturbance appeared slightly higher in girls than boys. A possible explanation is that females who
reported opioids misuse were found to have greater levels of global psychiatric and emotional
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distress [53,54], and emotional trouble can lead to difficulty falling asleep in addition to further sleep
disturbance [55].

4.2. Limitations

The limitations of the present study should be acknowledged when interpreting these findings.
Firstly, it should be noted that a previous study found a bivariate relationship between the nonmedical
use of prescription drugs and sleep among adolescents [56]. Furthermore, given the cross-sectional
nature of the present study, our data cannot determine the exact timeline between lifetime or past-year
NMPOU and sleep disturbance. Therefore, these issues should be further explored in a longitudinal
study. Secondly, the data only included adolescents who were attending school, and on the day
the survey was administered, adolescents who were not present at school or had dropped out of
school were excluded. However, the anonymity of the questionnaires is assured and this method may
have helped to collect accurate information from adolescents. Moreover, there could also be other
potential confounders that were not included, such as mood disorders. Future surveys could collect the
related information. Finally, our data only investigated the most widely used opioid drugs of Chinese
adolescents. Hence, more prescription drugs need to be explored in future research.

Despite these limitations, the strength of the findings is that a large-scale sample of Chinese
students was investigated, which ensures sufficient statistical power to measure the possible associations
between lifetime or past-year NMPOU and sleep disturbance after adjusting for control variables.
Besides, to our knowledge, the effect of sex on the association of lifetime or past-year NMPOU with
sleep disturbance has not specifically been reported before. This is the first study that aimed to
determine a sex-differential association among Chinese adolescents.

4.3. Implications

In China, NMPOU and sleep disturbance are both ongoing and rapidly evolving public health
concerns. The findings clearly suggest that girls have a greater prevalence of sleep disturbance compared
to boys and boys have a higher prevalence of experimental and frequent use of opioids in their lifetime
and the past-year than girls. Furthermore, the study finds that although both boys and girls who
reported lifetime or past-year NMPOU are at an increased risk of sleep disturbance, the association
between frequency of opioid misuse and sleep disturbance is slightly stronger in girls. These results
expand the areas of the literature, providing more specific information regarding the association
between NMPOU and sleep disturbance. Also, the findings of this study highlight clinically relevant
sex differences and may be helpful in guiding the design of sex-sensitive screening and treatment
interventions for sleep disturbance [54]. Specific prevention and intervention programs are suggested:
(1) to educate adolescents about avoiding the use of opioids as a way to deal with stress [57]; (2) to
improve the awareness of the negative outcomes of NMPOU and sleep disturbance by educational
campaigns; (3) to build a nation-wide active monitoring system to supervise NMPOU, sleep disturbance,
and other health-risk behavior (e.g., smoking, drinking alcohol, and bulling victimization, etc.) among
Chinese adolescents.

5. Conclusions

To conclude, this report identified sex differences in the prevalence of lifetime or past-year NMPOU.
Moreover, exposure to more frequent lifetime or past-year NMPOU is associated with a greater risk of
sleep disturbance, especially among girls. Future intervention or prevention strategies should take
into account the sex difference on the effects of sleep disturbance among adolescent nonmedical-opioid
users in China.
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Abstract: Although brief alcohol intervention can reduce alcohol use for both men and women,
health care providers (HCPs) are less likely to discuss alcohol use or deliver brief intervention to
women compared to men. This secondary analysis examined whether previously reported outcomes
from a cluster randomized trial of a clinical decision support system (CDSS)—prompting delivery
of a brief alcohol intervention (an educational alcohol resource) for patients drinking above cancer
guidelines—were moderated by patients’ sex. Patients (n = 5702) enrolled in a smoking cessation
program at primary care sites across Ontario, Canada, were randomized to either the intervention
(CDSS) or control arm (no CDSS). Logistic generalized estimating equations models were fit for
the primary and secondary outcome (HCP offer of resource and patient acceptance of resource,
respectively). Previously reported results showed no difference between treatment arms in HCP
offers of an educational alcohol resource to eligible patients, but there was increased acceptance of the
alcohol resource among patients in the intervention arm. The results of this study showed that these
CDSS intervention effects were not moderated by sex, and this can help inform the development of a
scalable strategy to overcome gender disparities in alcohol intervention seen in other studies.

Keywords: alcohol; tobacco; smoking cessation; clinical decision support systems; brief intervention;
sex differences

1. Introduction

Alcohol use is a leading cause of death and disability worldwide [1]. In Canada, 3.3 million persons
drink alcohol at levels that put them at risk of immediate harm, such as injury, and 4.7 million drink at

IJERPH 2020, 17, 1024; doi:10.3390/ijerph17031024 www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph147



IJERPH 2020, 17, 1024

levels that put them at risk of developing chronic conditions such as cancer and liver disease [2,3].
Co-use of other substances with alcohol can further increase the risk of harm [4–7]. For example,
co-use of tobacco with alcohol leads to a multiplicative increase in the risk of aero-digestive and other
cancers [8–11].

There is substantial evidence that brief intervention in primary health care settings can reduce
hazardous or harmful alcohol consumption in patients compared to minimal or no intervention [12].
However, fewer than one in four Canadians report discussing alcohol use with a health care provider
(HCP) in the previous two years [13]. Despite recommendations to screen all adults in primary care
for risky alcohol use [14,15], there is evidence that discussions about alcohol use and delivery of brief
alcohol interventions vary by patient sociodemographic characteristics [16,17]. While brief intervention
is effective for both men and women [12], HCPs are less likely to discuss alcohol use [17–20] or
provide a brief alcohol intervention to women compared to men [16,21–24]. This might be due to the
research showing that HCP decisions to provide a brief intervention are associated with the social
acceptability of alcohol [25,26], and findings pointing out that drinking is seen as an appropriate
masculine behavior [27] but which defies feminine stereotypes [28].

Although men generally consume more alcohol than women [2,29], women have higher levels of
blood alcohol after drinking an equivalent amount of alcohol and are more vulnerable to many of the
negative consequences of alcohol use [29,30]. In addition, there is evidence that harm due to the use of
alcohol is increasing among women in Canada. The rate of alcohol-related deaths has increased among
women in Canada by 26% since 2001, compared to an approximately 5% increase among men [31].
In Ontario, emergency room visits due to alcohol use increased 87% for women between 2003 and 2016,
compared to an increase of 53% for men during the same period [32]. Thus, the need for intervention
with women that consume risky levels of alcohol is critical.

Computer-based clinical decision support systems (CDSSs) are one promising method of promoting
HCP adherence to recommended best practices [33,34]. A CDSS uses information technology to provide
clinicians with patient-specific assessments or recommendations in a timely manner to assist with
clinical decision-making, for example by providing real-time alerts and reminders [35]. There is
evidence from research conducted internationally that CDSSs improve various provider behaviours
including prescribing practices (e.g., adjustment of drug dose or duration) [36,37], performance of
preventive services (e.g., vaccinations) [37–39], and ordering tests [37,40]. However, evidence for the
positive impact of CDSSs on practice have been inconsistent [41] and sometimes small to modest in
magnitude [37]. Studies with predominantly male, veteran samples in the United States have found
that the results of an electronic clinical reminder on HCP delivery of a brief alcohol intervention are
mixed, with either positive [42] or no effect [43].

We previously reported findings from the COMBAT study [44], a pragmatic cluster randomized
trial conducted in 2016 to 2017 in Ontario, Canada, to test the effectiveness of a CDSS that prompted
HCPs in primary care to deliver a brief alcohol intervention—providing an educational alcohol
resource—with patients flagged for drinking alcohol above cancer guidelines [45]. The CDSS was
integrated into a web-based assessment HCPs completed with patients enrolling in the Smoking
Treatment for Ontario Patients (STOP) program, a smoking cessation program implemented in primary
care clinics across Ontario that provides behavioural support and up to 26 weeks of nicotine replacement
therapy to eligible patients at no cost. In the original sample, a total of 15,150 patients (99.6% of
patients) were screened; 5715 patients were identified as drinking above the Canadian Cancer Society
(CCS) guidelines; 2578 were offered an appropriate alcohol resource; and 483 accepted the resource.
The CDSS prompt had no statistically significant effect on HCP offering of an educational alcohol
resource but significantly increased patient acceptance of the resource, when offered, from 16% to
21% [44].

Health information technology has been raised as a potential means to promote health equity by
encouraging more equitable treatment [46–48], and there is some evidence demonstrating its capability
to reduce disparities in care [49,50]. As such, a CDSS prompt might be one tool with the potential
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to reduce disparities based on sex or gender in the assessment and management of alcohol use by
HCPs. Previous efforts to implement a CDSS have had an inconsistent impact on sex and gender
disparities. Integration of a CDSS into the electronic health record of an internal medicine practice
did not result in equitable practice, as female patients were less likely to be screened for alcohol use
compared to men, although they were not less likely to receive a brief intervention if they screened
positive [51]. Another study found that implementation of a performance measure and clinical decision
support tool enhanced sex disparities, such that implementation of the performance measure led
to a greater increase in rates of brief intervention for men [24]. However, both of these studies had
limitations due to the use of single cut-off score to identify risky alcohol use, rather than applying a
lower cut-off score for women as recommended [52]. As such, it remains unclear whether the impact
of CDSS implementation on HCP delivery of brief intervention for risky alcohol use is similar for men
and women and whether a CDSS reduces disparities in brief intervention between men and women.
Thus, the purpose of this secondary analysis was to examine whether the effect of a CDSS on HCP
offering of an alcohol resource to patients or patient acceptance of the alcohol resource differed based
on patient sex.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Design and Sample

This was a sex-based, secondary analysis of the COMBAT study [44]. The patients in the trial were
cigarette smokers who had enrolled in clinics across Ontario to obtain help with quitting smoking,
who were also drinking above CCS guidelines [53]. Further trial eligibility criteria included enrolling
in English and enrolling in person with their HCP completing the enrollment using the online portal
designed for the program. As this secondary analysis was interested in the effects of patient sex on the
main outcomes, the sample was further restricted to those who specified their sex as either male or
female at enrollment, resulting in an analytic sample size of 5,702. Treatment arm randomization in the
COMBAT study was performed at the site level to account for similarities among patient outcomes at
the same clinic, as patients would have all been seen by the same HCP. Randomization was stratified by
clinic type (family health team, community health center, nurse practitioner-led clinic) and predicted
enrollment size at each clinic (i.e., small, large). Clinics were allocated on a 1:1 treatment versus control
ratio to create balance between the two study arms. Further details about the cluster randomization can
be found in previously published papers [44,53]. The COMBAT study was retrospectively registered at
ClinicalTrials.gov, number NCT03108144, on 11 April 2017.

2.2. Study Variables

2.2.1. Treatment Arms

Eligible patients enrolling at clinics in the treatment arm were screened for risky drinking based
on CCS guidelines. If patients were found to be drinking at a level that exceeded the CCS safe drinking
cut off (defined as having consumed in the previous week at least seven alcoholic beverages for women
and at least 14 alcoholic beverages for men and/or any patient consuming 5 or more alcoholic beverages
on a single occasion), the HCP conducting the enrollment received a computer generated prompt to
provide a brief alcohol intervention and hand out an appropriate resource to address risky drinking
behavior during that enrollment visit. The recommended brief intervention and resources differed
depending on the severity of the patient’s risky drinking. More information about scoring of the CCS
safe drinking cut off as well as descriptions of the brief interventions and resources offered by the HCPs
in the study can be found in COMBAT’s protocol manuscript [53] and in the manuscript describing the
design of the alcohol resources [54]. The HCPs of patients who did not exceed the CCS safe drinking
cut off did not receive any prompting by the CDSS.
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Patients enrolling at clinics allocated to the control arm were asked the same alcohol consumption
screening questions but were not flagged for HCPs if they drank above the CCS safe guidelines.
The HCPs were still able to provide a brief intervention and offer a resource to address risky drinking
behavior, but the CDSS did not prompt them to do so and did not provide any guidance regarding
which type of resource the HCP should offer.

2.2.2. Patients’ Sex

Patient sex was collected at baseline. As per STOP’s registration questionnaire, patients were
asked to self-identify as male, female, or other. Only 15 patients (0.3%) in the COMBAT sample selected
“other”. As this group lacked sufficient variability in outcomes and site level clustering variables
for regression model convergence or detection of any differential effect, the analyses were limited to
patients who self-identified as either male or female at enrollment.

2.2.3. Outcomes

This analysis had two outcomes of interest, both recorded by the HCPs in the online enrollment
portal: (1) the offer of an appropriate alcohol resource by the HCP and (2) the acceptance of the offered
alcohol resource by the patient. The primary outcome, offer of an appropriate alcohol resource, was
coded dichotomously, yes or no, for each eligible patient enrollment. An outcome of yes was defined as
the HCP offering an alcohol reduction resource for patients who drank above the CCS guidelines but
scored below 20 points on the AUDIT-10 [55], or an offer of an alcohol abstinence resource to patients
who drank above CCS guidelines and also had an AUDIT-10 score of 20 points or more. An outcome
of no appropriate offer made was defined as the HCP stating they will not offer an alcohol resource,
or an offer of an inappropriate resource (i.e., an offer of a reduction resource to patients requiring an
abstinence resource or vice versa).

The secondary outcome, acceptance of the alcohol resource by the patient, was also coded
dichotomously, yes or no, for each eligible patient enrollment. An outcome of yes was defined as
the HCP offering any alcohol education resource, and the patient not declining it. An outcome of
no was defined as the patient declining the offered resource. Due to the functionality of the CDSS,
an incorrect resource could only be offered to patients in the control arm, and the type of resource was
recorded only after it was accepted. This outcome reflects the acceptance of any resource, regardless
of appropriateness.

2.3. Statistical Analyses

Descriptive statistics were used to describe males and females within each of the treatment arms
on baseline characteristics including age, educational attainment, household income, employment
status, smoking status, Heaviness of Smoking Index score [56], alcohol consumption, AUDIT-C [57]
and AUDIT-10 scores, past year and lifetime attempts to quit smoking, recent marijuana and opioid
use, and other health comorbidities. Descriptive statistics were also used to calculate crude primary
and secondary outcomes within male and female subgroups of each treatment arm. To examine
intervention and patients’ sex effects, three logistic generalized estimating equations (GEE) models
were then fit for each outcome with clinical site as a cluster variable (with an exchangeable correlation
matrix), robust standard errors, and the site stratification variables (i.e., site size and type) included
as covariates. The first model tested the intervention effect and included treatment arm, clinic size,
and clinic type which replicated the model presented in a previous manuscript reporting the study’s
main findings [44]. Patient sex was added to a second model, to test for an overall sex difference.
A treatment arm × sex interaction term was added to a third model, to test whether the intervention
effect varied by sex. To better understand the range of likely true differences, we then calculated
adjusted absolute differences and relative risks, along with 95% confidence intervals, for the differences
among the treatment arm-specific sex effects.
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With the exception of the addition of patient sex, the models were identical to those used in the
original COMBAT analysis [44], as the goal of this work was to build on the previous analysis. As with
the original COMBAT analysis, we adopted an intention to treat approach with clinics and patients
analyzed in the originally assigned treatment arm. All analyses were conducted using Stata 14 [58].

2.4. Ethical Considerations

All patients gave their informed consent to participate in this research. The study was conducted
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the COMBAT study protocol was reviewed and
approved by the Research Ethics Board at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health on 17 July 2015
(protocol number 035-2015).

3. Results

Baseline characteristics of our analytic sample by sex and treatment arm are presented in Table 1.
There were some minor differences between males and females on several baseline characteristics.
Specifically, the males in both treatment arms were slightly older, had lower rates of high school
completion, were heavier smokers, had more lifetime quit attempts, and had greater rates of past
30 day marijuana use. Male patients in our sample also consumed more alcoholic beverages than
females; however, this difference was due to the differential screen-in criteria for males versus females
in the study. Overall, alcohol consumption and other Table 1 sex differences were similar between the
intervention and control arms.

Table 1. Baseline patient characteristics for the main analytic sample (n = 5702).

Variables Control Intervention

Male Female Male Female

(n = 1547) (n = 1246) (n = 1597) (n = 1312)

Age in years (mean, SD) 49.1 (13.5) 46.9 (13.8) 48.5 (13.6) 46.8 (13.4)

Graduated high school 1033 (67) 977 (78) 1071 (68) 997 (76)

Household income above $40,000 532 (34) 373 (30) 495 (31) 372 (28)

Currently employed 827 (53) 660 (53) 829 (52) 693 (53)

Daily smoking status 1430 (92) 1177 (94) 1506 (94) 1238 (94)

Heaviness of smoking index > 3 417 (29) 229 (19) 441 (29) 273 (22)

Number of alcoholic drinks in past
week (mean, SD) 12.9 (14.3) 7.6 (9.4) 12.5 (14.7) 8.2 (10.6)

Above AUDIT-C cut off 1270 (82) 1018 (82) 1290 (81) 1080 (82)

Above AUDIT-10 cut off 67 (4) 33 (3) 97 (6) 43 (3)

Past year attempts to quit smoking 797 (52) 631 (51) 808 (51) 685 (52)

Lifetime attempts to quit smoking ≥ 11 261 (17) 180 (14) 293 (18) 185 (14)

Marijuana use in past 30 days 546 (35) 303 (24) 599 (38) 367 (28)

Opioid use in past 30 days 244 (16) 175 (14) 244 (15) 189 (14)

Number of comorbid conditions
endorsed 1 (mean, SD) 2.3 (2.0) 2.4 (2.0) 2.5 (2.1) 2.4 (2.0)

Note: Values are numbers (percentages) unless stated otherwise. SD = standard deviation. 1 Possible comorbid
conditions (lifetime history of diagnosis) included: high blood pressure, high cholesterol, heart disease, stroke,
diabetes, chronic bronchitis/emphysema/chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, rheumatoid arthritis, chronic
pain, cancer, depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, substance use disorder, alcohol use disorder, or
problem gambling.

Figure 1a,b show the crude rates of primary and secondary outcomes in each of the patients’ sex by
treatment subgroups. In the control arm, 45% of males (702 patients) and 44% of females (548 patients)
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were offered an appropriate resource and 14% of males (100 patients) accepted the resource versus
18% of females (101 patients); in the intervention arm, 48% of males (760 patients) and 43% of females
(560 patients) were offered an appropriate resource and 21% of males (157 patients) and 21% of females
(120 patients) accepted it. Of the 201 accepted resources in the control arm, 45 (22%) were inappropriate,
as defined by the study; 19% for females (19 of 101 patients) and 26% for males (26 of 100 patients),
F(1,49) = 1.55, p = 0.22.

Figure 1. Proportion of men and women exceeding safe drinking guidelines (a) that were offered an
appropriate educational alcohol resource by their health care provider in each treatment arm; (b) that
accepted the offer of an educational alcohol resource by their health care provider in each treatment
arm. CDSS = clinical decision support system.

Results from the GEE analysis are presented in Table 2. The original model (presented in a
previously published manuscript [44]) did not find implementation of the CDSS to be a significant
predictor of patients exceeding safe drinking guidelines being offered an appropriate educational
alcohol resource [44]. In the present analysis, patients’ sex was also non-significant as a covariate, and
there was no evidence of a differential effect by sex.
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Table 2. Adjusted odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals for offer and acceptance of an educational
alcohol resource.

CDSS as predictor of being OFFERED an appropriate alcohol resource n = 5702

Original model With sex as covariate With interaction term

OR (95% CI) p-value OR (95% CI) p-value OR (95% CI) p-value

CDSS 1.20
(0.88–1.64) 0.25 1.20

(0.88–1.64) 0.25 1.24
(0.90–1.72) 0.19

Female patient - - 0.92
(0.82–1.03) 0.13 0.95

(0.82–1.11) 0.51

CDSS × Sex interaction term - - - - 0.93
(0.74–1.16) 0.53

CDSS as a predictor of ACCEPTANCE of offered alcohol resource n = 2615

Original model With sex as covariate With interaction term

OR (95% CI) p-value OR (95% CI) p-value OR (95% CI) p-value

CDSS 1.49
(1.01–2.18) 0.04 1.48

(1.01–2.16) 0.046 1.70
(1.12–2.57) 0.01

Female patient - - 1.12
(0.93–1.37) 0.24 1.33

(0.96–1.86) 0.09

CDSS × Sex interaction term - - - - 0.74
(0.50–1.09) 0.13

Note: Site stratification variables (i.e., clinic size and clinic type) were included as covariates.

The original model assessing the effect of the treatment arm on patient acceptance of the
alcohol resource found that patients in the CDSS arm had significantly greater odds of accepting
the alcohol resource when it was offered, compared to those in the control arm. The main effect
of sex, when added, was not significant and neither was the sex × intervention interaction. There
was therefore no evidence that the intervention effect with respect to resource acceptance differed by
sex. Post-estimation calculations yielded an adjusted absolute difference in sex-specific intervention
effects (Mint−Mcontrol) − (Fint− Fcontrol) of 3.7% (95% CI = −1.9% to 9.3%) and a relative risk ratio
(Mint/Mcontrol)
(Fint/Fcontrol) of 1.27 (95% CI = 0.86 to 1.68). These confidence intervals indicate that any sex difference

in the intervention effect is unlikely to be large, and suggest that the analysis was adequately powered
to detect such a difference.

4. Discussion

The present study was a sex-based secondary analysis of the COMBAT study, a cluster randomized
control trial which examined if the addition of a CDSS prompt influenced HCPs’ provision of a brief
alcohol intervention to patients in a smoking cessation program who drank above recommended
alcohol consumption guidelines, compared to HCPs who did not receive a CDSS prompt. The results of
the COMBAT trial showed that the CDSS did not increase the likelihood of HCPs offering an educational
alcohol resource; however, it did increase the likelihood of patients’ accepting the resource [44]. In this
study, we found that these intervention effects were not moderated by sex.

The CDSS might have led to an increase in acceptance of alcohol resources among both men and
women by influencing the way HCPs communicate with their patients. The CDSS provided guidance
and concrete steps on what to do which might have made the resource more appealing to both male
and female patients.

Less than half of eligible patients in the study were offered an alcohol resource, regardless of
their sex or treatment arm, and less than a quarter of those offered an intervention actually accepted
it, regardless of their sex. Prior research has shown similar or lower rates of alcohol intervention in
primary care settings [42,59–61]. Thus, in this context—with this study showing that the CDSS led to
an increase in the acceptance of alcohol resources and did not contribute to the sex inequities other
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interventions have shown [24]—the CDSS might be considered a success, as it led to more eligible
patients receiving the alcohol resource.

Almost one quarter of resources accepted in the control arm conflicted with the study’s guidelines
for what type of resource was appropriate (abstinence or reduction), but this was similar for males
and females. The HCP may have deemed the resource appropriate for their patient based on other
characteristics known about the patient that would influence the HCP’s judgment. For example, an
HCP may choose to provide an alcohol reduction resource to a patient exceeding the AUDIT-10 cut
off if they had intimate knowledge of the patient’s case and felt it unnecessary to offer an alcohol
abstinence resource during that appointment.

Perhaps one reason we did not find a differential impact of the CDSS prompt on offering of the
resource for males and females was due to the fact that we framed our study around cancer prevention,
instead of alcohol abuse. Many researchers have pointed out that HCPs do not provide a brief alcohol
intervention to their patients, especially female patients, due to fear of stigmatizing them [26,62–64].
Alcohol stigma attached to women is related to societal views of alcohol use being more masculine and
women who drink not being able to be a good caretaker as expected [65]. Thus, framing the advice as a
cancer prevention strategy might have felt less stigmatizing for the HCPs. Findings from other cancer
prevention strategies, such as cancer screening or diet and physical activity advice, have found no sex-
or gender-based disparities in HCPs recommendations [66,67].

These findings need to be understood in the general context where the intervention is taking
place: a country where drinking among women has been increasing [2,68]; multi-million marketing
campaigns encourage and normalize the use of alcohol, especially among women [69]; where alcohol
has become increasingly accessible [70]; and where few Ontarians are aware of the association between
alcohol drinking and cancer risks [45]. This is problematic given that researchers have found stronger
alcohol control policies are associated with lower levels of alcohol consumption [71,72]. While a CDSS
was not a good solution to prompt HCPs to deliver a brief alcohol intervention, without changing
the social climate around alcohol and without policy interventions which have been shown to reduce
alcohol consumption worldwide (such as tax increases [73–78], restricting setting use [72,78–80], and
placing upper limits on the density of outlets [78,79,81]), it might continue to be hard to increase the
proportion of males and females who receive an alcohol intervention beyond that achieved using the
current CDSS.

The current study has several limitations. Although our analysis shows that large sex differences
in the effectiveness of the CDSS are unlikely to be present, some caution is appropriate. Patients in the
COMBAT study were asked to self-identify as male, female, or other; by not including specific questions
about sex at birth and additional gender response options, this study is limited in its interpretability.
Further, it is also possible that sex differences in intervention effects might be masked by sex differences
in the severity of alcohol-related problems. This is a possibility we were able to address only partially
via the testing of a possible effect for the AUDIT-C that was done during selection of the covariates
for the original model published previously [44]. We did not ask participants to report if they were
pregnant. While we presumed there were only a small number of pregnant women in our sample,
it warrants examination in future studies, as this could have had an impact on our primary and
secondary outcomes. For example, HCPs may have been motivated to offer an alcohol resource to
pregnant patients due to the increased perception of risk, and pregnant women might have been more
motivated to accept an alcohol intervention for similar reasons.

While a CDSS has the potential for reducing or removing disparities, it is important to note that in
our sample, there was no apparent disparity in offering the alcohol resource in the control arm (without
CDSS). Thus, it will be valuable to replicate this study in a setting where there is a gender disparity.
Also important to note is that the CDSS was implemented in clinics that have a robust infrastructure
for smoking cessation. All clinics had implemented the STOP program, which offers various supports
such as a community of practice, an active listserv, several webinars a year on topics related to smoking
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cessation (including alcohol use), and ongoing operational support. These supports might make it
hard to generalize these findings to other clinics that don’t have these supports.

Further research is needed to identify pragmatic implementation approaches that increase the
delivery of brief alcohol interventions in primary care clinics. As other researchers have suggested,
these might include the addition of a champion who can encourage HCPs to conduct a brief intervention
to all patients who are drinking above guidelines and to problem solve barriers [74,82] as well as having
ongoing training in alcohol screening and brief intervention. This might be particularly important in
clinics with high staff turnover [82–85]. Both the champion and the training should emphasize the
importance of making sure that sex and gender are taken into consideration when delivering brief
alcohol intervention (e.g., addressing stigma and fear associated with reporting alcohol use during
pregnancy and motherhood) [86–89]. Given that research has shown that the methods of program
implementation can have a differential effect on males and females, it is critical to integrate a sex and
gender lens to the conceptualization and evaluation of these approaches [90]. This will in turn ensure
that more equitable health outcomes are achieved. In addition, future research should be conducted
to understand the specific mechanisms through which the CDSS helped increase the proportion of
patients’ acceptance of the alcohol resource, including an examination of whether there are different
mechanisms for men and women.

5. Conclusions

We previously reported that implementation of a CDSS in primary care clinics across Ontario
did not increase the offer of an alcohol resource to patients drinking above cancer guidelines but did
increase acceptance of the resource. Given that implementation science as a field has been criticized for
neglecting sex and gender considerations from its analysis [90] and widespread evidence of gender
disparities in HCP delivery of brief interventions, it was important to examine whether sex moderated
our results. The findings of this study suggest that CDSS effects were not moderated by patient sex.
Regardless of patient sex, the CDSS prompt did not increase delivery of a brief alcohol intervention but
did lead to increased acceptance of the resource. In increasing patient acceptance, the CDSS successfully
increased the number of both male and female patients that ultimately received the alcohol resource
that was appropriate. These findings can help inform future program and policy development needed
to increase rates of brief alcohol intervention without creating, maintaining, or worsening any gender
disparities in alcohol screening and intervention.
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Abstract: Within Canada, several specialized multi-service prevention programs work with highly
vulnerable pregnant and early parenting women with substance use issues. Experiences of trauma,
mental health, poverty, and other factors associated with the social determinants of health complete
the picture. Program evaluations have demonstrated their value, but less has been said as to women’s
reasons for choosing to seek help from these programs, what they were hoping to gain, or what
difference they believe has occurred as a result. The Co-creating Evidence project is a multi-year
(2017–2020) national evaluation of holistic programs serving women at high risk of having an infant
with prenatal alcohol or substance exposure. The evaluation uses a mixed methods design involving
quarterly program output and “snapshot” client data, as well as in-person, semi-structured interviews
and questionnaires with clients, program staff, and program partners. This article presents findings
from interviews with women regarding why they sought help, how they used the services, and
what they perceived to be the most significant change in their lives as a result. Obtaining help
with substance use was the top theme for what women hoped to get from their participation in
their program; however, women’s reasons were often intertwined. Additional motivations included
wanting information, support or assistance with: child welfare; pregnancy; housing; getting connected
to health care or prenatal care; and opportunities for peer support. With respect to the most significant
life change, themes included: reduced substance use; improved housing; stronger mother–child
connection; and improved wellness and social connections. Findings demonstrated that vulnerable,
marginalized pregnant and parenting women who are using substances will seek help when health
and social care services are configured in such a way as to take into consideration and address their
unique roles, responsibilities, and realities.

Keywords: gender; alcohol; substance use; FASD prevention; program evaluation; multi-service
program delivery; client perspectives; pregnancy

1. Introduction

Prenatal consumption of alcohol and drugs continues to be a major health, social, and public
policy issue in Canada [1,2]. Indeed, surveys have found that upward of 11% of women report
consuming alcohol and between 1% and 5% reported using street drugs during pregnancy; both rates
are considered to be underestimates given the inherent risks and stigma that go hand in hand with
revealing prenatal consumption of alcohol and other substances. As well, a large percentage of the
women who use substances prenatally are polysubstance users [3], with one report stating that the rate
of (prenatal) poly substance “is as high as 50% in some studies” [4].
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Women’s reasons for prenatal substance use are both complex and gendered. Research suggests
that women’s prenatal substance use is often driven by a host of social determinants of health factors
such as deep poverty, a history of physical or sexual abuse and neglect or other forms of trauma,
intimate partner violence, mental health concerns, precarious living conditions including homelessness,
child welfare involvement including maternal–child separation, and physical health problems [5–8].
Moreover, women who are struggling with substance use are typically isolated, are more likely to
be living with a partner with problematic substance use, experience lower levels of social support,
and have fewer resources at their disposal relative to their male counterparts [1,7,9]. These factors
contribute to women’s reluctance to reveal the full extent of their substance use [3].

Systemic barriers compound the situation as standard systems of care often don’t meet the needs
of women with prenatal or postnatal substance use issues, especially not women trying to raise
children. Indeed, substance use and child protection services tend to operate in discrete silos with
their own distinct goals, policies, expectations, and legislative responsibilities that in the past have
resulted in high rates of child apprehensions from families wherein parental alcohol and drug use is a
factor [10–14].

As a result, when seeking help for their substance use, vulnerable, marginalized women commonly
experience numerous barriers including: stigmatization, lack of mental health supports, negative
attitudes of health care providers, and adversarial approach of child welfare authorities [1,9,10,15].
Not surprisingly, fear of child welfare authorities is another factor in women’s avoidance of services,
as is inadequate transportation and/or lack of child care [16]. These factors together make the decision
to seek addiction treatment and support services by vulnerable, pregnant, and early parenting and
substance using women all the more challenging. For service providers this also makes it all the more
important that the programs they offer meet women’s needs [7,17–19].

Despite these hurdles, for many vulnerable women, pregnancy is a time of increased motivation to
contemplate significant life changes, particularly prompted by women’s desire to keep their newborn
in their care [20]. Indeed, the research literature suggests that women will respond to prevention
services that are aimed at improving their health, including efforts to decrease or stop substance use
or to increase their safer use of substances [19–21]. There also is strong evidence that outcomes for
mothers and infants improve when accessible, women-centered substance use services or treatment
are offered in conjunction with prenatal care [2,9,19,22]; moreover, care that is also tailored to the
specific and evolving needs of women, their children, and the mother–child dyad is viewed as the
most effective [12]. Programs that integrate practical and social supports with prenatal and postnatal
health services, such as culture, transportation, child care, and meals, and that address the fear of
child apprehensions may have an advantage in terms of engaging women who otherwise have few
reasons to trust the formal health care system [23]. Moreover, programs that use non-judgmental,
relationship-based, trauma-informed, and harm reduction approaches and that acknowledge women’s
unique realities when it comes to the mother–child relationship have been found to be most effective in
reaching vulnerable pregnant and parenting women with substance use issues [8,15,19,24,25].

Research indicates that many women who use substances during pregnancy are
polysubstance-using [3,4]; further, once they engage with supportive services, they tend to be
selective with respect to which substances they continue to use throughout pregnancy and which they
reduce or stop using altogether [3]. In addition, women are inclined to underreport their substance use
until they have built a relationship with their service provider that helps them to feel safe enough to
disclose the full extent of their use [13]. Hence, community-based programs that have been leaders
in the field of fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) prevention in Canada focus on problematic
substance use more broadly, within the context of a social determinants of health context and women’s
lived experiences as a way of engaging very vulnerable women without further stigmatizing them for
their choices [22]. In keeping with this practice approach, in this study, “problematic substance use” is
defined as the use of substances, including alcohol, that result in negative consequences in a person’s
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daily life, including adverse health consequences [26], as well as “social, financial, psychological,
physical, or legal problems as a result of the drug use” [27].

Despite the evidence that exists with respect to promising approaches, further study would help
to enhance our understanding of their implementation in community settings, including a better
understanding of what motivates clients to seek services and supports as well as their perspectives
on what changed the most in their lives as a result of their involvement in the service(s). To address
this, a multi-site evaluation of “wrap-around” FASD prevention programs serving women at risk
was envisaged.

Co-Creating Evidence Evaluation Study

In keeping with the internationally recognized four-part FASD prevention model [28], women at
highest risk of having an infant with prenatal alcohol exposure are those who who have substance
use, mental health, and/or trauma-related issues and/or related social or financial concerns; “Level 3”
FASD prevention programs offer holistic, multi-service programming to these women in ways that are
specialized, culturally safe, and accessible. The Co-creating Evidence project, a multi-site three-year
evaluation of eight different holistic wrap-around programs serving highly vulnerable women at
high risk of having an infant with prenatal substance exposure and/or affected by FASD is the first
of its kind in Canada. Funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada, the study runs from 2017
to 2020 and brings together many of Canada’s multi-service prevention programs with the aim of:
sharing knowledge of their practices; demonstrating the effectiveness of prevention programming
serving women with substance use and complex issues; and identifying characteristics that make these
programs successful. The eight program sites volunteered to be part of the study.

Summary descriptions of the programs taking part in the study are provided in Box 1. The
seventh program specifically serves pregnant or early parenting women who have substance use issues
and/or other complex challenges. The eighth program serves women who are at risk by virtue of
being young, i.e., 16 to 24 years of age; while problematic substance use may be an issue, it is not the
program’s primary focus. Nevertheless, given the region’s very limited availability of substance use
services, it is an issue that comes up with regularity. While the programs taking part in the co-creating
evidence study are doing FASD prevention work, because they approach women’s issues holistically
and employ a social determinants of health lens, the programs typically do not depict themselves
as FASD prevention programs. At the same time, staff at all programs have training in FASD and
trauma-informed practice (as well as other types of training) and also are members of a national FASD
prevention research network. All of the programs have a mandate to support healthy birth outcomes,
including helping to reduce the likelihood of FASD.
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Box 1. Capsule descriptions of co-creating evidence study’s program sites.

HerWay Home (Victoria BC) offers drop-in and outreach support, on-site wellness and prenatal/post-natal
groups as well as other health/medical services for women and their children, through a combination of program
staff and in-kind support from the Island Health Authority. Women can participate in HWH until their child is
approximately three years old.

Sheway (Vancouver BC) is a partnership between Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, Ministry for Children
and Family Development, Vancouver Native Health Society and the YWCA of Vancouver. A range of on-site
health and social services is offered on the first floor; an on-site health clinic is on the second floor; and child care
and housing operated by the YWCA is on the third floor. Voluntary child welfare services are provided on-site
through a partnership agreement with the provincial Ministry. The length of time that women can participate in
Sheway is flexible and not set by the child’s age.

Maxxine Wright (Surrey BC) offers health and social supports through co-location with Atira Women’s Resource
Society, which operates transition housing and second stage housing on-site. Atira offers most of the social
programming, with participation from Fraser Health. Health/medical care is provided by Fraser Health. Child
welfare and income assistance services are provided on-site through a partnership agreement with relevant
provincial Ministries. Women can participate in MW until their child enters school.

Healthy, Empowered, and Resilient (Edmonton AB) is located within the Boyle Street Community Services,
which provides an array of social, mental health, family, and cultural services in Edmonton’s downtown core.
H.E.R. provides outreach to highly street-involved clients; through its staffing and partnership with Boyle
McCauley Health Centre, H.E.R. clients have access to prenatal care and post-natal support. Women can
participate in H.E.R. until six months post-partum.

Raising Hope (Regina SK) is a residential program located in an 18-unit apartment building (purchased by a
non-profit housing society for the program’s exclusive use). A range of health/medical, social/cultural supports
and programming including child care is offered on-site; residents are required to take part in daily programming.
Women and their children can stay for 18 months.

The Mothering Project (Winnipeg MB) is a program of Mt Carmel Clinic and is co-located with the clinic.
Through its staffing and partnerships, the MP offers a broad range of drop-in, outreach, and on-site supports and
health/medical services along with a dedicated space for cultural ceremony. A licensed day care is co-located
with MP with spaces set aside for program clients. Women can participate in the MP until their child reaches the
age of five.

Breaking the Cycle (Toronto ON) is one of the first FASD prevention programs in Canada. The program
provides children’s developmental assessment and mental health services with wrap-around services for women.
Each woman is connected to a counsellor and each child is connected to a Child Development Worker. Women
can participate in BTC until their child is six years old.

Baby Basics (New Glasgow NS) is a weekly drop-in parenting program operated by Kids First Family Resource
Program, for women under age 25 and their children age 0–6. Although not specifically directed at women who
are using substances, there are very few such options available to women in the region. BB offers a safe place for
women to access support and talk about a range of issues. Women can participate in BB until their infant is one
year old.

A previous article [29] described the study overall, with an emphasis on presenting: an overall
theory of change for the programs; the services, activities and common components offered by the
eight programs; women’s situations at intake; and interim qualitative findings regarding what clients
like best about their program. This article shares additional interim findings from the study, based on
data gathered between April and December 2018. In this article we focus on:

• What women hoped to get from engaging in their program;
• How women used their program’s services/activities; and
• The most significant changes that women experienced as a result of their program.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Design

The co-creating evidence study is employing a mixed-methods design, guided by principles of
collaboration and partnership. The study is guided by collaborative and participatory principles [30],
including the principles of “fostering meaningful relationships” (with program staff and stakeholders),
“developing a shared understanding of the program,” “promoting appropriate participatory processes,”
and “promoting evaluative thinking” [31,32]. In June 2017, the project team convened an introductory
face-to-face meeting with program leaders to create a theory of change and the theoretical/philosophical
foundations, approaches, activities, and anticipated outcomes of the programs collectively. Since
that time, bi-monthly web-based teleconferences have been held to discuss key issues related to data
collection and analysis, and to solicit the program managers’ feedback regarding interim project
findings, draft reports, and knowledge translation. These meetings also provided the program
leaders with opportunities to exchange information about their practices, shared issues, common
understandings, programming shifts, and contextual issues of significance such as the ongoing opioid
crisis. In addition, a National Advisory Committee was established at the beginning of the study,
comprised of people with expertise in policy, programming, research and evaluation related to FASD.
The Advisory Committee meets about 2–3 times a year.

2.2. Data Collection Processes and Instruments

Data are gathered through two separate processes:

1. The project team is undertaking two visits with each site, to conduct face-to-face, semi-structured,
qualitative interviews, focus groups and questionnaires with staff, clients, and program partners.

2. The program manager/coordinator at each site is compiling and remitting quantitative output
data and client-based data from April 2018 to September 2019, for a total of 18 months.

This article focuses on the qualitative interviews conducted with clients/participants during the
first site visits between April and July 2018 and questionnaire data collected as part of the interview
process. It is supplemented with interview data with staff and program managers/leaders.

2.3. On-site Data Collection by Project Team

The project team conducted individual qualitative interviews with clients, using an interview
guide that was created for this project. Interview questions include: how the woman first learned
about the program; what she hoped to get out of her involvement with the program; her life situation
just prior to becoming involved with the program; her satisfaction with the program (e.g., what she
liked most about the program, didn’t like, and would change); and what was most important to her
about the program. As well, the interview contained open-ended questions pertaining to the client’s
use of the program’s various services and activities. Clients were also asked about perceived impacts of
the program. A modified version of the most significant change (MSC) technique was employed [33];
informants are asked to share what was “the most significant change that happened” as a result of the
program. The MSC technique was modified in this study in that the analysis of clients’ stories did
not involve formal review by external stakeholders or hierarchical selection and quantification of the
stories.. The interviews were conducted in a private office, using a guided conversation approach that
enabled interviewees to speak freely about which was most important to them.

After the interview, women were invited to complete the client questionnaire, which most often
was administered verbally by the project team member, but which the participant could complete on
her own if she preferred. The client questionnaire utilized a five-point Likert-type scale and focused
both on participants’ experiences with their program (e.g., sense of physical safety and emotional
safety; being respected; being a partner in planning and having a voice in decision-making; feeling
that staff are sensitive when asking about difficult experiences, and so forth), and their perspectives
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on program impacts and how helpful the program had been in relation to outcomes in various facets
of their life (e.g., in relation to accessing safe housing, accessing prenatal/postnatal care, and having
a healthy birth, keeping or regaining their child(ren) in their care, and quitting or reducing their
substance use). The questionnaire was created specifically for this study; at the same time, it included
standardized questionnaire items that have been used in evaluations of trauma-informed and/or harm
reduction focused programs [34].

All participants were provided with an honorarium ($25) for completing the interview and
questionnaire. Program staff were available afterwards should clients have questions, comments,
or concerns regarding the interview. Prior to launching the formal data collection, the project team
pilot tested the interview guides and interview process with four sites. The purpose was to garner
feedback from clients and staff regarding the process and the questions including how clients felt about
answering potentially difficult questions about their lives.

2.4. Participants and Sampling Approach

Eligibility criteria for client participation in the interview and questionnaire were as follows: (a)
the woman had to be accessing services from the program in the month of data collection; (b) women
were 16 years or older; and, (c) women were English-speaking. Recruitment was handled by program
staff who, approximately one month prior to the site visit, posted notices in program space regarding
the interviews and made announcements during group and/or drop-in programming, inviting clients
to come to the program for an interview or otherwise express their desire to do the interview off-site.
Both forms of recruitment reinforced that the interviews were confidential and anonymous. For clients,
a voluntary sampling approach was employed as program coordinators and the research team thought
it was important for all clients who wanted to take part in an interview and who were available during
the team’s site visit to be able to do so. At the same time, program staff did not formally track the
number of clients whom they told about the site visit and interview opportunity, nor did they keep
track of the number of clients who expressed disinterest in doing an interview; thus, it was not possible
to know how many, if any, clients refused to participate in the in-person data collection process. A
nominated sampling approach was used to create the sample of service partners; program staff at all
sites provided the researchers with contact information for each program’s closest service partners.

A total of 125 program participants/clients (of whom 123 completed the client questionnaire) took
part in an in-person interview between April and July 2018. The number of interviews with clients
varied across sites, from n = 32 at one of the largest sites to n = 8 at two sites; there were three sites at
which more than 20 clients were interviewed and five sites at which 8–11 women were interviewed.
Differences in terms of the number of interviews conducted per site reflect the size and scale of the
programs and was roughly proportional to the number of clients per site. As well, events outside of
the program, including crises in the community and/or in clients’ lives also impacted response to the
invitation to take part in the study.

All of the program participants identified their gender as female, and more than half were older
than 30 years old (see Table 1). Every participant who completed the client questionnaire completed
the demographic questions. Most often women self-identified their cultural background as Indigenous,
followed by European/White. The length of time women had participated in the programs varied
from less than one month to more than three years. Some of this variation is due to the policies of the
individual program; for example, no participants from HER had participated in the program for more
than one year as the discharge from the program occurs at six months post-partum.

2.5. Data Analysis

A frequency analysis of the client questionnaire was conducted in SPSS 26 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL,
USA) to describe the participants. Missing data for each question ranged from n = 0 to n = 45, and
percentages reported in the results did not include the women who did not answer each question in
the denominator.
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Table 1. Characteristics of client questionnaire participants.

Program Site
Herway
Home

Sheway
Maxx

Wright
HER

Raising
Hope

Mothering
Project

Breaking
the Cycle

Baby
Basics

Total

n n n n n n n n N (%)

Number of participants

8 35 20 9 10 25 8 8 123

Age

16–24 1 4 3 5 3 3 1 6 26 (21%)
25–30 2 5 6 3 5 5 3 2 31 (25%)
30+ 5 26 11 1 2 17 4 0 66 (54%)

Cultural background (top 3)

Indigenous 2 19 8 7 8 20 0 1 65 (53%)
European/White 3 9 4 1 2 2 5 7 33 (27%)

Mixed Race 3 6 5 0 0 3 1 0 18 (15%)

Length of time participating in program

<1 month 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 3 (2%)
1–6 months 3 3 3 4 5 5 3 1 27 (22%)
7–12 months 1 5 2 4 3 2 2 1 20 (16%)

1–3 years 3 12 4 0 1 7 3 3 33 (27%)
>3 years 1 15 10 0 1 11 0 2 40 (33%)

As the interviews with clients, staff and service partners involved open-ended questions, qualitative
data analysis techniques were used, and qualitative data analysis software (NVivo12) (QRS International,
Melbourne, Australia) was utilized to facilitate the analyses. In keeping with these techniques, written
transcripts from all interviews were read multiple times by the researchers to begin the process of
identifying themes and analytic ideas. Initially, each researcher coded the transcripts separately
and identified preliminary themes inductively. The three researchers involved in carrying out the
interviews highlighted naturally occurring patterns in the data, including words, phrases, or ideas
most commonly voiced by participants, which formed the basis of the thematic analysis [35,36]. As
means to strengthen the study’s rigor, the project team engaged in numerous discussions wherein
they presented and reviewed one another’s emerging reflections, insights, and ideas about the data.
Any differences in the researchers’ interpretations were resolved through discussion, review of the
supportive textual evidence for each theme, knowledge of and comparisons with findings from the
literature and previous relevant research, and consensus decision-making. Themes were ranked in
strength based on a combination of the frequency with which they emerged and the intensity with
which the speakers voiced the theme as evidenced by repetition of the theme/idea within the same
utterance and/or the speaker’s emphasis or tone of voice when speaking, which was recorded by the
researchers in their interview transcripts.

2.6. Ethics Approval

The evaluation study received ethics approval from the University of British Columbia Office of
Research Ethics (H17-02168), Fraser Health Authority, Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, Island
Health Authority, and York University. Study participants provided informed consent to participate in
the interviews. All study participants were competent to provide their own informed consent and all
were over age 18.

3. Results

3.1. Overview of the Programs’ Services

Drawing on interviews with staff and program leaders/managers and written program descriptions,
Table 2 shows that, through a combination of their own staff or staff from partner organizations
providing services on site, all co-creating evidence programs offer a mix of accessible health and
social services and supports aimed at meeting clients’ holistic health, social, cultural, and practical
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needs. The programs’ core philosophical pillars include being relationship-based, trauma-informed,
women-centered, culturally-informed, and employing non-stigmatizing harm reduction approaches.
Many services were offered in group format, though nearly all programs offered one-to-one services as
well. Programs connected to a health authority were more likely to offer health services on site (e.g.,
public health nurse, physician, nurse practitioner, or midwife).

Table 2. Services/activities offered by programs via staff or service partners or via referrals.

Service/Activity
Number of Programs Offering

Service/Activity on Site via
Program Staff or Service Partners

Number of Programs Linking
Clients to Service/Activity via

Referral to Service Partners

Total Number of Programs
Offering or Facilitating Access

to Service

Basic needs support 8 0 8

Child assessment and early
intervention 5 2 7

Child care on site 7 0 7

Child health 6 2 8

Child welfare support 7 0 7

Cultural programming 5 1 6

Drop in; peer connection 8 0 8

Food; nutrition 8 0 8

Health; medical services 6 2 8

Housing 4 4 8

Life skills 6 1 7

Mental health; trauma 8 0 8

Outreach 6 0 6

Parenting programs 7 1 8

Prenatal and postnatal care 7 1 8

Substance use counselling 7 1 8

3.2. What Women Hoped to Get from Participating in Their Program

Clients were asked what they had hoped to get by participating in their program. The themes
were often interconnected, as clients generally provided several reasons for program involvement. The
top themes to emerge were (in order of frequency):

• Wanted support in relation to problematic substance use and/or trauma
• Wanted support with child welfare and/or mother–child connection
• Wanted support and information related to pregnancy
• Wanted help in getting housing
• Wanted help in getting connected to health care or prenatal care
• Wanted healthy peer connections or peer support
• Brief discussion of the key themes follows.

3.2.1. Wanted Support in Relation to Problematic Substance Use and/or Trauma

The most frequently emerging theme—voiced by nearly half of the clients interviewed—was that
women were seeking help in addressing their substance use. However, for many women, this was
intertwined with wanting help in dealing with effects of trauma because of experiences of violence
or abuse and with wanting help with housing and with child welfare issues. (Child protection/child
welfare terms are used interchangeably. Provinces/territories within Canada hold the legislated
mandate to protect children and if need be to remove them from their parent(s). Generally speaking
child protection social workers investigate and will remove children if deemed necessary, whereas
child welfare social workers are tasked with working with the family to mitigate the risk factors.
Nevertheless, any involvement of child protection/child welfare authorities means that the parent(s)
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is/are under scrutiny, that risk factors or concerns are present and that the parent(s) could lose their
child if they are unable to satisfy the expectations of child welfare/child protection staff.)

I wanted to get sober. I wanted my children back, my family back. . . . . I was using drugs
and alcohol. I was going through a rough time—breaking up with my partner who was
abusive mentally and emotionally.

[I wanted] better housing, support to keep me away from drugs and alcohol, and help with
nutrition. [I wanted] to keep my baby.

[I wanted] connections with other mothers and knowing that there were groups I could do
that would help me with being a mother with trauma and addiction.

3.2.2. Wanted Support with Child Welfare and/or Mother–Child Connection

Hand in hand with women’s desire for support in relation to their substance use was their
desire for support in relation to keeping or regaining their child(ren) in their care and/or in having a
strong mother–child connection. Clients often sought participation in specific program activities (e.g.,
substance use/recovery groups or parenting groups) and/or sought connection with program staff who
would be able to speak to their motivation and capacity to care for their child(ren); most often, the
programs were already known to clients for their support and advocacy in relation to child welfare.

I wanted a different way of bonding with my child, a different community.

I wanted connections with other mothers and knowing that there were groups I could do
that would help me with being a mother with trauma and addiction.

I wanted sobriety and to learn to parent my kids; I had lost custody.

I wanted to get support and bring my child home and parent in a healthy lifestyle for her and
for me.

While wanting to demonstrate that they were capable of parenting may have been the initial
impetus for attending their program, as women made gains, some realized that they wanted more,
whether that was a better quality of life or a more stable foundation for building a life for their children.

To start with, I only wanted to get my children back. Now I want a better quality of life for
me and my kids.

I also wanted to connect with a therapist. I wanted to have a stable foundation to work with.
I knew [child protection] would be involved, so I wanted to create a healthy foundation for
that involvement.

3.2.3. Wanted Support and Information Related to Pregnancy

Another strong theme and reason for engagement with their program was a desire for guidance
and information in relation to their pregnancy as well as help with other issues such as finding safe
and stable housing, child welfare, and substance use. Many women spoke of wanting this pregnancy
to be different from their previous one(s).

I was pregnant and had addictions and I wanted to have support through my pregnancy.

Initially, I didn’t know where or how I’d go with the pregnancy. I needed guidance and
support. When I first found out I was pregnant, I cried for 48 hours straight. I also wanted
information. I didn’t know where to go and what my next step would be.

Support to keep moving forward. I wanted to make changes in my life.
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3.2.4. Wanted Help in Getting Housing

As noted previously, at intake over half of clients (ranging up to 85% at some program sites) had
precarious and/or inadequate housing. Clients voiced their desire for program assistance in helping
them access safe and stable housing, as they also recognized the inextricable connection between
housing and child welfare authorities’ safety concerns.

Support, because I have [child protection] involvement. I wanted support and stable housing
and getting addictions out of the way. I want to go home with my baby.

I was in a really shitty situation. I was living with a friend; she was using drugs. I ended up
in a shelter. I needed resources to help me with my pregnancy and with raising my baby,
and I wanted help getting into different housing.

3.2.5. Wanted Help in Getting Connected to Health Care or Prenatal Care

Approximately 20% of the clients interviewed stated that they were looking for health or prenatal
care. Some women sought a health/prenatal care provider because they had recently moved to the
community—often to flee an abusive ex-partner or to shed ties with people who used substances—while
others may have been in the community for a while but sought a prenatal care provider in order to focus
on having a healthy pregnancy. As well, some women emphasized that they wanted to connect with a
health or perinatal care provider who would not judge or stigmatize them for their substance use.

My family doctor set me up with a maternity doctor who specialized in working with women
with addictions. She suggested that I network with someone. I was afraid that the nurses at
the hospital would see my medical history, see that I was on suboxone, and be judgmental
and call child welfare.

I was looking for prenatal care. I was looking for programs and people to help support me to
have a healthy pregnancy.

3.2.6. Wanted Healthy Peer Connections or Peer Support

Finally, wrapped up in the notion of finding support was a desire by clients for healthy peer
connections, partly born of a desire to be amongst women with similar backgrounds and with whom
they could safely share their story.

I was looking for support and advocacy for my situation. I was needing a group for women
like me who have been through years of trauma and abuse. I did not want to be the only
woman in the room with that kind of lived experience.

[I wanted] to open up more; learn how to speak to others when they needed help; to share
my story with others who were struggling; to help guide others on a positive path.

Some women wanted the sense of community that could come from being in a prenatal group
and to have answers to their questions.

The sense of community here. Support group. I didn’t know other pregnant women.

3.3. Clients’ Experiences of Utilizing Their Program’s Services/Activities

As part of the qualitative interviews, clients were asked to describe ways in which they used
the various activities or services offered by programs. A sample of their comments, presented in
Table 3, provides a more complete picture of the services listed in Table 2 and sheds light on women’s
perspectives on the value of a “one-stop” approach to health care, poverty, child protection issues,
parenting, social connections, substance use, and culture.
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Table 3. Examples of ways that clients utilized their program’s services.

Service/Activity Examples of Ways That Clients Utilized the Service/Activity

Basic needs support
Lots of practical support such as a bag of clothes for the baby and items for myself
such as a sports bra when I gave birth recently.
I got help with income security.

Child assessment and early intervention

A speech language pathologist was linked to my son—the referral from [the
program] sped up the process.
We were referred to the hospital and introduced to a dentist for the children. The staff
made sure the children were up to date for their immunizations and referred them to
an Infant Development worker.

Child care on site
My baby is in daycare sometimes. I want to get a regular spot in the daycare.
They have the daycare here. You can take “self-care” breaks and have the kids go into
daycare.

Child health
My son had vaccinations with the Public Health Nurse and saw the dental hygienist.
He is getting dental surgery soon as a result.
I brought my older daughter to see the doctor; my baby is in care still.

Child welfare support

When my partner assaulted me in November, child welfare was automatically
involved. I was concerned they would take my kids away. I met with child protection
services with [program] as my support.
[The program] advocated for me to get my kids back early and to have visits, and
then extended visits with my kids—and then my kids came back to me.

Cultural programming I went to the Round Dance organized by [program’s partner organization].
I do drumming and Talking Circle here.

Drop in; peer connection

A lot of the women who come here I’ve known since childhood. Now we’re moms
together. All my friends are here; they’re getting sober and are moms. The other
women are role models—they help us develop skills and increase confidence.
I have connections with other women coming to [the program].

Food; nutrition

Lunch program; weekly bag of nutrition; fresh bread; prenatal and postnatal minerals
and supplements plus education and workshops on healthy nutrition.
Every week I get a four-liter jug of milk, eggs and cheese. That weekly food bag
really helps.

Health; medical
I see the Public Health Nurse at the [program] regularly. She is the one who wanted
me on Methadone—she said would it be better for the baby than T3s.
We discuss sexual health information in group.

Housing

I got help with housing through another agency but [the program] helped me to
switch the lease to be in my name, which means that I have to be more responsible.
My support worker got me into a nice place for women. People are getting their kids
back and staying off drugs.

Life skills
We had someone come and talk about the food guide.
The nurse from [program’s partner organization] provided nutrition education. We
learned how to make baby food and we did fire prevention education.

Mental health; trauma
I spoke with the trauma counsellor about some of the things I have seen in the last
year. I’ve been living a very high-risk life—drugs, violence, lots of money.
I’m working with the trauma worker now. I’m doing that to get my son back.

Outreach My Outreach Worker is my mainstay.
My Outreach Worker will go to court with me as an advocate.

Parenting programs

I took a couple of parenting groups. That helps me with how I play with my
daughter. I learned about her development and how to talk with my teenage son.
I’ve done lots of programs, like wellness, circle of security, and rediscovering
parenting. They are all very useful because as my kids age, new problems arise and I
retake the group to see how the information applies to my current situation. I like
that the groups repeat regularly.

Prenatal; postnatal care
I’m seeing the doctor here, getting Methadone, and going to prenatal classes.
They give me rides to [program’s partner organization] for prenatal care. We learn
about breastfeeding, traditional teachings, abuse and violence there.

Substance use counselling

I had stopped cocaine and alcohol in 2017. [The program] helps me deal with and
address the urges. Fear of [child protection] also motivates me. I have a one-to-one
counsellor I was seeing weekly until recently. Now we meet biweekly.
I’m going to be starting Group (struggling with addictions group) tomorrow. I talk
with the counsellor all the time about my use and where I live. It is hard to stop using
when you are selling drugs all the time.
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3.4. Most Significant Change(s) That Women Experienced (as a Result of Their Program)

As a key component of the qualitative interview, clients were asked what had been the most
significant change(s) that had taken place for them and their family since they started participating in
their program. As was the case with other open-ended interview questions, women’s responses often
contained multiple themes, and the themes were clearly intertwined. The top themes were (reported
in order of frequency):

• Quit or reduced substance use;
• Strengthened mother–child connection;
• Kept/regained custody/care of child(ren);
• Improved wellness/mental health;
• Increased support;
• Safer, improved housing.

3.4.1. Quit or Reduced Substance Use

The most frequently emerging theme of the “most significant change,” voiced by approximately
40% of the clients interviewed (n = 51), was that they had quit or reduced their substance use. Many
attributed their program with helping them to quit using substances.

If I hadn’t been at this program, it would have been harder to stay sober, and my baby would
have gone to live with my mom.

Because the staff care so much about their clients, I’ve gotten clean. I’ve been in and out of
addiction for 18 years, but because of them, my using time has reduced—it’s down to two
days. They’ve reached out to me. They’ve made a huge difference to me.

In keeping with these findings, on the client questionnaire, 79% (n = 93, 4% missing;) agreed or
strongly agreed that the program had helped them quit, reduce or engage in safer substance use, and
70% (n = 83, 3% missing) agreed or strongly agreed that the program had helped them access substance
use services or supports. Approximately 20% of women indicated on the client questionnaire that
these items were not applicable to them, as they had not sought help from their program for substance
use concerns.

3.4.2. Strengthened Mother–Child Connection

The second theme, voiced by nearly the same number of clients (n = 49), pertained to the existence
or strengthening of the connection between the woman and her child(ren). This important theme
focused on the presence and preservation of the mother–child relationship rather than on whether
women had retained or regained custody of their child(ren), and thus it was voiced both by women
who did not have their child(ren) in their care as well as those who did. Similarly, most women (n = 93,
79%, 5% missing) agreed or strongly agreed on the questionnaire that the program had helped them
improve their connection to their children. This theme also relates to the situation voiced by some
women that, had they not had support from their program, they likely would not have continued with
their pregnancy:

My baby and I have a home. We know we’re not alone—both because I can call the [program]
staff and because of other women. Without [program], I probably wouldn’t have had my baby.

My stress level has gone down quite a bit. I know that no matter what, they’ll be here. The
program helps with everything: prenatal care, housing, [child protection] advocacy, baby
stuff. Before coming into this program, I felt hopeless.
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3.4.3. Kept/Regained Custody/Care of Child(ren)

In keeping with the previous point, the third strongest theme was that women had retained and/or
regained their children in their care. As reflected in clients’ comments, keeping their infant in their care
and/or getting their child back from foster care nearly always occurred in tandem with other pivotal
life events, such as reducing or ending their substance use, accessing stable housing, and breaking
away from a high-risk “past lifestyle.”

Getting my daughter back from foster care and having my baby come home from the hospital
with me. Getting my kids back is the biggest thing. That showed me I’m done with my
past lifestyle.

I’ve been clean and sober for 22 months. Getting clean changed my whole life. I got my son
back, and I’m about to get the older two children back in September.

3.4.4. Improved Wellness/Mental Health

The fourth top theme, voiced by about a third of the clients interviewed (n = 39), had to do with
women’s experience of improved wellness and well-being. Along these lines, clients described feeling
happier, less stressed, more self-confident, self-aware and emotionally equipped to deal with personal
triggers, as well as being more socially engaged.

Our household is more balanced. I know my triggers and deal with anger better. I am more
balanced emotionally.

Coming to [the program] is getting us out of our shells. My daughter and I, we really needed
this. It’s really made a difference in terms of our health, mental health and well-being

3.4.5. Increased Support

Strongly connected to all themes was clients’ sense that they had increased supports—both from
program staff and from other program participants—and a support network that they could count on.
As well, for some women, a significant change was their newfound capacity to reach out to others for
support when needed.

I’m about to reach out for support. I couldn’t do that before.

Paralleling these findings, on the client questionnaire, 93% (n = 111, 3% missing) agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement “I feel supported and less isolated; I have social support.”

3.4.6. Safer, Improved Housing

Approximately 25% of the clients interviewed reported that, for them, a/the significant change since
becoming involved with their program was accessing safe and adequate housing. As noted previously,
clients often spoke of housing in essentially the same breath as they talked about keeping/regaining
their child(ren) and/or quitting or reducing their substance use, as the inter-connections between these
outcomes were evident. In one client’s words:

Getting suitable housing and reuniting with my son. We were in the single room occupancy
apartment when I had the baby. Then he went into a foster home. Then we got housing and
the baby was returned to us.

3.4.7. Additional “Significant Changes”/Outcomes

Three additional “most significant change” themes are important to mention, given that they
emerged in the comments of quite a few clients (n = 20 or roughly 16% of those interviewed). These
were:

• Increased self-confidence/self-esteem;
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• Reduced isolation and/or increased connection to peers;
• Increased self-compassion/self-determination.

As these clients stated:

They’ve helped me open up more. I feel more self-confident and happier. I’ve opened up a
lot more.

I got back into my culture. I’m teaching my daughter how to smudge and do drumming.

I’m happy, have lots of friends. I’ve connected again with family, and I’m sober.

It helped me—the therapy and the groups—to reflect on myself, and I wanted to do that for
myself. I have a better understanding of myself. They give us the tools to help ourselves.

3.5. Summary of Key Findings

By way of summary, Table 4 presents the top themes and their interconnection in relation to what
women hoped to get from participating in their program and their most significant change.

Table 4. Top themes in relation to what women hoped to get from participating in their program and
their most significant change.

What Women Hoped to Get from Participating in Their
Program

Women’s Most Significant Change

Support with problematic substance use and/or trauma (n = 61) Quit, reduced or safer substance use (n = 51)
Improved wellness/mental health (n = 39)

Support with child welfare and/or mother-child connection (n = 58) Strengthened mother – child connection (n = 49)
Women keep/regain children in their care (n = 43)

Support and information re: pregnancy (n = 37)
Help in accessing health care or prenatal care (n = 29) Increased support (n = 34)

Help in getting safe, stable housing (n = 32) Safer, improved housing (n = 29)

Healthy peer connections or peer support (n = 23) Reduced isolation/connection to identity, peers,
culture (n = 19)

4. Discussion

The interim findings of the Co-creating Evidence multi-site evaluation make a valuable contribution
to the literature by focusing on the perspectives of highly vulnerable, pregnant, and early parenting
women with problematic substance use, and drawing an arc from their life circumstances prior to
entering the program, to what it was they were hoping to gain by reaching out for help, and finally,
to their views on the most significant changes in their lives as a result of their involvement with the
program. In doing so, the preliminary findings support the already rich literature on the complexity of
issues that this population of women face, including intimate partner violence, trauma/mental health,
poverty, precarious housing, and child welfare involvement [1,5,6].

The study also contributes to a better understanding as to what prompts women to want to
make a change in their life circumstances. In this vein, the study affirms the view that pregnancy
can be a powerful catalyst for transformation for women who are marginalized from mainstream
services by virtue of their circumstances and contributes to the literature that vulnerable pregnant
and parenting women experiencing numerous personal and systemic barriers will seek help, ideally
at a single point of access, when those services are non-judgmental and take into consideration and
address their realities [2,19,37–39]. Additionally, from a gender perspective, women have also been
found to respond to and benefit from programs that take into consideration their unique roles and
responsibilities and that reduce obstacles to their participation, including those related to caring for
children and family [18,19,40].

On that note, women’s top priorities prior to joining their program and the areas of their lives
in which they reported significant improvement were intertwined such that they rarely spoke of
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just one priority or benefit. In this regard, while obtaining support in relation to their problematic
substance use was the most frequently cited theme, it was often entwined with issues of current or
past trauma. Addressing these issues together was part of the programs’ holistic, trauma-informed,
and women-centered approach. Often closely associated with clients’ desire for support in relation
to their substance use was a yearning to retain and/or regain their children; a related goal was to
create a better life for themselves and for their child(ren) including learning more about parenting
and having opportunities for positive peer connections for themselves and their child(ren). This
lends further weight to the tenet that when working with vulnerable women, the child is “undeniably
part of the equation” [40]. At the same time, women who use substances pre and postnatally often
experience parenting difficulties resulting in the further likelihood of child welfare involvement; hence,
recommended best practices include not only being responsive to the mother–child dyad but also
development of a collaborative working relationship between substance use services and child welfare
agencies [12,23,41].

For almost one-quarter of clients, improved housing was reported as a, if not the, most significant
change in their lives. As four of the co-creating evidence study programs offered housing to at least
some clients either on-site (for example, through the program’s own services or through co-location
with a housing agency) and others achieved this through partnerships with local or provincial housing
providers, clients were able to more readily access supported/social housing as a result of their
association with their program. Safe and stable housing is fundamental to satisfying the safety concerns
of child welfare authorities—i.e., enabling women to be able to go home with their infant after giving
birth and/or to regain custody of older children—as well as to sustaining other positive life changes.

Poor health or mental health were key issues at intake and were areas in which clients experienced
positive change as a result of their involvement with the programs. For women, this “significant
change” was characterized as an overall sense of wellness and social connections; a frequent theme was
their experience of improved mental well-being, increased support, and self-confidence/self-esteem,
reduced isolation, and increased self-compassion and self-determination. In describing the pathways
that mothering women take toward quitting their substance use, Marcellus similarly found that
restoring their sense of self—described as gaining and sustaining recovery, becoming more socially
connected and less isolated, improving personal well-being, and regaining credibility in multiple
domains—was a key trajectory for women [42]. In this regard the findings to date of the co-creating
evidence study are consistent with client perceptions of integrated treatment programs in Ontario, in
that those participating in integrated programs reported positive psycho-social outcomes, including
improved self-confidence and greater sense of self [2].

Finally, it has also been noted in the literature that women respond differently to substance use
services than do men, showing a preference for services and programs that engender an atmosphere
of hope, acceptance, and support [43]. Earlier qualitative findings from the Co-creating Evidence
study [29] described that what clients liked best about their program was the caring, non-judgmental,
supportive, helpful approach of staff. This along with the availability of multiple services in one place
was among the top themes, indicating that it is possible for vulnerable pregnant and parenting women
with complex challenges including problematic substance use to achieve positive outcomes when
presented with the right mix of services and approaches that adequately address their health and social
support needs as women and mothers.

Limitations

Despite the strong congruence between this study’s findings and the existing literature, the study’s
limitations should be noted. With regard to the on-site client-related data collection (i.e., interviews
and questionnaires with clients), we understand that the voluntary sampling approach could have
resulted in biases, in that clients with more positive views about their program would have been
disproportionately inclined to take part in the evaluation study. As well, without the denominator in
terms of potential participation in the evaluation, we cannot assess bias nor the representativeness of
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the sample. Further, with a circumscribed number of days for each site visit and on-site data collection,
clients had a narrow window of opportunity to take part. As such, we cannot know for certain that
we achieved “saturation,” nor was the concept of saturation the means by which we determined
the number of interviews to conduct at each site. Nonetheless, we have no reason to believe that
clients who held fewer positive perspectives were disinclined to participate in the study nor were they
prevented from doing so. The confidential, conversational approach to interviewing also facilitated
participants sharing their diverse experiences and perspectives. Given that there will be a second round
of on-site data collection with clients, there will be an opportunity to explore the issue of sampling bias
and determine whether saturation was achieved.

5. Conclusions

Women’s prenatal alcohol use and other substance use frequently occur within the context of
inadequate housing, intimate partner violence, trauma, poverty, and social isolation. These burdens
combined with systemic barriers affect their ability and willingness to engage with formal health care
services. Often, women reveal the full extent of their substance use, including alcohol, only when they
feel safe, accepted, not stigmatized, and when their program/service is meeting their practical needs.

With its focus on clients’ perspectives, this paper makes a valuable contribution to the literature
regarding multi-service programs aimed at vulnerable pregnant and parenting women who use alcohol
and other substances. The article highlights the multiple, interconnected reasons why women seek help
from these programs, most notably the twin desires to address their substance use and to regain and/or
keep their baby/children in their care. Rounding this out are women’s desires for help with housing,
prenatal/health care, and peer support, suggesting that pregnancy can be an important catalyst for
making significant life changes.

This study affirms how capably women can provide such guidance to service providers as to their
service needs. It also affirms the value of a holistic approach that addresses both problematic substance
use and the social determinants of health in accessible, women-centered, and integrated programming.

To ensure that this population of vulnerable pregnant/parenting women receive such holistic
services, funders too will need to consider how to integrate funding streams, to include health, social
and cultural services, housing, income support, child welfare, and public safety resources to these
multi-service programs.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.H. and D.R.; methodology, D.R., C.H., R.A.S., N.P., and M.V.B.;
funding acquisition, C.H., D.R., N.P., and M.V.B.; investigation, D.R., C.H., M.V.B., R.A.S.; formal analysis, C.H.,
D.R., R.A.S., M.V.B., and N.P.; project administration, C.H. and D.R.; visualization, D.R. and C.H.; writing—original
draft preparation, C.H., D.R. and R.A.S.; writing—review and editing, C.H., D.R., M.V.B., R.A.S., and N.P.

Funding: This research was funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada, FASD National Strategic Projects
Fund, Project #1617-HQ-000070.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Finnegan, L. Substance Abuse in Canada: Licit and Illicit Drug Use During Pregnancy: Maternal, Neonatal and
Early Childhood Consequences; Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse: Ottawa, ON, Canada, 2013.

2. Tarasoff, L.; Milligan, K.; Le, T.; Usher, A.; Urbanoski, K. Integrated treatment programs for pregnant and
parenting women with problematic substance use: Service descriptions and client perceptions of care. J.
Subst. Abus. Treat. 2018, 90, 9–18. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Latuskie, K.; Leibson, T.; Andrews, N.; Motz, M.; Pepler, D.; Ito, S. Substance use in pregnancy among
vulnerable women seeking addiction and parenting Support. Int. J. Ment. Health Addict. 2018, 17, 137–150.
[CrossRef]

4. Forray, A. Substance use during pregnancy [version 1; peer review: 2 approved]. F1000 Res. 2016, 5, 887.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

176



IJERPH 2019, 16, 3299

5. Boyd, S.; Marcellus, L. With Child: Substance Use During Pregnancy: A Woman-Centred Approach; Fernwood
Publishing: Halifax, NS, Canada, 2007.

6. Espinet, S.; Jeong, J.; Motz, M.; Racine, N.; Major, D.; Pepler, D. Multimodal assessment of the mother-child
relationship in a substance-exposed sample: Divergent associations with the Emotional Availability Scales.
Infant Ment. Health J. 2013, 34, 496–507. [CrossRef]

7. Gelb, K.; Rutman, D. Substance Using Women with FASD and FASD Prevention: A Literature Review on Promising
Approaches in Substance Use Treatment and Care for Women with FASD; School of Social Work, University of
Victoria: Victoria, BC, Canada, 2011.

8. Pepler, D.; Motz, M.; Leslie, M.; Jenkins, J.; Espinet, S.; Reynolds, W. A Focus on Relationships; Mothercraft
Press: Toronto, ON, Canada, 2014.

9. Sword, W.; Niccols, A.; Fan, A. “New Choices” for women with addictions: Perceptions of program
participants. BMC Public Health 2004, 4, 10. [CrossRef]

10. Choi, S.; Ryan, J.P. Co-occurring programs for substance abusing mothers in child welfare: Matching services
to improve family reunification. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2007, 29, 1395–1410. [CrossRef]

11. Huebner, R.; Young, N.; Hall, M.; Posze, L.; Willauer, T. Serving families with child maltreatment and
substance use disorders: A decade of learning. J. Soc. Work 2017, 20, 288–305. [CrossRef]

12. Meixner, T.; Milligan, K.; Urbanoski, K.; McShane, K. Conceptualizing integrated service delivery for pregnant
and parenting women with addictions: Defining key factors and processes. Can. J. Addict. 2016, 7, 57–65.

13. Marsh, J.; Smith, B. Integrated substance abuse and child welfare services for women: A progress Review.
Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2011, 33, 466–472. [CrossRef]

14. Grant, T.; Graham, C.; Ernst, C.; Peavy, M.; Novick Brown, N. Improving pregnancy outcomes among
high-risk mothers who abuse alcohol and drugs: Factors associated with subsequent exposed births. Child.
Youth Serv. Rev. 2014, 46, 11–18. [CrossRef]

15. Motz, M.; Leslie, M.; Pepler, D.; Moore, T.; Freeman, P. Breaking the Cycle: Measures of Progress 1995–2005.
J. FAS Int. 2006, 4, e22.

16. Stone, R. Pregnant women and substance use: Fear, stigma and barriers to care. Health Justice 2015, 3, 2.
[CrossRef]

17. Corse, S.; Smith, M. Reducing substance abuse during pregnancy: Discriminating among levels of response
in a prenatal setting. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 1998, 15, 457–467. [CrossRef]

18. Poole, N.; Isaac, B. Apprehensions: Barriers to Treatment for Substance-Using Mothers; British
Columbia Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health: Vancouver, BC, Canada, 2001; Available
online: http://bccewh.bc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/2001_Apprehensions-Barriers-to-Treatment-for-
Substance-Using-Mothers.pdf (accessed on 8 September 2019).

19. Nathoo, T.; Poole, N.; Bryans, M.; Dechief, L.; Hardeman, S.; Marcellus, L.; Poag, E.; Taylor, M. Voices from
the community: Developing effective community programs to support pregnant and early parenting women
who use alcohol and other substances. First Peoples Child Fam. Rev. 2013, 8, 93–107.

20. Rutman, D.; Callahan, M.; Lundquist, A.; Jackson, S.; Field, B. Substance Use and Pregnancy: Conceiving Women
in the Policy-making Process; Status of Women Canada: Ottawa, ON, Canada, 2000.

21. Gopman, S. Prenatal and postpartum care of women with substance use disorders. Obstet. Gynecol. Clin. N.
Am. 2014, 41, 213–228. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. Network Action Team on FASD Prevention from a Women’s Health Determinants Perspective. Consensus
on 10 Fundamental Components of FASD Prevention from a Women’s Health Determinants Perspective.
2010. Available online: http://bccewh.bc.ca/2014/02/10-fundamental-components-of-fasd-prevention-from-
a-womens-health-determinants-perspective/ (accessed on 8 September 2019).

23. Andrews, N.; Motz, M.; Pepler, D.; Jeong, J.; Khoury, J. Engaging mothers with substance use issues and
their children in early intervention: Understanding use of service and outcomes. Child Abus. Negl. 2018, 83,
10–20. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Rutman, D. Voices of women living with FASD: Perspectives on promising approaches in substance use
treatment, programs and care. First Peoples Child Fam. Rev. 2013, 8, 107–121.

25. Nota Bene Consulting Group. HerWay Home Final Evaluation Report; Nota Bene Consulting Group: Victoria,
BC, Canada, 2017.

26. Kelty Mental Health Resource Centre. Addiction and Substance Use. Available online: http:
//keltymentalhealth.ca/substance-use/addiction-substance-use-overview (accessed on 8 September 2019).

177



IJERPH 2019, 16, 3299

27. Atlantic Canada Council on Addiction. Problematic Substance Use That Impacts the Workplace. Available
online: http://www.health.gov.nl.ca/health/publications/addiction_substance_abuse_workplace_toolkit.pdf
(accessed on 8 September 2019).

28. Poole, N. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) Prevention: Canadian Perspectives; Public Health Agency of
Canada: Ottawa, ON, Canada, 2008.

29. Rutman, D.; Hubberstey, C. National evaluation of Canadian multi-service FASD prevention programs:
Interim findings from the Co-Creating Evidence’ study. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 1767.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

30. Berghold, J.; Thomas, S. Participatory research methods: A methodological approach in motion. Qual. Soc.
Res. 2012, 13, 30.

31. Cousins, J.; Whitmore, E.; Shulha, L.K.; Al Hudib, H.L.; Gilbert, N. Principles to Guide Collaborative
Approaches to Evaluation. Canadian Evaluation Society, 2015. Available online: https://evaluationcanada.ca/
sites/default/files/20170131_caebrochure_en.pdf (accessed on 8 September 2019).

32. Shulha, L.; Whitmore, E.; Cousins, J.B.; Bilbert, N.; Al Hudib, H. Introducing evidence-based principles to
guide collaborative approaches to evaluation: Results of an empirical process. Am. J. Eval. 2016, 37, 193–217.
[CrossRef]

33. Davies, R.; Dart, J. The ‘Most Significant Change’ (MSC) Technique: A Guide to Its Use; CARE International:
London, UK, 2005; Available online: https://www.mande.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2005/MSCGuide.pdf
(accessed on 8 September 2019).

34. Fallot, R.; Harris, M. Creating Cultures of Trauma-Informed Care (CCTIC): A Self-Assessment and Planning Protocol;
Community Connections: Washington, DC, USA, 2009; Available online: https://www.theannainstitute.org/
CCTICSELFASSPP.pdf (accessed on 8 September 2019).

35. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol. 2006, 3, 77–101. [CrossRef]
36. Thorne, S. Data analysis in qualitative research. Evid. Based Nurs. 2000, 3, 68–70. [CrossRef]
37. Revai, T.; Sheway team. Sharing the Journey: The Sheway Model of Care. 2015. Available online:

http://sheway.vcn.bc.ca/files/2016/01/Sharing-the-Journey.pdf (accessed on 8 September 2019).
38. Niccols, A.; Milligan, K.; Sword, W.; Thabane, L.; Henderson, J.; Smith, A. Integrated programs for mothers

with substance abuse issues: A systematic review of studies reporting on parenting outcomes. Harm Reduct.
J. 2012, 9, 14. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

39. Sword, W.; Jack, S.; Niccols, A.; Milligan, K.; Henderson, J.; Thabane, L. Integrated programs for women
with substance use issues and their children: A qualitative meta-synthesis of processes and outcomes. Harm
Reduct. J. 2009, 9, 32. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

40. Schmidt, R.; Poole, N.; Greaves, L.; Hemsing, N. New Terrain: Tools to Integrate Trauma and Gender Informed
Responses into Substance Use Practice and Policy; Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health: Vancouver, BC,
Canada, 2018. [CrossRef]

41. Women’s Services Strategy Group. Best Practices in Action: Guidelines and Criteria for Women’s Substance
Abuse Treatment Services; (n.d.).; Jean Tweed Centre: Toronto, ON, Canada, 2006; Available online: http:
//jeantweed.com/wp-content/themes/JTC/pdfs/Best%20Practice-English.pdf (accessed on 8 September 2019).

42. Marcellus, L. A grounded theory of mothering in the early years for women recovering from substance use.
J. Fam. Nurs. 2017, 23, 341–365. [CrossRef]

43. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). Substance Abuse Treatment:
Addressing the Specific Needs of Women; Treatment Improvement Protocol (TIP) Series, No. 51; SAMHSA:
Rockville, MD, USA, 2009. Available online: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK83252/ (accessed on 8
September 2019).

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

178



International  Journal  of

Environmental Research

and Public Health

Review

Technology-Based Substance Use Interventions:
Opportunities for Gender-Transformative
Health Promotion

Julie Stinson 1,*, Lindsay Wolfson 1,2 and Nancy Poole 1

1 Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health, D404-4500 Oak St, Vancouver, BC V6H 3N1, Canada;
lindsay.wolfson@gmail.com (L.W.); npoole@cw.bc.ca (N.P.)

2 Canada FASD Research Network, PO Box 11364, Vancouver, BC V5R 0A4, Canada
* Correspondence: juliestinson7@gmail.com

Received: 20 December 2019; Accepted: 4 February 2020; Published: 5 February 2020

Abstract: Drawing on data from a scoping review on sex, gender and substance use, this narrative
review explores the use of gender-informed and technology-based approaches in substance use
prevention and health promotion interventions. With an ever-changing landscape of new technological
developments, an understanding of how technology-based interventions can address sex, gender,
and intersecting equity considerations related to substance use is warranted. Current technology-based
approaches to substance use prevention and health promotion are described and assessed for
gender-specific and gender transformative outcomes, and limitations are discussed related to
inclusivity, access, confidentiality, and a dearth of research on technological approaches that integrate
gender-based analysis. A call for action designed to advance technology-based health promotion,
prevention and brief interventions that address gender equity simultaneously with substance use
is proposed.
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1. Introduction

Historically, substance use prevention and treatment interventions have employed directive,
gender-blind and abstinence-oriented approaches [1–7]. However, research from the substance use field
has demonstrated the importance of sex and gender considerations in substance use responses including
prevention and treatment interventions [8–11]. The gendered factors, influences, and differences as to
how individuals respond to substance use prevention and cessation cannot be ignored. For example,
concerns surrounding weight gain have been found more often to be a reason for avoiding smoking
cessation for women compared to men [12]. Other gender-mediated reasons for smoking cessation
have demonstrated that men are more likely to quit as a result of tobacco policy, and that social
unacceptability is more closely associated with quitting among women [13]. Such gender-informed
influences are integral to understanding how to approach substance use health promotion, prevention
and brief intervention efforts.

In understanding gender-responsive approaches, it is important to consider the range in which
gender inclusions and considerations can impact gender equity outcomes. See Figure 1. Gender-blind
programs ignore gender norms, roles and relations and may therefore reinforce gender-based
discrimination, biases and stereotypes. Gender-specific programs acknowledge gender norms,
consider women’s and men’s specific needs and act to accommodate these needs to some degree.
Gender-transformative approaches focus on the dual goals of improving health, social or economic
status as well as gender equity [14]. The benefits of gender-transformative approaches have been
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demonstrated globally, addressing gender norms, stereotypes or relations as a route to improved health
outcomes when undertaking prevention and health promotion efforts [14–17]. Future programs and
studies can be created or evaluated using sex and gender-based analysis plus (SGBA+) to determine
their implementation (or lack of) of a gender-transformative approach or to analyze the effectiveness
of programs for promoting inclusivity. This form of analysis provides an important perspective to
evaluating programs and evidence for potential gaps in relation to sex, gender and intersectional
equity [18].

 

Gender Unequal
perpetuates 
inequities

Gender Blind

ignores gender 
norms, relations 

and related 
inequities

Gender Sensitive 
acknowledges 
gender norms, 
relations and 
inequities but 

does not address 
the inequities

Gender Specific 
acknowledges all 

aspects of 
gender and 
considers 

gender-specific 
needs 

Gender 
Transformative

addresses causes 
of gender inequities 
and includes ways 

to transform 
harmful norms and 

relations 

Figure 1. Gender Integration Continuum, reproduced adaptation with permission from Greaves, L.,
Pederson, A., Poole, N., Making it Better: Gender Transformative Health Promotion; published by
Women’s Press, 2014 [14] (p. 22).

Simultaneous to the growing commitment to SGBA+, there has been an increased interest in
incorporating technology into substance use prevention and treatment. Technology has become more
interwoven into day-to-day life and into the health care sector with the advancements of technology
and Internet-based care (eHealth). In one regard, technology provides a significant opportunity for
prevention and health promotion interventions to reach large audiences. Technology has more recently
been used to connect with adolescents and young adults but also older generations and individuals of
all genders, with a focus on health promoting and harm reducing decision making. However, gaps and
cautions remain as to the reach and inclusivity of these technological approaches to date. Given
the dearth of research beyond web-based tobacco and alcohol interventions [19], an understanding
of the scope of technological approaches to prevention and health promotion for all substances is
warranted. Further, it is timely to examine how sex and gender play into decision making surrounding
substance use prevention efforts and how gender-informed harm reduction-oriented approaches
might be further or more effectively achieved in technology-based interventions. This article will
provide an examination of how technology-based substance use prevention approaches are integrating
health promotion and harm reduction, and how sex, gender and intersecting factors of age, race,
and socioeconomic status related to substance use are, or are not, being achieved in these efforts. It will
further provide recommendations for the direction of future research on technology-based substance
use prevention and health promotion approaches.

2. Methods

This narrative review is based on a subset of findings from a scoping review conducted on
the integration of sex and gender in research on opioids, alcohol, tobacco and cannabis prevalence
and patterns of use, health effects, and prevention, treatment and harm reduction interventions and
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outcomes. The four substances were chosen for having differential sex and gender impacts, and for
their current critical concern in Canada.

The scoping review was based on two broad questions:

(1) How do sex- and gender-related factors impact: (a) patterns of use; (b) health effects of; and (c)
prevention/treatment or harm reduction outcomes for opioid, alcohol, tobacco/nicotine and
cannabis use?

(2) What harm reduction, health promotion/prevention and treatment interventions and programs
are available that include sex, gender and gender-transformative elements and how effective are
these in addressing opioid, alcohol, tobacco/ nicotine and cannabis use?

The scoping review methodology has been described in full in Hemsing et al. [20]. Over five
thousand (5030) papers were included in the original review, which excluded research specific to
pregnant women who use substances, but was inclusive of women, girls, men, boys, trans and gender
diverse people of all other ages and demographics. The included papers were categorized by substance
(alcohol, tobacco, opioid, and cannabis and multiple substances/substance use generally) as well as by
research focus (i.e., prevalence, health effects and biological responses, and prevention and intervention
type) in an Endnote library. This narrative review draws upon articles from the scoping review findings.
The authors reviewed articles categorized in the prevention (64 articles), harm reduction (50 articles),
and brief intervention (76 articles) fields for relevance and did additional key word searches in the full
library using the terms: Tech(nology) (8 articles), Health Promotion (8 articles), Web(site) (15 articles),
Internet (8 articles), App(s) (3 articles), Computer(s) (11 articles), Mobile (4 articles), Text Message
(2 articles), (Tele)Phone (9 articles), Online (11 articles), Social Media (5 articles), Digital (3 articles),
Fitbit (1) and Video(s) (3 articles). Due to the prevalence of articles that focused on technology-based
brief interventions, an additional targeted search was done for the studies categorized as having a
research focus on brief interventions, which identified 17 papers. 52 articles from the combined search
were excluded for being duplicate values.

A total of 239 articles were analyzed for inclusion, 54 meet the criteria of examining sex and/or
gender in technology-based substance use prevention approaches and outcomes, and 45 were included
in this article. Of these articles, 11 were computer-based, 12 were phone-based, 19 were web-based and
3 examined multiple technological mediums. Since ‘technology-based interventions’ was not a specific
category in the original scoping review, a narrative review approach was used for this article in order
to examine all of the literature more broadly related to this topic.

3. Technology-Based Substance Use Prevention and Health Promotion Approaches

There were multiple ways in which substance use prevention and health promotion approaches
incorporated gender and technology in the literature including brief web-based interventions
(16 articles), targeted web-based messaging (three articles), social media, websites and virtual
communities (eight articles), computer games (three articles), text messaging (three articles), mobile
phone applications (apps) (seven articles) and telephone interventions (five articles). Of the 45 included
articles, 11 reported on patterns and prevalence of use and 34 evaluated the efficacy of technology-based
interventions. The interventions ranged from gender blind to gender transformative. Of the nine articles
that described gender-transformative approaches, only five unique interventions were reported—all of
which were conducted with only girls or women. Two of these interventions were brief web-based
interventions, two were mobile phone apps, and one was a telephone-delivered intervention.

As a result of the dearth of gender-transformative interventions exemplified in the literature,
the review findings have been categorized by technological approach in order to examine the
literature more broadly and provide a critical analysis of how gender has been considered across all
technology-based platforms (see Table S1 for details). The following section will examine gender
inclusion by technological medium and how these platforms have incorporated variances of harm
reduction, health promotion, prevention, and treatment.
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4. Gender Considerations in Technology-Based Substance Use Interventions

4.1. Brief Web-Based Interventions

Brief web-based interventions represented web/computer-based programs often in module format
that embodied an education and/or health promotion approach to substance use harm reduction.
They were the most advanced in taking a gender-informed approach, though studies were often only
conducted with single gender groups of girls or women. For example, one gender-transformative
web-based brief intervention focused on girls (12–13 years old) and the relationship between mothers
and daughters as a mechanism for health promotion and substance use prevention [21], promoted social
skills (self-efficacy, communication) and decision making as ways of coping with stress, managing
substance use, questioning peer norms, and understanding media influences [22]. This home-based
module program was conducted on the internet or with a CD-ROM on gender-specific substance use
prevention topics guided by family interaction theory, completed by mother–daughter dyads. Dyads
were advised to complete one 45 min session/week [23]. Results showed stronger communication and
closeness between the mother and daughter, stronger substance use refusal skills for girls, and improved
parental monitoring and rule setting in regards to substance use [21,22,24]. Girls also showed improved
conflict management, improved problem-solving skills, and reduced stress [21,24]. One of the most
significant differences was the change in normative beliefs among the girls, and reduced substance use
overall [24]. The results remained constant at one- and two-year follow ups, with decreased substance
use and intention to use among girls who were involved in the program, as well as lower weekly
alcohol consumption among mothers at two-year follow-up [24,25].

This program was tested with a variety of populations of mothers and daughters. When tested
with girls aged 10 to 12 and their mothers who reside in public housing, similar positive results were
seen, with mother–daughter communication and closeness, reduced stress, and stronger refusal skills
reported by girls at 5 month follow up [21]. Similarly, with a population of Hispanic and African
American girls aged 10 to 13 and their mothers, the intervention resulted in overall increased protective
factors and reduced risk factors in connection to communication, knowledge and refusal skills.
It also resulted in lowered girls’ alcohol use and intention to use in the future for all substances [23].
When conducted with a population of Asian-American adolescent girls, results showed reduced
depressed mood and reduced substance use/intention to use in the future [26]. Overall, this program,
based in attachment and nurturing parental relationships as a means of promoting healthy behaviour,
showed both change in behaviour and beliefs, as opposed to change in beliefs only. This web-based
model also enables girls to engage with the program at their own pace and in their location of choice [22].
A similar gender-specific intervention, called RealTeen, that involved 13- and 14-year-old girls, rather
than the mother–daughter dyad, also reported lower rates of substance use among girls, healthier
normative beliefs, and stronger self-efficacy as they relate to substance use [27].

Other brief web-based interventions designed to reach and engage women often combined
interventions on substance use with other gender-based health concerns such as sexual or relational
violence [28,29]. For example, Gilmore et al. examined the impact of a combined brief web-based
substance use intervention and sexual assault risk reduction intervention for college women [29,30].
The authors found that offering a dual intervention provided college-aged women with a comprehensive
set of skills, resources and protective behavioural strategies to both reduce heavy episodic drinking and
risk of sexual violence [29,30]. Another gender-transformative program, ‘BSAFER’ (Brief Intervention
for Substance Use and Partner Abuse for Females in the Emergency Room), was designed for women
who had accessed the emergency department for substance misuse and intimate partner violence.
This brief web-based intervention was conducted on a tablet during an emergency department visit
and included goal-setting questions and informational videos. The intervention resulted in decreased
weekly substance use [28]. However, despite favourable results in reduced heavy drinking, the authors
noted that the effectiveness of the program may be circumstantial to women with higher risk severity
for sexual assault and intimate partner violence [28].
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There were gender-sensitive interventions that reported gender differences in the uptake of
brief web-based interventions. For example, in one study Hispanic men tended to respond more
favourably to web-based brief interventions, compared to Hispanic women, who preferred in-person
brief interventions [31]. Another study, focused on drinking self-assessment, found that the intervention
appealed more to women, despite no significant differences in drinking outcomes between men and
women (the intervention resulted in reduced consumption and reduced consequences from drinking
for men and women) [32].

Many studies did not report on tailored gender-specific approaches, rather they reported on the
gender differences in responsiveness to brief web-based interventions that were gender blind in design.
However, the brief interventions described show positive results in reducing substance use and related
health concerns for women and girls, when they intentionally address key gendered influences on
substance use or protective factors known to be specifically helpful for girls/women.

Brief web-based interventions with personalized normative feedback have been able to address
misperceptions about substance use norms by bringing in self-reflection, connecting an individual’s
harmful substance use to ‘atypical’ as opposed to ‘normative’ beliefs [33,34]. This method has resulted
in reduced alcohol consumption, and changes in perceived norms, for both men and women, though
with varying results when integrating gender-specific feedback [33,35]. Lewis et al. found that
gender-specific normative feedback was effective for women who identified more strongly with their
gender [35]. This finding demonstrates that perceived gender norms are a mediating factor for how
much women drink, and that gender-specific programming works for women. These programs provide
evidence that gender identity is a determining factor of the success of brief web-based interventions for
substance use, which further evidences the need for gender-transformative programming. However,
more work is warranted to demonstrate the efficacy of web-based normative feedback for men and
gender-diverse individuals.

4.2. Virtual Communities, Social Media and Targeted Web-Based Messaging

Other computer-based interventions in the literature included the use of websites, virtual
communities, and social media in substance use interventions. Websites dedicated to substance use
prevention—most commonly smoking cessation—and/or health promotion were not as commonly
researched or evaluated. Those included in the review appeared to be out of date for the target
demographic’s preferred technological delivery modality or they reinforced gender-stereotypes as
opposed to being gender transformative [36]. Virtual communities and social media interventions
were comparatively gender-informed [37,38].

Virtual communities primarily included chat forums as peer-support models (commonly located
on prevention and harm reduction websites). Virtual communities and social networking chat fora
have been correlated with increased alcohol use; a finding stronger among girls compared to boys [39]
demonstrating that girls may be more susceptible to engage in harmful drinking via online pressures.
This gender difference is especially present among adolescents at high risk who lack healthy coping
strategies [39].

Social media approaches involved the creation of pages or purchased advertising space on social
media platforms to relay prevention and health promotion messages, such as the health benefits
incorporated with abstaining from smoking [38,40]. Targeted web-based messaging used similar
approaches to social media campaigns but expanded beyond social media platforms to include
all web-based platforms [41–43]. Both social media platforms and targeted web-based messaging
have often been used as opportunities for marketers to promote alcohol use, which has resulted in
increased substance use particularly among young people [39,44]. However, when used as a medium
for prevention and health promotion messaging, these mediums have also been proven to increase
smoking cessation and awareness of health effects of smoking and secondhand smoke, including its
connections to breast cancer for both boys and girls [37,38,40–42]. Richardson et al. examined gender-
and culture-specific web-based messages surrounding tobacco smoke and breast cancer. They found
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that Indigenous boys and girls involved the study were more likely to agree that secondhand smoke
increased risks of breast cancer, compared to a control group that was presented a gender-neutral
visual messages [41,42]. Participants also spent significantly more time viewing the messages and girls
who received the gender- and culture-specific intervention were 52% more likely to request additional
information about secondhand smoke and breast cancer, compared to those in the control group [41].
Though knowledge increased, messaging did not change smoking status, intention to try smoking, or
intention to avoid second hand smoke [42].

4.3. Computer Game Programs

Computer game interventions used simulation to increase understanding of the effects of
substance use, refusal skills, or changing patterns and behaviours [45,46]. Few computer game
programs integrated gender considerations in design, delivery or specific audience to be reached.
One game entitled Guardian Angel, though gender blind in design, was tested on male veterans
to encourage practice of relapse prevention skills using simulation. Participants would make
daily decisions to support the recovery of a simulated character, designed to address coping skills
and high-risk environments. The findings demonstrated reductions in binge drinking and higher
self-efficacy [45]. Another game, Game On: Know Alcohol (GO:KA), combined social marketing and
education, alternating game and knowledge-based modules focused on a harm reduction approach.
GO:KA demonstrated one of the more successful interventions, that effected behavioural change
as opposed to an attitude change only [43]. However, while GO:KA did show attitude changes for
boys and girls, behaviour changes and reductions in alcohol use/intended alcohol use were only
evident for girls, and the intervention design was not gender informed [43]. Other studies have
also shown education-based programs to be particularly effective in changing girls’ substance use
behaviours [43,47,48], but not boys. These gender differences in behavioural change could be connected
to evidence suggesting that education-based programs need to be repeated in more long-term settings
to be effective [43,47,48].

4.4. Mobile Health Applications (mHealth Apps)

Mobile health apps were more commonly described in the literature as traditional ‘mHealth’
approaches, where an application on a smartphone monitors certain activity and provides alerts
based on behaviours. Much like step trackers or heart rate monitoring apps, the mobile apps focused
on substance use behaviours, such as alcohol frequency or drinks consumed [49]. MHealth apps
provide some of the leading examples of technological innovation, including in their ability to engage
individuals in substance use prevention and health promotion [49]. However, the literature has
described the functionality, technical issues, and security and privacy of the apps as key barriers and
concerns to programmatic success [49,50]. In regards to gender-informed approaches in intervention
design, programs have ranged from gender blind to gender transformative, with some reporting
gendered differences to uptake and success.

The gender-transformative program See Me Smoke-Free addresses smoking, diet and physical
activity among women who smoke. Findings showed significant increases in healthy eating and
physical activity, as well as higher rates of smoking cessation [51]. However, for men, similar to other
technology-based programming, mobile health apps did not appear to be as successful. For example,
the Swedish app Promillekoll created to reduce heavy episodic drinking through awareness by allowing
users to test blood alcohol content levels showed men increasing drinking frequency while using this
app, which was not the case for women [19]. This may have been a result of the program design being
gender blind or, by comparison, the increased use and interest by women in using technology for
substance use interventions [52,53].

Apps in the form of wearable tech, such as with a Fitbit, can also provide health promotion and
support for transitional recovery as people leave intensive inpatient treatment. Abrantes et al. tested a
gender-transformative lifestyle activity program among women with depression involved in inpatient
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treatment for alcohol. In-person physical activity counseling during inpatient treatment, combined
with a Fitbit to monitor a step-counting goal, resulted in 44% of women abstaining from alcohol
during the 3 month program. The authors suggested testing the usefulness of this health promotion
intervention with women as they transition from treatment to community [54].

4.5. Text Message

Text message programs [55–57] used short message service (SMS) to send harm reduction messages
related to substance use to participants. While some text-based programs were person-assisted,
where an in-person brief intervention was supplemented with two-way text message goal planning,
others were more directed by technology, with participants receiving pre-programmed messages on
personal control and behavioural change [55,56]. The text message programs primarily focused on
brief alcohol interventions for socioeconomically disadvantaged men or for men and women on college
and university campuses [56,57]. In the studies with men who were socioeconomically marginalized,
the men in the intervention group tended to engage at high levels with the program and appeared to be
more comfortable in regards to divulging sensitive personal information about their relationships and
experiences with harmful drinking with this format compared to others [55,56]. In the mixed-gender
campus study, setting drinking-limit goals via SMS were found to promote a decrease in drinking
particularly for men in comparison to women [57]. Though the intervention for socioeconomically
disadvantaged men describes some program adaptation to intersectional context in regards to topics
and language, it lacked detailed solutions to inequities and harmful norms, falling more in line with a
gender-sensitive approach. The campus-based intervention could be considered gender blind, lacking
acknowledgement of any gender considerations in programming. This was a common occurrence in
the literature, whereby gender was not considered in the intervention design or was not explained in
the study findings beyond the gender disaggregation.

4.6. Telephone-Delivered Interventions

Telephone-delivered interventions that were gender informed were most commonly reported for
women as alcohol [58,59] and tobacco [12,60] cessation interventions. Phone-delivered interventions,
including quitlines, have shown some promising results in connection to women over the age of
fifty, specifically for alcohol reduction; however, telephone-delivered interventions included in the
review rarely used a sample other than women, and when they did the intervention was gender
blind [58,59,61]. One qualitative study examining binge drinking, depression and Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) among women veterans found the women showed high acceptability to using
phone-based care for health monitoring, feedback, and counseling [58]. This may be because of the
culture and stigma surrounding substance use and gender [61]. For example, Kim et al. describe the
reluctancy of women of Korean ethnicity to pursue in-person smoking cessation treatment due to the
stigma attached to women who smoke, and how telephone and online programs that can be accessed
privately in their homes are preferred. In this study, the younger women preferred a videoconferencing
intervention over a phone-based model [61].

Phone-delivered interventions may be preferred among women of older generations due to their
longer lifetime experience with this mode of technology, compared to newer forms such as mobile
health apps. The longer length of the phone-delivered interventions may be too time consuming for
younger women who have grown up with the internet and fast-paced technology all their lives [58].
Keeping with the pace of technology may also be a reason why phone-delivered interventions did
not present as commonly used methods. However, considerations should be made to ensure that
individuals who find phone-delivered interventions to be most effective can still be reached.
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5. Future Directions for Gender Integration in Technology-Based Substance Use Interventions

5.1. Gender-Transformative Approaches

How gendered approaches have been integrated into substance use prevention and harm
reduction efforts can be seen in the light of the gender response continuum—ranging from gender blind,
to gender sensitive/specific, to gender transformative [14] whereby gender is ignored, accommodated
to lesser or greater degree or transformed through attention to gender equity. Although progress has
been made, particularly with girls in regards to gender-informed technology-based substance use
programming [48], some programs have continued to reinforce negative gender stereotypes, such as
focusing on heteronormative attractiveness as a reason for reducing consumption or positing sexual
assault reduction as women’s and girls’ responsibility, as opposed to promoting health and critical
thinking [27,36]. Although the effectiveness of programs in relation to the gendered outcomes achieved
was explored in many of the studies, there continues to be a lack of programming that is tailored to
address specific gendered influences on substance use, or that attempts to address some aspects of
gender equity while also addressing substance use prevention or harm reduction (i.e., that is gender
transformative). Due to its reach and low-cost in comparison to other substance use interventions,
the online environment provides a key location for offering gender-transformative interventions.

5.2. Gender and Intersecting Equity Considerations

A lack of a gender-informed or transformative approach is paired with a lack of attention to other
aspects of equity. These would be mitigated if SGBA+ had been applied in the design and delivery of
programming. For example, although over 70% of young women look to the internet for health and
substance use related prevention or cessation information, women of colour are less likely to seek out
this information online [36,62]. Other findings suggest that, regardless of age, Caucasian men and
women were more likely to use a smoking cessation website compared to men and women of colour,
with the exception of a virtual community forum used by Hispanic young adult men and women [36].

The need for attention to interventions that move beyond the gender binary as well as consider
sexual orientation and culture in the intervention design and implementation is also important as
the prevalence of smoking among LGBTQ+ identified youth and young adults is significantly higher
than among youth and young adults who identify as heterosexual [50]. The larger scoping review,
from which the literature for this review was derived was inclusive of women, girls, men, boys,
trans and gender diverse people of all ages and demographics, excluding pregnant women. However,
there were no technology-based substance use interventions that were inclusive of or targeted to
trans and gender diverse people, beyond one study that examined LGBTQ+ youth and young adults’
perceptions of a culturally tailored mHealth app for smoking cessation. In this study by Baskerville
et al., LGBTQ+ identified youth and young adults have expressed that substance use mobile health
apps that are culturally-tailored and recognize their specific needs are highly valued when seeking
out substance use prevention programming [50]. This has also been reflected in studies that have
incorporated elements of Indigenous culture into interventions with Indigenous youth, which have
seen that the boys and girls prefer this type of format, are more inclined to receive the messaging,
and girls in particular are more inclined to want to learn more [41,42,47].

5.3. Gender, Inclusivity and Access

Technology-based interventions must consider gender, inclusivity and access to technology.
Often individuals have differing and inequitable access to technology; however, participants in
technology assisted programming are required to have their own access to a computer, the Internet,
or a phone with data. In one study, although 80% of participants said they would be interested in
participating in a mobile health treatment intervention, there was differing interest by gender—with
women being more interested than men—and only 50% of interested participants indeed had access to
data on their cellphones [52].
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Age must also be considered. Age has shown to be a factor not only with technology use in
general, but for how and what it is used for. For example, one study found that younger adults
(aged 18–34) visited a smoking cessation website significantly less often than adults over 34 years old,
viewed fewer pages, and were less likely to use the virtual community page [36]. Consistent with
other research findings, young men in particular were less likely to use the website compared to young
women [36]. This could be related to how younger generations, who have grown up on faster and more
immediate technology-based resources, have considerably different knowledge and methods of using
technology, use it at a different pace, and use considerably different platforms. These reflections of
age, gender, and how they affect use should be taken into account when designing and implementing
technology-based substance use prevention and health promotion initiatives.

5.4. Gender, Technological Interventions and Confidentiality

There is concern surrounding the collection of data by mobile technology. Studies have shown
that both men and women have expressed concerns pertaining to how their private information will
be used or communicated outside of face-to-face interactions [50,53,58]. These concerns are reflected
in how individuals engage with technology-based programs. For example, female veterans have
expressed reluctance to share their information, viewing the phone-delivered programming as ‘too
impersonal’ [58] while younger men, appear to be more inclined to share their information [63].
Participants have expressed that having print and web-based versions of programs would help mitigate
these concerns [50]. However, it has also been reported that both adolescent girls and boys are more
comfortable with filling out web based surveys of alcohol and tobacco use, when compared to filling out
printed surveys, reporting higher and possibly more accurate rates of use [63]. For example, girls have
reported a younger age of drinking onset when filing out a web-based survey when compared to a
printed version. This may reflect the differing concerns of confidentiality and privacy as they relate to
age, gender, and access to technology.

5.5. Furthering the Efficacy of Gender and Technology-Based Interventions

A re-occurring challenge of many substance use prevention and health promotion programs
was the challenge of not only shifting attitudes, but behaviours as well. Some studies have reported
behavioural changes. For example, studies have shown that education-based programs, which are
central to a health promotion approach, have resulted in significant changes in girls’ behaviours
towards substance use [47,48]. However, for boys and men, reported behavioural change was often less
common than it was for girls and women [33,35,43]. A central issue to changing behaviours has been
connected to the need for more longer term programs—an issue that some technology-based programs
may find solutions to through the ability to provide wide-reaching interventions on relatively low cost
platforms [43].

6. Limitations

The purpose of this review was to provide an examination of how technology-based substance
use prevention approaches have integrated gender-informed health promotion and harm reduction,
and how sex, gender and intersecting factors of age, race, and socioeconomic status related to
substance use are, or are not, being achieved in these efforts. To identify the breadth of the literature
on this topic, provide descriptive detail of the types of interventions that have been conducted,
and to identify patterns and prevalence of use, a narrative review was conducted. Only four unique
gender-transformative interventions were examined in the quantitative studies available, all of which
included samples of only girls and/or women. Quantitative studies also varied in inclusion or measures
of effect sizes, and thus there was an overall lack of data availability and consistency to conduct a
meta-analysis that examined gender-comparative effects of gender-informed interventions. Future
research in this field would benefit from more quantitative research that includes gender comparators,
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including trans and gender diverse individuals. This would also facilitate meta-analyses of the effects
of gender-transformative interventions.

7. Conclusions

There has been a substantial amount of research conducted on the effects that sex and gender
factors have on substance use and technological approaches to substance use prevention and health
promotion. Compared to gender—and culturally-blind programming, the studies gathered and
examined, demonstrated that gender—and culturally-tailored programming is more desired and
effective at raising awareness and demonstrating measurable attitudinal and behavioural change
related to substance use. And yet, few programs have incorporated sex and gender evidence into
their program design, delivery and specific audiences to be reached, and fewer have analyzed the
effectiveness of programs developed specifically through a SGBA+ lens. It is evident that there is still a
considerable way to go to link the two and further incorporate sex, gender, and gender-transformative
approaches in technology-based substance use prevention and health promotion efforts. Future
research on this topic would benefit from additional quantitative analyses that incorporate gender
comparisons to further identify effective gender-informed and transformative approaches.

The research has shown that compared to men, women tend to prefer technology-based substance
use interventions, show higher substance use rates, and find these interventions more helpful. Generally,
both men and women prefer technology-based interventions versus non technology-based interventions.
Further, gender-specific and culturally-specific substance use programming is a preferential method
for boys and girls. Programs that are educational and provide opportunities for self-reflection using
personalized normative feedback and/or critical thinking are particularly successful. This research
review demonstrates that health promotion-based technological approaches have some of the largest
effects on women and girls—particularly in studies that focused on girls and reducing alcohol
use and related harms. There is significant opportunity to partner with young men and women,
and with technological platform designers, to increase the use, reach and effectiveness of health
promotion, substance use prevention and brief interventions that take gender into account and advance
gender equity.

With the advancements of technology-based health promotion and prevention efforts, there is
a great opportunity to modify technological approaches to respond to the evidenced gaps, echoing
the movement and progress of global eHealth and mHealth initiatives. These interventions have
the opportunity to respond to shifts in technological engagement, reaching across generations with
the goal and ability of streamlining the efficiency of substance use prevention and harm reduction,
while keeping in mind how gender-transformative interventions can lead to successful health outcomes.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/3/992/s1,
Table S1: Included Studies.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, J.S. and N.P.; Methodology, J.S.; Formal Analysis, J.S.; Data Curation,
J.S. and L.W.; Writing—Original Draft Preparation, J.S.; Writing—Review and Editing, J.S., L.W., and N.P.;
Visualization, J.S.; Supervision, N.P.; Funding Acquisition, N.P. All authors have read and agree to the published
version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was supported by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)—Institute of Gender
and Health Team Grant #384548.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Longshore, D.; Ellickson, P.L.; McCaffrey, D.F.; St Clair, P.A. School-based drug prevention among at-risk
adolescents: Effects of ALERT plus. Health Educ. Behav. 2007, 34, 651–668. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. Vigna-Taglianti, F.; Vadrucci, S.; Faggiano, F.; Burkhart, G.; Siliquini, R.; Galanti, M.R.; EU-Dap Study
Group. Is universal prevention against youths’ substance misuse really universal? Gender-specific effects

188



IJERPH 2020, 17, 992

in the EU-Dap school-based prevention trial. J. Epidemiol. Community Health 2009, 63, 722–728. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

3. Putkonen, H.; Weizmann-Henelius, G.; Lindberg, N.; Rovamo, T.; Hakkanen-Nyholm, H. Gender differences
in homicide offenders’ criminal career, substance abuse and mental health care. A nationwide register-based
study of Finnish homicide offenders 1995–2004. Crim. Behav. Ment. Health 2011, 21, 51–62. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

4. Degenhardt, L.; Gisev, N.; Trevena, J.; Larney, S.; Kimber, J.; Burns, L.; Shanahan, M.; Weatherburn, D.
Engagement with the criminal justice system among opioid-dependent people: A retrospective cohort study.
Addiction 2013, 108, 2152–2165. [CrossRef]

5. Valera, P.; Anderson, M.; Cook, S.H.; Wylie-Rosett, J.; Rucker, J.; Reid, A.E. The smoking behaviors and
cancer-related disparities among urban middle aged and older men involved in the criminal justice system.
J. Cancer Educ. 2015, 30, 86–93. [CrossRef]

6. Golder, S.; Logan, T.K. Violence, victimization, criminal justice involvement, and substance use among
drug-involved men. Violence Vict. 2014, 29, 53–72. [CrossRef]

7. Hayatbakhsh, M.R.; Kinner, S.A.; Jamrozik, K.; Najman, J.M.; Mamun, A.A. Maternal partner criminality and
cannabis use in young adulthood: Prospective study. Aust. N. Z. J. Psychiatry 2007, 41, 546–553. [CrossRef]

8. Minian, N.; Penner, J.; Voci, S.; Selby, P. Woman focused smoking cessation programming: A qualitative
study. BMC Womens Health 2016, 16, 17. [CrossRef]

9. Greenfield, S.F.; Cummings, A.M.; Kuper, L.E.; Wigderson, S.B.; Koro-Ljungberg, M. A Qualitative
Analysis of Women’s Experiences in Single-Gender Versus Mixed-Gender Substance Abuse Group Therapy.
Subst. Use Misuse 2013, 48, 750–760. [CrossRef]

10. D’Souza, D.C.; Cortes-Briones, J.A.; Ranganathan, M.; Thurnauer, H.; Creatura, G.; Surti, T.; Planeta, B.;
Neumeister, A.; Pittman, B.; Normandin, M.D.; et al. Rapid Changes in Cannabinoid 1 Receptor Availability
in Cannabis-Dependent Male Subjects After Abstinence From Cannabis. Biol. Psychiatry Cogn. Neurosci.
Neuroimaging 2016, 1, 60–67. [CrossRef]

11. Reece, A.S.; Hulse, G.K. Elevation of the ACTH/cortisol ratio in female opioid dependent patients: A
biomarker of aging and correlate of metabolic and immune activation. Neuroendocrinol. Lett. 2016, 37,
325–336. [PubMed]

12. Levine, M.D.; Bush, T.; Magnusson, B.; Cheng, Y.; Chen, X. Smoking-related weight concerns and obesity:
Differences among normal weight, overweight, and obese smokers using a telephone tobacco quitline.
Nicotine Tob. Res. 2013, 15, 1136–1140. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Chow, C.K.; Corsi, D.J.; Gilmore, A.B.; Kruger, A.; Igumbor, E.; Chifamba, J.; Yang, W.; Wei, L.; Iqbal, R.;
Mony, P.; et al. Tobacco control environment: Cross- sectional survey of policy implementation, social
unacceptability, knowledge of tobacco health harms and relationship to quit ratio in 17 low-income,
middle-income and high- income countries. BMJ Open 2017, 7. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Greaves, L.; Pederson, A.; Poole, N. (Eds.) Making It Better: Gender-Transformative Health Promotion; Women’s
Press: Toronto, ON, Canada, 2014.

15. Barker, G.; Ricardo, C.; Nascimento, M. Engaging Men and Boys in Changing Gender-Based Inequity in Health:
Evidence from Programme Interventions; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 2007.

16. Hillenbrand, E.; Karim, N.; Mohanraj, P.; Wu, D. Measuring Gender-Transformative Change: A Review of
Literature and Promising Practices; CARE USA: Atlanta, GA, USA, 2015.

17. Wilchins, R.; Gilmer, M. Addressing Masculine Norms to Improve Life Outcomes for Young Black Men: Why We
Still Can’t Wait; True Child: Washington, DC, USA, 2016.

18. Clow, B.; Pederson, A.; Haworth-Brockman, M.; Bernier, J. Rising to the Challenge: Sex- and Gender-Based
Analysis for Health Planning, Policy and Research in Canada; Atlantic Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health:
Halifax, NS, Canada, 2009.

19. Gajecki, M.; Berman, A.H.; Sinadinovic, K.; Rosendahl, I.; Andersson, C. Mobile phone brief intervention
applications for risky alcohol use among university students: A randomized controlled study. Addict. Sci.
Clin. Pract. 2014, 9, 11. [CrossRef]

20. Hemsing, N.; Greaves, L. Gender norms, roles, and relations and cannabis-use patterns: A scoping review.
Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 3. [CrossRef]

21. Schwinn, T.M.; Schinke, S.; Fang, L.; Kandasamy, S. A web-based, health promotion program for adolescent
girls and their mothers who. reside in public housing. Addict. Behav. 2014, 39, 757–760. [CrossRef]

189



IJERPH 2020, 17, 992

22. Schinke, S.P.; Cole, K.C.; Fang, L. Gender-specific intervention to reduce underage drinking among early
adolescent girls: A test of a computer-mediated, mother-daughter program. J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs 2009, 70,
70–77. [CrossRef]

23. Schinke, S.P.; Fang, L.; Cole, K.C.; Cohen-Cutler, S. Preventing Substance Use Among Black and Hispanic
Adolescent Girls: Results From a Computer-Delivered, Mother-Daughter Intervention Approach. Subst. Use
Misuse 2011, 46, 35–45. [CrossRef]

24. Schinke, S.P.; Fang, L.; Cole, K.C. Preventing substance use among adolescent girls: 1-year outcomes of a
computerized, mother-daughter program. Addict. Behav. 2009, 34, 1060–1064. [CrossRef]

25. Schinke, S.P.; Fang, L.; Cole, K.C. Computer-delivered, parent-involvement intervention to prevent substance
use among adolescent girls. Prev. Med. 2009, 49, 429–435. [CrossRef]

26. Fang, L.; Schinke, S.P.; Cole, K.C. Preventing substance use among early Asian-American adolescent girls:
Initial evaluation of a web-based, mother-daughter program. J. Adolesc. Health 2010, 47, 529–532. [CrossRef]

27. Schwinn, T.M.; Schinke, S.P.; Di Noia, J. Preventing drug abuse among adolescent girls: Outcome data from
an internet-based intervention. Prev. Sci. 2010, 11, 24–32. [CrossRef]

28. Choo, E.K.; Zlotnick, C.; Strong, D.R.; Squires, D.D.; Tape, C.; Mello, M.J. BSAFER: A Web-based intervention
for drug use and intimate partner violence demonstrates feasibility and acceptability among women in the
emergency department. Subst. Abus. 2016, 37, 441–449. [CrossRef]

29. Gilmore, A.K.; Lewis, M.A.; George, W.H. A randomized controlled trial targeting alcohol use and sexual
assault risk among college women at high risk for victimization. Behav. Res. Ther. 2015, 74, 38–49. [CrossRef]

30. Gilmore, A.K.; Bountress, K.E. Reducing drinking to cope among heavy episodic drinking college women:
Secondary outcomes of a web-based combined alcohol use and sexual assault risk reduction intervention.
Addict. Behav. 2016, 61, 104–111. [CrossRef]

31. Gryczynski, J.; Carswell, S.B.; O’Grady, K.E.; Mitchell, S.G.; Schwartz, R.P. Gender and ethnic differences
in primary care patients’ response to computerized vs. in-person brief intervention for illicit drug misuse.
J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2018, 84, 50–56. [CrossRef]

32. Koski-Jannes, A.; Cunningham, J.A.; Tolonen, K.; Bothas, H. Internet-based self-assessment of
drinking-3-month follow-up data. Addict. Behav. 2007, 32, 533–542. [CrossRef]

33. Lewis, M.A.; Neighbors, C.; Oster-Aaland, L.; Kirkeby, B.S.; Larimer, M.E. Indicated prevention for incoming
freshmen: Personalized normative feedback and high-risk drinking. Addict. Behav. 2007, 32, 2495–2508.
[CrossRef]

34. Thompson, K.; Burgess, J.; MacNevin, P.D. An Evaluation of e-CHECKUP TO GO in Canada: The Mediating
Role of Changes in Social Norm Misperceptions. Subst. Use Misuse 2018. [CrossRef]

35. Lewis, M.A.; Neighbors, C. Optimizing personalized normative feedback: The use of gender-specific
referents. J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs 2007, 68, 228–237. [CrossRef]

36. Cantrell, J.; Ilakkuvan, V.; Graham, A.L.; Richardson, A.; Xiao, H.; Mermelstein, R.J.; Curry, S.J.; Sporer, A.K.;
Vallone, D.M. Young Adult Utilization of a Smoking Cessation Website: An Observational Study Comparing
Young and Older Adult Patterns of Use. JMIR Res. Protoc. 2016, 5, e142. [CrossRef]

37. Smith, A.D.; Smith, A.A. Gender perceptions of smoking and cessation via technology, incentives and virtual
communities. Int. J. Electron. Healthc. 2011, 6, 1–33. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

38. Bottorff, J.L.; Struik, L.L.; Bissell, L.J.; Graham, R.; Stevens, J.; Richardson, C.G. A social media approach to
inform youth about breast cancer and smoking: An exploratory descriptive study. Coll. J. R. Coll. Nurs. Aust.
2014, 21, 159–168. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

39. Larm, P.; Åslund, C.; Nilsson, K.W. The role of online social network chatting for alcohol use in adolescence:
Testing three peer-related pathways in a Swedish population-based sample. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2017, 71,
284–290. [CrossRef]

40. Haines-Saah, R.J.; Kelly, M.T.; Oliffe, J.L.; Bottorff, J.L. Picture Me Smokefree: A qualitative study using
social media and digital photography to engage young adults in tobacco reduction and cessation. J. Med.
Internet Res. 2015, 17, e27. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

41. Richardson, C.G.; Struik, L.L.; Johnson, K.C.; Ratner, P.A.; Gotay, C.; Memetovic, J.; Okoli, C.T.; Bottorff, J.L.
Initial impact of tailored web-based messages about cigarette smoke and breast cancer risk on boys’ and
girls’ risk perceptions and information seeking: Randomized controlled trial. JMIR Res. Protoc. 2013, 2, e53.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

190



IJERPH 2020, 17, 992

42. Schwartz, J.; Bottorff, J.L.; Ratner, P.A.; Gotay, C.; Johnson, K.C.; Memetovic, J.; Richardson, C.G. Effect of
web-based messages on girls’ knowledge and risk perceptions related to cigarette smoke and breast cancer:
6-month follow-up of a randomized controlled trial. JMIR Res. Protoc. 2014, 3, e53. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

43. Rundle-Thiele, S.; Russell-Bennett, R.; Leo, C.; Dietrich, T. Moderating teen drinking: Combining social
marketing and education. Health Educ. 2013, 113, 392–406. [CrossRef]

44. Branley, D.B.; Covey, J. Is exposure to online content depicting risky behavior related to viewers’ own risky
behavior offline? Comput. Hum. Behav. 2017, 75, 283–287. [CrossRef]

45. Verduin, M.L.; LaRowe, S.D.; Myrick, H.; Cannon-Bowers, J.; Bowers, C. Computer simulation games as an
adjunct for treatment in male veterans with alcohol use disorder. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2013, 44, 316–322.
[CrossRef]

46. Wetter, D.W.; McClure, J.B.; Cofta-Woerpel, L.; Costello, T.J.; Reitzel, L.R.; Businelle, M.S.; Cinciripini, P.M. A
Randomized Clinical Trial of a Palmtop Computer-Delivered Treatment for Smoking Relapse Prevention
Among Women. Psychol. Addict. Behav. 2011, 25, 365–371. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

47. Bottorff, J.L.; Haines-Saah, R.; Oliffe, J.L.; Struik, L.L.; Bissell, L.J.L.; Richardson, C.P.; Gotay, C.; Johnson, K.C.;
Hutchinson, P. Designing Tailored Messages about Smoking and Breast Cancer: A Focus Group Study with
Youth. Can. J. Nurs. Res. Arch. 2014, 46, 66–86. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

48. Schwinn, T.M.; Hopkins, J.E.; Schinke, S.P. Developing a Web-Based Intervention to Prevent Drug Use
Among Adolescent Girls. Res. Soc. Work Pract. 2016, 26, 8–13. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

49. Leonard, N.R.; Silverman, M.; Sherpa, D.P.; Naegle, M.A.; Kim, H.; Coffman, D.L.; Ferdschneider, M. Mobile
Health Technology Using a Wearable Sensorband for Female College Students With Problem Drinking: An
Acceptability and Feasibility Study. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth 2017, 5, e90. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

50. Baskerville, N.B.; Dash, D.; Wong, K.; Shuh, A.; Abramowicz, A. Perceptions Toward a Smoking Cessation
App Targeting LGBTQ+ Youth and Young Adults: A Qualitative Framework Analysis of Focus Groups.
JMIR Public Health Surveill. 2016, 2, e165. [CrossRef]

51. Gordon, J.S.; Armin, J.; M, D.H.; Giacobbi, P., Jr.; Cunningham, J.K.; Johnson, T.; Abbate, K.; Howe, C.L.;
Roe, D.J. Development and evaluation of the See Me Smoke-Free multi-behavioral mHealth app for women
smokers. Transl. Behav. Med. 2017, 7, 172–184. [CrossRef]

52. Antoine, D.; Heffernan, S.; Chaudhry, A.; King, V.; Strain, E.C. Age and gender considerations for
technology-assisted delivery of therapy for substance use disorder treatment: A patient survey of access to
electronic devices. Addict. Disord. Treat. 2016, 15, 149–156. [CrossRef]

53. Kim, D.J.; Choo, E.K.; Ranney, M.L. Impact of gender on patient preferences for technology-based behavioral
interventions. West. J. Emerg. Med. 2014, 15, 593–599. [CrossRef]

54. Abrantes, A.M.; Blevins, C.E.; Battle, C.L.; Read, J.P.; Gordon, A.L.; Stein, M.D. Developing a Fitbit-supported
lifestyle physical activity intervention for depressed alcohol dependent women. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2017,
80, 88–97. [CrossRef]

55. Crombie, I.K.; Irvine, L.; Falconer, D.W.; Williams, B.; Ricketts, I.W.; Jones, C.; Humphris, G.; Norrie, J.;
Slane, P.; Rice, P. Alcohol and disadvantaged men: A feasibility trial of an intervention delivered by mobile
phone. Drug Alcohol Rev. 2017, 36, 468–476. [CrossRef]

56. Irvine, L.; Melson, A.J.; Williams, B.; Sniehotta, F.F.; McKenzie, A.; Jones, C.; Crombie, I.K. Real Time
Monitoring of Engagement with a Text Message Intervention to Reduce Binge Drinking Among Men Living
in Socially Disadvantaged Areas of Scotland. Int. J. Behav. Med. 2017, 24, 713–721. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

57. Suffoletto, B.; Merrill, J.E.; Chung, T.; Kristan, J.; Vanek, M.; Clark, D.B. A text message program as a booster
to in-person brief interventions for mandated college students to prevent weekend binge drinking. J. Am.
Coll. Health 2016, 64, 481–489. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

58. Abraham, T.H.; Wright, P.; White, P.; Booth, B.M.; Cucciare, M.A. Feasibility and acceptability of shared
decision-making to promote alcohol behavior change among women Veterans: Results from focus groups.
J. Addict. Dis. 2017, 36, 252–263. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

59. McKay, J.R.; Van Horn, D.; Oslin, D.W.; Ivey, M.; Drapkin, M.L.; Coviello, D.M.; Yu, Q.; Lynch, K.G. Extended
telephone-based continuing care for alcohol dependence: 24-month outcomes and subgroup analyses.
Addiction 2011, 106, 1760–1769. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

60. Rasmussen, S.R. The cost effectiveness of telephone counselling to aid smoking cessation in Denmark: A
modelling study. Scand. J. Public Health 2013, 41, 4–10. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

191



IJERPH 2020, 17, 992

61. Kim, S.S.; Sitthisongkram, S.; Bernstein, K.; Fang, H.; Choi, W.S.; Ziedonis, D. A randomized controlled trial
of a videoconferencing smoking cessation intervention for Korean American women: Preliminary findings.
Int. J. Womens Health 2016, 8, 453–462. [CrossRef]

62. Laz, T.H.; Berenson, A.B. Racial and ethnic disparities in internet use for seeking health information among
young women. J. Health Commun. 2013, 18, 250–260. [CrossRef]

63. Lygidakis, C.; Rigon, S.; Cambiaso, S.; Bottoli, E.; Cuozzo, F.; Bonetti, S.; Della Bella, C.; Marzo, C. A
web-based versus paper questionnaire on alcohol and tobacco in adolescents. Telemed. J. EHealth 2010, 16,
925–930. [CrossRef]

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

192



International  Journal  of

Environmental Research

and Public Health

Review

Fathers’ Views and Experiences of Creating a
Smoke-Free Home: A Scoping Review

Rachel O’Donnell 1,*, Kathryn Angus 1, Peter McCulloch 1, Amanda Amos 2, Lorraine Greaves 3

and Sean Semple 1

1 Institute for Social Marketing, Faculty of Health Sciences and Sport, University of Stirling, Stirling FK9 4LA,
Scotland, UK

2 GRIT, Usher Institute, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh EH8 9AG, Scotland, UK
3 Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health, Vancouver, Canada & School of Population and Public Health,

University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC V6R 1Z3, Canada
* Correspondence: r.c.odonnell@stir.ac.uk; Tel.: +44-178-646-7460

Received: 21 November 2019; Accepted: 12 December 2019; Published: 17 December 2019

Abstract: Enabling parents to create a smoke-free home is one of the key ways that children’s exposure
to second-hand smoke (SHS) can be reduced. Smoke-free home interventions have largely targeted
mothers who smoke, and there is little understanding of the barriers and facilitators that fathers
experience in creating a smoke-free home. Systematic searches combining terms for fathers, homes,
and SHS exposure were run in April 2019 in Web of Science’s Citation Indices, PsycINFO, and PubMed
for English-language studies published since 2008. The searches identified 980 records for screening,
plus 66 records from other sources. Twelve studies reported in 13 papers were included in this
scoping review. Eight of the studies were conducted in Asian countries (five in China, one in India,
one in Japan, and one in Iran), three were conducted in Canada, and one in Turkey. Findings were
extracted in verbatim text for thematic analysis. The review identified that attitudes and knowledge,
cultural and social norms, gender power relations, and shifting perceptions and responsibilities
related to fatherhood can impact on fathers’ views of their role in relation to creating and maintaining
a smoke-free home. There were too few published studies that had assessed smoke-free home
interventions with fathers to draw conclusions regarding effective approaches. Research is clearly
needed to inform our understanding of fathers’ roles, successes and challenges in creating and
maintaining a smoke-free home, so that father-inclusive rather than mother-led interventions can be
developed to benefit entire households and improve gender equity as well as health.

Keywords: scoping review; barriers; facilitators; fathers; males; gender; smoking; smoke-free home;
second-hand smoke

1. Introduction

Governments, health practitioners, and wider society all have a duty to protect non-smokers from
the harms caused by second-hand smoke (SHS) exposure, which is estimated to cause nearly 900,000
deaths per annum and approximately 0.7% of global morbidity [1]. With substantial progress made in
introducing smoke-free legislation in many countries in the past decade, most children’s exposure to
SHS now occurs in their own home [2], with 40% of children worldwide regularly exposed to SHS
indoors [3]. Studies conducted in Japan [4], the USA [5], Australia [6], Germany [7], and Denmark [8]
have documented social disparities in children’s exposure to SHS at home, with children living in
socio-economic disadvantage more likely to be exposed than children living in more affluent areas. In
Scotland, 15% of children living in the most deprived areas are still exposed to SHS in their homes,
compared to only 1% in the most affluent areas [9].
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IJERPH 2019, 16, 5164

In the UK and elsewhere, smoke-free homes research has largely focused on the role of women
and mothers in creating a smoke-free home [10], and the barriers and facilitators associated with
women’s (mother’s) experiences of smoking behaviour change in these settings. There is a lack of
available data estimating the proportion of fathers globally who smoke in the home, and little is known
about their roles in creating and maintaining a smoke-free home, despite evidence that, with few
exceptions, men are more likely to smoke than women [11]. These differences are particularly stark in
East Asia and the Pacific region, where current figures suggest 49% of men smoke compared to less
than 3% of women [12]. In households where relationships are vulnerable, gender power imbalances
are strongly evident, with studies citing women’s lack of agency in effecting change in male smoking
behaviours in their relationships or household [10]. On this basis, there have been recent calls in
China and Malaysia for smoke-free home interventions to be delivered at a household level, rather
than specifically targeting mothers [13,14], highlighting the need for approaches that engage with all
members of smoking households.

Developing smoke-free home interventions that work directly with fathers, rather than tasking
mothers with reminding, persuading, or negotiating with fathers to take their smoking outside the
home, could address gender-specific issues underlying fathers’ smoking in the home as well as
relieving mothers of this burden. It would also frame household smoking as a household responsibility,
with family-wide impact. The call to include gender in tobacco control dates back 40 years to
the 1980s–90s [15,16]. Gender-sensitive approaches have recently been used in Canada to develop
father-friendly smoking cessation interventions [17,18] that are sensitive to gender-related factors
that may influence the approach and outcomes [19]. Gender-transformative approaches go one stage
further, applying gender theory in designing tobacco cessation/reduction initiatives with the dual aim
of changing negative gender and social norms, and improving health and gender equity [20]. This
goal explicitly aims to shift societal-level gender norms and stereotypes for both men and women in
order to improve health, and in particular, to achieve equitable health opportunities for both men and
women [21].

The aim of this scoping review was to synthesize findings on (1) the barriers and facilitators
associated with changing fathers’ smoking behaviour in the home, and (2) the development, delivery,
and effectiveness of interventions aimed at changing fathers’ smoking behaviour in the home.

2. Materials and Methods

A scoping review was carried out as they are increasingly used to examine the extent, range, and
nature of existing research on a given topic or question. Scoping reviews are also used to identify gaps
in the literature, and aid in the planning of future research [22,23], which also guided our choice of
review method. In reporting this review, we have been guided by the PRISMA extension for scoping
reviews (PRISMA-ScR) checklist [23]. A review protocol is available from the authors on request.

Studies were eligible for the scoping review if they met the following inclusion criteria:

• Populations: the study’s sample comprised fathers, step-fathers, or male partners who smoked
and lived in a home where a wife/partner and/or children also either lived or spent time there as
their home, herein referred to as fathers.

• Interventions and Comparisons: the study could include none or any intervention and none or
any comparison.

• Outcomes: the study investigated smoking behaviour in the home (evidenced by self-report
and/or changes in objective measures of exposure to SHS (air quality, biological markers); and/or
changes in SHS attitudes and/or knowledge; and/or any barriers and facilitators to changing
smoking behaviour or creating a smoke-free home.

• Study types: the study collected qualitative and/or quantitative primary data, was written in
English, and published since January 2008. This time frame was selected to limit the search to
contemporary studies, and to acknowledge potential shifts in attitudes to smoking and smoke-free
home environments associated with the increased focus on introducing comprehensive smoke-free
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laws from 2005 since the entry into force of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control
(WHO-FCTC) [24].

• Studies of expectant fathers or female partners were also excluded because pregnancy is a
well-documented ‘teachable moment’ where women may be more motivated to stop smoking [25].
Although a smaller number of studies have examined the extent to which pregnancy is a motivator
for expectant fathers who quit smoking, it has been suggested that fathers are willing to make
changes to their smoking behaviour during this time [26–28] and that they may feel differently
about their health habits during pregnancy because they are more focused on the family as a
whole [29].

• Grey literature and other literature reviews were also excluded.

A systematic search for studies was run in the following databases on 2 April 2019: Web of
Science Citation Indices (Science Citation Index Expanded, Social Sciences Citation Index and Arts
and Humanities Citation Index), PsycINFO, and PubMed. The search strategy combined terms
for fathers, smoking/second-hand smoke, and homes, and was limited to English language records
published since 1 January 2008 (see Appendix A for a sample search strategy). Other sources of papers
were recommendations from academic experts; the reference lists of two relevant literature review
papers [19,30]; and a search of Web of Science Citation Indices for smoking-related papers authored by
Dr. J.L. Bottorff or Prof. J.L. Oliffe (see also Appendix A). Search results were downloaded to reference
management software and duplicates excluded. Records were single-screened for inclusion on titles
initially [KA], then potentially-relevant records were double-screened for inclusion by abstract [PM,
RO]. Finally, full-text papers were double-screened for inclusion [PM, RO]. This double-screening
process incorporated checks on our interpretation of, and agreement on, the barriers and facilitators we
identified in existing studies. Any disagreements for inclusion were resolved by a third reviewer [KA],
with the final set of included studies checked by members of the wider review team (See Supplementary
Materials for a list of papers excluded at the full text screening stage).

Data were extracted by a single reviewer [PM] initially into a simple table to collect each study’s
objective, sample, setting, country, study design, analysis method, intervention (if any), and the
relevant findings. The latter were extracted in verbatim text from the papers’ results and discussion
sections for analysis. All extractions were checked for accuracy by a second reviewer [RO]. No quality
assessments were made of individual studies included in this review, as scoping reviews do not aim to
produce critically appraised and synthesized results, and are used to provide an overview or map of
the evidence in a given topic area [31]. Study findings were read and re-read by two reviewers initially
to (a) identify broad themes that were then categorized as barriers or facilitators to fathers creating
a smoke-free home, and (b) identify efforts to test smoke-free home interventions with a sample or
sub-sample of fathers in discussion with the wider review team.

3. Results

The systematic searches identified 980 records for screening by the reviewers plus 66 records from
other sources (see Figure 1 for a depiction of the flow of information through the different phases of
the review). A total of 12 studies reported in 13 papers were included in the review.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram [32].

Most of the studies (n = 8) were conducted in Asian countries (five in China, one in India, one in
Japan, and one in Iran), three were conducted in Canada (one study with Chinese-Canadian fathers
(reported in two papers), and two with fathers of European, Asian, or Middle Eastern descent), and one
in Turkey. Table 1 includes summaries of the seven articles that describe fathers’ views on facilitators
and barriers associated with creating/maintaining a smoke-free home. Table 2 includes summaries of
the six articles that assessed efforts to test smoke-free home interventions with a sample or sub-sample
of fathers. Note: The number of studies in Tables 1 and 2 are greater than 13 as one study [33] reported
on barrier/facilitators and interventions.
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3.1. Facilitators and Barriers

Four of the seven studies identified that outlined fathers’ views on facilitators and barriers
associated with creating/maintaining a smoke-free home were conducted in Asian countries (two
in China, one in India, and one in Japan) [33–35,40], and three were conducted in Canada [36–39]
(with one study reported in two papers [37,38]. Four studies used qualitative methods (focus groups,
semi-structured face to face interviews, and telephone interviews) to explore the fathers’ views on
creating/maintaining a smoke-free home [34–38]. Three of these studies had a wider study remit: to
explore gender relations and masculinity in fathers who smoke [36]; fathers’ smoking behaviours [40],
and fathers’ perspectives on stopping smoking [38]. One study used mixed methods (survey and focus
groups) across different study phases [33], one was a quantitative study reporting findings from a
cross-sectional survey [40], and one ethnographic study drew on interview transcripts, photographs
that fathers had taken to document where their smoking took place both during and after their partner’s
pregnancy, and field notes [39]. Four studies included mother and fathers [33–35,40] and three studies
comprised exclusively of fathers [36–39].

3.1.1. Beliefs and Knowledge

Beliefs and knowledge about SHS have the potential to enable or restrict the fathers’ attempts to
create and maintain a smoke-free home. Inaccurate or incomplete knowledge about the health risks of
SHS exposure can contribute to SHS exposure in children. In a qualitative study conducted in China [34],
where approximately 60% of men and 7% women smoke, nine males (fathers/grandfathers) who were
current smokers and one female (mother or grandmother, not specified) who was a non-smoker had
misconceptions about SHS at home, believing that smoking in the living room or in the toilet does not
lead to children being exposed to SHS. Participants (eight males who smoked, one female who smoked
and six male non-smokers) thought that younger children were particularly at risk from SHS-related
health issues because they were still developing, and six participants (four male smokers, one female
smoker, and one female non-smoker) believed that once the child is older, their organs have developed
and the risks are reduced, meaning that smoking in front of them is less harmful. The authors suggest
that a lack of SHS-related knowledge on the part of smokers, mixed with Chinese social and cultural
norms that are pro-smoking (see Section 3.1.2), has contributed to SHS exposure in children.

In quantitative survey work conducted in Kerala, India [33], where approximately 25% of men
and 3% of women smoke, seventy percent of mothers surveyed from 140 households reported that their
husband regularly smoked inside the house. Survey findings also indicated that fathers underestimated
the risks associated with SHS exposure to children more often than mothers; 65% of mothers considered
that SHS exposure could cause serious childhood illness compared to only 32% of fathers, and 28% of
mothers believed it could cause minor illness or was harmless, compared to 42% of fathers.

In contrast, a qualitative study investigating the smoking-related experiences of immigrant
Chinese fathers in Canada [37] highlighted the enabling role that knowledge can have in conjunction
with becoming a father in a country where the message that SHS is harmful to pregnant women and
young children had become commonplace. The 22 Chinese Canadian fathers in the study who smoked
or had recently quit smoking reported that they had dramatically changed their smoking patterns
because of concerns for their children’s health.

3.1.2. Cultural and Perceived Social Norms

The Canadian study above [37] highlights how Chinese fathers could conform to dominant
Canadian smoking norms and extend the ban on indoor smoking in public places into homes. It is
well established that parents (mothers and fathers) with less formal education are more likely to smoke
indoors, contributing to the social inequalities in home-smoking rates [4]. A Japanese cross-sectional
survey suggested that parents who smoke with less formal education are more likely to perceive
pro-smoking norms, which in turn may be associated with smoking in the home [40]. However, this
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study also found that household smoking status and worksite smoking status mediated the association
between education and indoor smoking behaviours for fathers only. On this basis, the authors suggest
that discouraging pro-smoking norms in the home and work social networks could help to reduce
fathers’ smoking in the home.

3.1.3. Gender Power Relations

Gender power relations within the household can enable or restrict the change to a smoke-free
home where fathers smoke indoors. Nichter et al. [33] recognized the difficulty for individual
women in Kerala, India to effect change in their household, developing a community-level rather
than household-based smoke-free home intervention to change fathers’ smoking behaviour in the
home as a result. Survey findings suggested that fathers were unwilling to change their smoking
behaviour based on their wife’s or children’s requests not to smoke in the home. Findings from
focus groups conducted with mothers suggested it was, in some circumstances, inappropriate but
also potentially dangerous to challenge their husband’s home-smoking behaviour. Mothers also
experienced difficulties in asking guests not to smoke in the home, which might be interpreted as
disrespectful, given that it is culturally appropriate for men to smoke. Similar findings came from a
recent qualitative Chinese study of families [34]. All 15 fathers who were current smokers reported
that they smoked at home. Home-smoking restrictions were not discussed by families because of the
social acceptability of smoking and authoritarian attitudes of the father or father-in-law. Three fathers
effectively resisted their wives wishes for a smoke-free family home, with one saying, “Every time I lit a
cigarette at home my wife would complain, but I pretended that I did not to hear that she was talking. I knew she
would stop her noise after sometime.” [34] (p. 360) In contrast, findings from one qualitative study [35]
with 13 fathers who were current smokers and 17 mothers who were non-smokers living in China
with at least one child suggested that in most cases, mothers did have the authority to influence their
husband’s home-smoking behaviour, although in a minority of cases, this was a sensitive issue. Many
participants who had a smoke-free home policy had adopted it early on in their relationship. This
often coincided with what the authors consider to be an ‘important opportunity’ before beginning a
family, when men might be particularly invested in the health of their family in the home.

3.1.4. Shifting Perceptions and Responsibilities Related to Fatherhood

In Canada, there is some evidence that changes in home-smoking patterns may be influenced
by fatherhood. In one qualitative study [36] with 20 fathers, the majority described altering their
home-smoking routines, with one reporting that smoking outside “comes with the territory” of fatherhood
(p. 394). Gendered divisions of labour supported fathers’ smoking behaviours outside of the home,
using chores including mowing the lawn and walking the dog as opportunities to keep their smoking
outside. In some cases, being at home and involved in childcare reduced the fathers’ opportunities to
smoke, a finding supported by the study of Chinese fathers who had moved to Canada [37]. The authors
report that these fathers, conceding that their smoking could no longer be an autonomous decision,
adopted a shift in masculine identity to that of ‘protector’, separating their smoking behaviours from
family life to fulfil the contemporary role of the involved father. This was also the case in the Canadian
study of new fathers [39], where fathers spoke of their preference to smoke at work rather than at
home, as this gave them freedom to smoke without the surveillance from or risk to their child or
partner. Some fathers linked the discussion of their outdoor smoking to notions of good fathering. Ten
of the twenty participants had moved their smoking outdoors, although a minority reported that they
broke house rules and secretly smoked indoors when the opportunity arose. Several participants were
nostalgic for pre-fathering days when they had had the freedom to smoke inside the home.

3.2. Interventions

Of the six papers that assessed efforts to test smoke-free home interventions involving fathers, all
but one were conducted in Asian countries (three in China, one in India, one in Iran) [33,41–44], with
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the remaining study conducted in Turkey [45]. Three were randomised controlled trials (RCT) assessing
the feasibility of providing families with different counselling/educational interventions [41,44,45].
Two studies used a repeated cross-sectional design to assess the impacts of a ban on smoking in
public places on home-smoking levels comparing pre-and post-ban survey data and home-smoking
behaviour [42,43]. One study reported on assessing the feasibility of developing and delivering a
community-based counselling/educational intervention across one proof of concept study and two
pilot studies [33]. All six papers recruited both mothers and fathers to their sample. Three incorporated
the objective assessment of SHS levels as an intervention component (two using infant urinary cotinine
samples [41,45], and one using hair nicotine levels in mothers and children [43]).

3.2.1. Counselling and Education

An RCT [41] in Iran demonstrated that counselling both fathers and mothers, alongside the
receipt of an educational pamphlet and a sticker depicting a smoke-free home where the father
chooses to smoke outside to protect his child, led to a significant reduction in exposure to SHS in the
home (measured by cotinine and parental report) at the three month follow up. In Iranian families,
cigarette smoking is not the cultural norm for women, reflected in the study sample whereby in 97% of
households, only the father smoked. Fathers were viewed as not likely to be comfortable receiving
instructions from their wives about refraining from smoking in the home, therefore in this cultural
context, developing an intervention that directly encourages fathers to protect their children was
considered important. Study findings suggested that despite these gendered cultural norms, a brief
counselling program has the potential to change fathers’ home-smoking behaviour, at least in the short
term. However, there was a lack of association between reported exposures and infant urinary cotinine
levels, and the authors suggest that culture could play a role in the degree of accurate disclosure about
smoking and SHS exposure.

3.2.2. Education and Objective Assessment of Second-hand Smoke Levels in the Home

Presenting families with objective evidence on child SHS exposure using urinary cotinine levels,
in conjunction with education materials, was shown to be an effective means of reducing SHS in the
home in an RCT in Turkey [45]. In the intervention group, there were significant reductions in the
number of cigarettes that fathers, but not mothers, smoked both daily and at home. Again, there was
no correlation between child urinary cotinine levels and parentally reported SHS levels, suggesting
that parents consciously or unconsciously did not acknowledge SHS exposure, or reported incomplete
information. Of the children involved in the study, 81.4% showed signs of SHS exposure, and urinary
cotinine levels were also high in the children of parents who claimed they never smoked in the home
with children nearby. The authors suggest that such high levels may be explained by a lack of parental
awareness, with parents not understanding that smoking at home, even when children are not present,
can still lead to SHS exposure.

3.2.3. Education and Mobile-Health Interventions

One RCT conducted in China (Changchun) [44] assessed whether an intervention that incorporated
traditional and mobile-phone based education could assist families in creating a smoke-free home
for infants. Non-smoking mothers of newborns and fathers received counselling at the same time,
which facilitated spousal interaction and support, and encouraged the mothers to be the change
agents. Mothers of the newborns in the intervention group reported reduced exposure to SHS at 12
months, suggesting that women have an important role to play in helping their spouses to change
their smoking behaviour, as outlined in Section 3.1.3. However, the study relied on self-reporting to
evaluate outcomes, which may be biased and inaccurate regarding SHS exposure levels in the home.
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3.2.4. Community-Based Interventions

In India, a community-based smoke-free homes initiative was developed, refined, and promoted
across the state of Kerala, with the aim of reducing SHS exposure among mothers and children at
home [33]. The initiative used a combination of healthcare worker household visits, and an educational
video with positive messages to support fathers’ abstinence from smoking in the home as a sign of
caring for women and children, and as a social value linked to the cultural value of male responsibility.
The video also included testimonials from community members who had successfully created a
smoke-free home as part of previous piloting of the initiative. At the baseline, across two pilot studies
conducted in different communities, between 70–80% of fathers regularly smoked in the home, despite
80% of mothers having asked their husbands not to. Six months post intervention between 34% and
59% of fathers who smoked self-reported no longer smoking in the home. These observations were not
validated by objective assessment of SHS levels.

3.2.5. Impact of Smoke-Free Public Places Legislation

Two related studies investigated the impact of introducing smoke-free legislation in public places
in Hong Kong on parental home-smoking behaviour [42,43]. In the first study, survey findings from
the pre-and post-legislation groups found that significantly more fathers never smoked at home
post-legislation (27% vs. 14%) and these differences remained significant after adjusting for the fathers’
educational level and age. The second study compared survey data with the assessment of SHS
exposure levels, finding again that fathers smoking in the home significantly decreased post-legislation.
Hair nicotine levels were lower in mothers and children post-legislation, and more mothers took
action to protect their children from SHS including taking their children away from smoking and
advising their husbands to quit. However, post-legislation, over 60% of the fathers reported that
they still smoked at home when their children were not there, suggesting that more specific and
effective smoke-free homes interventions are required in the future to assist fathers in changing their
home-smoking behaviour.

4. Discussion

In this synthesis, we described studies that report on the role that beliefs/knowledge, cultural and
perceived social norms, gender power relations and fatherhood play in fathers’ views on the creation
and maintenance of a smoke-free home. We also highlighted the findings of interventions that have
been developed to assist fathers to create a smoke-free home.

To date, whilst published systematic reviews and thematic syntheses of the smoke-free homes
literature have incorporated studies including fathers as participants [10,46,47], the focus in most
studies is on mothers’ experiences. Consequently, the barriers and facilitators that mothers face in
creating/maintaining a smoke-free home are well documented, with gender imbalances visible through
their lack of agency in effecting change in fathers’ smoking behaviours in the home [10]. A minority of
interventions have been shown to reduce children’s exposure to SHS and improve children’s health,
but the features that differentiate the effective interventions from those without clear evidence of
effectiveness remain unclear [46]. The quality of evidence has been suggested to range from low
to very low, and several suggestions have been made to address this in future interventions, for
example by including more participants, describing interventions in more detail [46] and ensuring
that objective outcomes are measured at baseline, at the end of the intervention, and at longer-term
follow-up [47]. None of these suggestions include addressing the current gender imbalance inherent in
smoke-free homes research, and yet increasing the involvement of fathers specifically could enhance
our understanding of which interventions work for whom, and why. This would likely assist in
improving our knowledge and understanding of the challenges that mothers and fathers face in
reducing children’s exposure to SHS in the home, which could in turn lead to the development of
interventions that more effectively engage all adult smoking household members.
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The synthesis only identified 13 papers published over the last 10 years (written in the English
language) that included findings on fathers’ roles in creating a smoke-free home, either through
qualitative studies exploring barriers and facilitators, or through the development of interventions
aiming to reduce children’s SHS exposure levels in the home. It is clear that cultural and gender norms
play a significant role in shaping fathers’ beliefs and knowledge regarding the health risks of SHS
exposure to children, and the importance associated with creating a smoke-free home. The extent to
which the interventions outlined take account of the barriers and facilitators identified in this review
varied. All but one of the intervention studies were conducted in Asian countries where smoking is
not the cultural norm for women, and children are largely exposed to SHS through the father. Mothers
may feel powerless to change their husband’s behaviour and fathers may not be willing to listen
to requests to keep their smoking outside, due to the social acceptability of male smoking and/or
authoritative attitudes. Most of the intervention studies conducted recognize this cultural context, and
some acknowledge that it may lead to mothers over-reporting changes in fathers’ smoking behaviour
in the home. Given these challenges, and in this cultural context, Nichter et al.’s [33] move away from
an individual household intervention to the promotion of a community-wide intervention, with the
end goal of changing smoking norms, shows promise. Their formative research also suggests that
not smoking in the home could be effectively promoted as an important cultural value linked to male
responsibility to protect the health of women and children, which fits with our finding that shifting
perceptions and responsibilities related to fatherhood, and the role of the male as ‘protector’ [37–39]
may facilitate fathers creating a smoke-free home. However, given the paucity of research conducted
on fathers’ roles in creating a smoke-free home, further research is required to verify the utility of
this approach.

A second approach that has shown initial promise is currently being trialled in Bangladesh
to evaluate the effectiveness of a community-based intervention to reduce SHS exposure at home,
primarily targeting men via mosques [48]. This cluster RCT is based on the findings of a pilot trial that
concluded that a smoke-free home intervention was acceptable to Muslim communities, and feasible
to deliver in mosques [49,50]. If found to be effective in changing smoking behaviour in the home,
this approach could be generalizable to other communities with similar male smoking norms where
faith-based settings (i.e., churches, mosques, synagogues) play an integral part in their lives [48].

Norms associated with male smoking differ significantly in Asian countries when compared to
norms in the US, the UK, and other areas of Europe, where gender differences in smoking rates are less
pronounced [51]. Little is known about the fathers’ roles and experiences of creating/maintaining a
smoke-free home in these areas of the world, where gender equality may be a collective aspiration, for
example, through the championing of initiatives such as shared parental leave. As most of the studies
included in this scoping review were conducted in countries where gender inequality often exists, we
acknowledge that approaches that are acceptable within these countries may not be generalizable to
countries with a greater emphasis on gender equality. Different approaches may be required in Western
European countries, for example, compared to Asian countries, to support fathers to effectively create
and maintain a smoke-free home.

We were unable to source published research that considered the implications of different
family/household compositions on creating a smoke-free home including fathers’ roles and experiences
of negotiating smoke-free homes with an ex-partner to protect children who spend their time living
between two parent’s homes. In addition, our searches found no studies that explored the role
that fathers might play as agents of change in households where mothers smoke and fathers are
non-smokers. A better understanding of fathers’ smoke-free home roles in different family compositions
and smoking profiles, and the cultural context that their smoking behaviour operates within, could
be considered as important to progress our understanding of the factors that lead to the creation and
effective maintenance of a smoke-free family home. Despite the call for gender-sensitive and gender
transformative approaches to tobacco control, these approaches have not been utilized in smoke-free
homes research, which may have perpetuated the mothers’ responsibility for health in the home in this
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context, doing little to shift gender norms. Most of the studies identified in this review have focused on
fathers’ individual roles and behaviours related to smoking in the home, without addressing some of
the structural-level factors that shape masculinities (i.e., poverty, migration, racism, gender inequality)
and give rise to smoking, and smoking in the home among fathers. The importance of structural
interventions has been emphasized in relation to conducting gender-transformative work with men [52]
because while men do have agency to make positive individual health changes, this agency sits in a
wider social, economic, and cultural context that both constrains and enables individual choices [52,53].
Targeting this wider structural context could lead to more successful and fuller engagement with
fathers in the future [52], which is key because effectively engaging fathers in the creation/maintenance
of a smoke-free home has the potential to benefit the entire family, and improve gender equity as well
as health.

Current smoke-free home intervention research involving fathers has been limited because of a
lack of objective measurement of SHS exposure. One study conducted in China suggested that social
desirability bias may affect some reporting of the prevalence of smoking in the home [34]. A study
conducted in Iran has suggested that culture could play a role in the degree of accurate disclosure
about smoking in the home [41]. A second Chinese study reported that even among participants (men
and women with and without children) with a complete smoke-free home policy, 33% were exposed
to SHS ‘in the past week’. Older relatives and visitors who smoke were reported as the key barrier
to creating a smoke-free home, reflecting the Chinese value system whereby elder generations and
visitors to the home are highly respected [54]. This finding builds on those of an earlier Chinese study
conducted in six counties that found that 42% of non-smokers would offer cigarettes to guests visiting
the home [55].

Introducing smoke-free public places legislation is associated with multiple child health
benefits [56] including reduced exposure to SHS via increased home-smoking restrictions [57]. Two
of the studies included in this scoping review suggest that the introduction of smoke-free legislation
in Hong Kong may have assisted in reducing paternal smoking in the home [42,43], although 60%
of the fathers involved in the Chan et al. [43] study reported that they still smoked at home when
their children were not present. The challenge of capturing this fluidity of home-smoking rules in
survey questions aiming to measure smoke-free home prevalence has been highlighted in previous
research [10], and the importance of exploring fluidity as well as including objective measures of SHS
exposure where practical, has been recommended in future intervention studies [10]. Consideration
should also be given to the importance of developing theory-based smoke-free home interventions, as
none of the studies described in this review paper had an explicit theoretical basis, and yet interventions
based on theory are likely to be more successful than those non-theory based [58].

A key strength of this study lies in our comprehensive approach to conducting the scoping review.
Triangulation was achieved by involving multiple authors in extraction, analysis, and interpretation of
the results. Limiting our included data to English language papers may have biased the findings, and
in scoping only published studies, it is possible that we missed other relevant research available as
‘grey’ literature. In addition, we screened potentially relevant papers by title and abstract only in the
initial stages of the review process, which may have resulted in some papers with relevant findings
documented in the full text of the paper being excluded, although our supplementary searches may
have mitigated this somewhat. We also acknowledge that widening our inclusion criteria to include
studies with expectant fathers may have revealed additional findings of relevance related to the specific
context of a ‘teachable moment’. However, this was a small-scale review and our inclusion/exclusion
criteria were agreed to on this basis. No quality appraisals were made of individual studies, as this
was a rapid scoping review that adopted an inclusive approach.

5. Conclusions

Fathers have a central role to play in the creation and maintenance of a smoke-free family home.
However, this scoping review highlights that very few published studies have (a) explored the barriers
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and facilitators associated with their role, or (b) developed and tested interventions designed to actively
involve and appeal to fathers. The findings of this scoping review suggest that attitudes/knowledge,
cultural and social norms, gender power relations. and shifting perceptions and responsibilities related
to fatherhood could impact on the fathers’ views of their role in relation to creating/maintaining a
smoke-free home, but additional research is required to support these suggestions, given the limitations
of the scoping review already discussed. There are too few published intervention study findings that
have focused on fathers’ roles in creating a smoke-free home to draw conclusions regarding effective
approaches. However, in some Asian cultures where smoking is considered a social norm for men
and not for women, a move away from individual household interventions to the promotion of a
community-based intervention approach shows initial promise. However, research is also required
in areas of the world where gender differences in smoking rates are less pronounced to begin to
understand the fathers’ roles, successes, and challenges in creating and maintaining a smoke-free home,
as effectively engaging fathers in the creation/maintenance of a smoke-free homes has the potential to
not only benefit the entire family, but also improve gender equity and health.
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Appendix A

Sample search strategy

Table A1. Web of Science Core Collection (SCI-EXPANDED Science Citation Index Expanded; SSCI
Social Sciences Citation Index; A&HCI Arts and Humanities Citation Index).

No. Search String 1

#1 TS = (smok * OR tobacco OR cigarette * OR indoor * OR passive OR “ETS” OR “SHS” OR secondhand OR
second-hand OR “second hand” OR antismoking OR “anti-smoking”)

#2 TS = (home$ OR “at-home” OR hous * OR accommodation$ OR “private” OR “privacy” OR resid * OR
cohabit * OR co-habit *)

#3 TS = (father * OR step-father * OR stepfather * OR paternal OR husband * OR “male partner” OR “male
partners” OR masculine *)

#4 #3 AND #2 AND #1
#5 #4 AND LANGUAGE: (English) AND Timespan = 2008–2019

1 TS searches the title, abstract, and keywords fields of a record; * represents any group of characters including no
character; $ represents zero or one character.

Additional sources

When we compared our resulting list of included studies against those of other literature
reviews on related topics (“The barriers and facilitators to smoking cessation experienced by women’s
partners during pregnancy and the post-partum period: a systematic review of qualitative research”
(Flemming et al. 2015 [29]) and “Gender, smoking and tobacco reduction and cessation: a scoping
review” (Bottorff et al. 2014 [19])), we were interested to see that the studies that passed our inclusion
criteria did not overlap much with the included studies. By examining the academic database indexing
for the studies included by Flemming et al. (2015) and Bottorff et al. (2014), we found that records for
these studies (usually titles, abstracts, and keywords) did not include terms for the ‘home’ concept
from our search strategy, and a few did not include terms for the ‘fathers’ concept from our strategy. As
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the studies, broadly speaking, included fathers as a population and investigated smoking behaviours,
we added the studies included in the two reviews to our pool of studies for further assessment. Many
of the studies were authored by one or both of two Canadian academics, therefore we also ran a search
for papers authored by Dr Joan Bottorff or Professor John Oliffe published since January 2008 that
mentioned smoking/tobacco (Web of Science Citation Indices search string run on 19 August 2019: AU
= (Bottorff OR Oliffe) AND TS = (smok * OR tobacco)). These additional sources added one study to
our final results (Oliffe et al. 2010 [39]).
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Abstract: Substance use among women is a major public health concern. This review article takes
a developmental-relational approach to examine processes through which early relational trauma
and violence in relationships may lead to substance use. We examine how early exposure to
violence in relationships can impact neurological development, specifically through interference
with physiological mechanisms (e.g., the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis), brain structure and
functioning (e.g., the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex), and neuropsychological development (e.g.,
executive functioning and emotion regulation) across the lifespan. Further, we discuss the impact
of exposure to violence on the development of relational capacity, including attachment, internal
working models, and subsequent interpersonal relationships across the lifespan, and how these
developmental pathways can lead to continued problematic substance use in women.
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1. Introduction

Substance use among women is a major public health concern. There is recognition of the
concurrent challenges associated with substance use and the barriers to reduce use for women (e.g.,
poverty, untreated mental health difficulties [1,2]). Another challenge is women’s experiences with
interpersonal violence. Interpersonal violence is commonly thought of as domestic violence or intimate
partner violence. Though both women and men experience violence in partner relationships, women
are more often victims of violence in relationships, experience more severe forms of violence, and are
more afraid of the harm that abusers cause than are men (e.g., [3]). Importantly, experiences with
violence in relationships often begin before women enter adulthood (e.g., via childhood maltreatment,
witnessing violence between parents) and continue throughout adolescence and into early adulthood.
It is for this reason that we use the term interpersonal violence (IPV), to highlight the developmental
and intergenerational nature of violence in relationships and that violence in relationships is not
exclusive to violence between partners. For many women, the struggle with substance use arises
from their experiences of trauma and violence in relationships across development. Though there are
many types of trauma for women, we will focus on interpersonal trauma, or trauma associated with
violence in relationships. In this review paper, we discuss developmental mechanisms—neurological
and relational—through which early and ongoing experiences with IPV can lead to substance use.
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Though these developmental mechanisms may exist for both women and men, this paper will focus on
what we know about these processes among women. That is, through clinical experience working
with women who have substance use issues and a review of literature on women’s substance use
and relationships, this paper will explore the ways in which substance use may be a mechanism
for coping with negative and traumatic relational experiences that many women have experienced
since childhood and across development. Further, given that women are more often victims of
interpersonal violence than are men [3], we focus on the pathways to substance use for women using a
developmental-relational approach, and describe the importance of gender-specific programming for
women who have experienced IPV and who use substances.

2. A Developmental-Relational Approach to Understand the Impact of IPV for Women

A developmental-relational approach is one in which the bidirectional associations between
development and relationships are emphasized as important processes in understanding behavior
and functioning. From a developmental perspective, we consider the individual and environmental
contributions to development, and focus on how the transactional nature of these contributions
changes and grows over time throughout childhood, adolescence, and adulthood [4]. From this
perspective, developmental experiences are seen as contributing to cascading trauma and violence in
relationships and future substance use, given their impact on neurological and relational mechanisms.
In working with substance using women and their children, we recognize that negative developmental
experiences must be attended to across the lifespan to promote optimal neurological and relational
development. From a relational perspective, we consider development—growth within the individual,
the environment, and within and across systems—as coming about through relationships with others [5,
6]. Thus, the developmental-relational approach places individuals’ behaviors (e.g., substance use)
within a larger context that includes an understanding of their history and ongoing development over
time, and a focus on how behavior is shaped through relationships within the broader systemic context.

This approach has been established through our research and clinical understanding of women
attending a community-based prevention and early intervention program in Canada called Breaking
the Cycle (BTC) [7,8]. Since 1995, Breaking the Cycle has provided comprehensive, integrated supports
for mothers who are struggling with substance use issues, and their young children aged 0-6 years.
Programming at BTC is directed towards women, their children, and the mother-child relationship.
Over the past 25 years, we have come to understand that the vast majority of women who struggle
with substance use issues in their adult lives have been traumatized in relationships since early
childhood and across development. The lifelong struggle with trauma in relationships is often part of
the experience faced by women with substance use issues. A developmental-relational approach can
be used to more fully understand this link, as follows. (1) Experiences of interpersonal violence can
be viewed as disruptions to normative developmental processes across the lifespan that can create
and perpetuate lifelong trauma; (2) Interpersonal violence can begin in early childhood, including
experiences of child maltreatment and neglect, and have enduring and compounding impacts, often
continuing into adolescence and adulthood [9]; (3) Experiences of trauma in relationships can also
involve witnessing violence between parents or caregivers, being manipulated by one caregiver
to abuse the other, experiencing the aftermath of violence against a caregiver, and suffering the
consequences of financial abuse, among others [10–12]; (4) Early traumatic experiences can also include
household dysfunction, including conflictual parental divorce or separation, parental incarceration, as
well as living with a parent experiencing mental health or substance use issues [13,14]. These adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) are consistently shown to relate to poor mental and physical health
outcomes and wellbeing in adulthood [14–16]. All of these experiences are relational in nature, in
that they disrupt positive bonds between caregivers and children, they damage a child’s sense of
safety in relationships, and they disrupt the development of secure attachment between children and
their parents [17,18]. These disruptions can have long-term consequences across development and
into adulthood [19,20]. As such, it is essential to understand developmental experiences of trauma in

212



IJERPH 2019, 16, 4861

relationships as pervading beyond early childhood, contributing to a cascade of trauma and violence
in relationships given their impact on adult life, including difficulties forming healthy relationships,
difficulties in parenting, ineffective coping strategies, and problematic substance use. It is also vital to
consider the potential underlying neurological and relational mechanisms that may contribute to these
cascading effects.

These links are evident in our work with women who struggle with substance use at BTC. Women’s
initiation of substance use, problematic substance use, use of substances to cope, and inability or
difficulty abstaining from substance use stem from the lifelong trauma of adverse relational experiences
and their impact on development. For instance, in a sample of 160 women who had substance use
issues and received services at BTC, the majority reported experiences of interpersonal violence in
childhood (see [21] for a full description of the sample and methodology). Specifically, 88% of women
reported a history of physical abuse, with almost half of those women (49%) reporting that the abuse
began when they were 10 years or younger (see Table 1). Eighty-nine percent of women reported a
history of emotional abuse, with over half of those women reporting that the abuse started before
adolescence (12 years or younger). Finally, 76% of women reported a history of sexual abuse, with
almost a quarter (22%) of those women reporting that the abuse began when they were five years old
or younger. Almost half (43%) of women had involvement with the child welfare system when they
were children.

Table 1. Percentage of Women Reporting Histories of Abuse Across Childhood.

Onset of Abuse
Physical

Abuse (%)
Emotional
Abuse (%)

Sexual
Abuse (%)

Percentage of women reporting histories of abuse (total) 88 89 76
Onset (among women who reported abuse)

“As long as I can remember” 5 10 0
Early childhood 9 7 22
Childhood 35 33 20
Late childhood 5 4 6
Early adolescence 6 6 13
Adolescence 15 24 12
Late adolescence 3 1 8
Adulthood 22 15 19

Early childhood = 0–5 years. Childhood = 6–10 years. Late childhood = 11–12 years. Early adolescence = 13–14
years. Adolescence = 15–16 years. Late adolescence = 17–18 years. Adulthood = 19 years or older.

The overwhelming majority of women at BTC have used or are currently using alcohol, and many
reported that their alcohol use began at very young ages: 19% of women reported first using alcohol
when they were 10 years old or younger (in the same sample of 160 women; [21]). Problematic alcohol
use also began early: 7% reported that problematic use began in childhood, and an additional 56%
reported that problematic use began in adolescence. Women also reported that they started to use
other substances at very young ages (12 or younger), with 24% of those who used reporting early
cannabis and 6% reporting early cocaine or crack cocaine use. Of the women who used, many reported
that their use of these substances became problematic in adolescence (prior to age 19): 77% cannabis,
74% nicotine, 66% hallucinogens, 64% amphetamines, 43% barbiturates, 39% cocaine, 38% heroin, and
27% crack cocaine. As girls and teenagers, these women began using substances as a means of coping
with the relational trauma that they were experiencing and/or had experienced. One BTC woman
talked about her history of physical abuse at the hands of her mother, who was also a substance user:

All of the things I witnessed at home really affected me in my early teenage years . . . and at that point
I became addicted myself. And so, even though I kind of had a realization that I was following in my
mom’s footsteps, I wasn’t really able to do anything about it, and my own cycle of addiction kind of
took over at that point. [22] (p. 98)
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Another woman discussed how her early experiences of violence and trauma had lifelong
consequences on her patterns of thought and behavior.

It creates a lifetime of fear because you’ve spent a lifetime like that, walking on eggshells, not knowing
. . . just expected to duck the next blow . . . It’s something that’s been one of the hardest things in
my life to challenge and attempt to change, because it’s something that I’ve been formed like . . . I
have, you know, severe reactionary issues when it comes to safety, and conversely overreactive sense of
safety. [23] (p. 22)

Our research has also identified the developmental pathways leading to continued problematic
substance use. These pathways have been discussed as dynamic cascades or developmental cascades:
early risk factors increase exposure to more risk processes that develop across the lifespan [24–26].
From a developmental-relational perspective, we have begun to understand how early experiences
of interpersonal violence can cascade to impact and impede development across development and
into adulthood. Without healthy relationships, relationship capacity is delayed and relationship
perspectives are skewed (e.g., women learn to expect violence as a part of close relationships; see
Section 2). As one BTC woman reported:

There was all this violence in our house, and I thought that was normal, and I thought that’s what
I was supposed to be growing up. And I was receiving violence from whomever, and I just let that
happen . . . [27] (p. 15)

The continued impact of these relationship challenges is also evident in women’s ongoing
experiences of violence, with 14% of women reporting that their current partner relationships have
been abusive, and 13% of women reporting that their past partner relationships were violent (see [21]
for sample details). Other close relationships appear to be impacted as well, as many women reported
little to no contact with their families of origin (little to no contact with mothers, 31%; and fathers, 47%),
or reported difficult and/or abusive relationships with their mothers (25%) and fathers (9%). One BTC
woman talked about the effect of violence in her family:

[It] de-sensitized you a little bit . . . my parents were so abusive towards each other, and there was no
respect or love or affection, and there was always turmoil, turmoil, turmoil – we were moving, there
was fighting, there was police, there was violence – that I found out even as an adult, because that was
so normal for me, if my life was going along smoothly and calmly, it’s like unfamiliar so I create this
chaos, this craziness, because that feels more comfortable to me. [27] (p. 16)

Through the work conducted at BTC, it is also evident that an intervention focusing on supporting
healthy relationships can help to decrease women’s problematic use of substances. For instance, in a
comparison of BTC to a standard integrated treatment program that included a focus on addiction
treatment but did not focus explicitly on supporting and enhancing relationship capacity, it was found
that women attending BTC had improvements in relationship capacity, mental health symptoms, as
well as addiction severity [28]. Indeed, improvements in relationship capacity among women at BTC
further predicted decreases in addiction severity, even accounting for other improvements, including
social support, mental health, and abstinence self-efficacy. In another study, it was found that the
duration of service use at BTC was associated with improvements in women’s substance use (as well
as improvements in the parent-child relationship) [21]. Further, the earlier that woman began the
relationship-based intervention (i.e., during pregnancy as opposed to postnatally), the more positive
the outcomes. These studies provide further support for the critical link between relationship capacity
and substance use issues, as evidenced by improvements based on attending a relationship-based and
trauma-informed intervention program.

It should be noted that there are many co-occurring factors that compound the life challenges of
women with substance use issues; these factors include poverty, low educational attainment, unstable
housing, criminal involvement, and mental health difficulties (often untreated). Women at BTC
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reported high levels of depression and anxiety and a lack of social support from both family and
friends [7]. These factors, as well as a host of other factors, are implicated in the complex interplay of,
and challenges associated with, problematic substance use for women, particularly in the context of
parenting. Though we won’t address these factors in detail here, they are often present and play a
critical role in women’s continued substance use. Thus, we acknowledge the impact of these additional
factors, but focus on using a developmental-relational approach to elucidate the role of prior trauma and
experiences of relational violence across the lifespan in our understanding of women’s substance use.

3. Origins of Substance Use in Women Exposed to IPV

Research offers converging evidence that exposure to IPV in childhood and across development
contributes to future substance use issues. Robust effects are found specifically for females within the
literature, with substance use issues persisting into middle adulthood for only female (and not male)
victims of childhood maltreatment [29–32] and physical abuse [33]. Although there are a few studies
on the mechanisms of the intergenerational pathway from IPV in childhood to subsequent substance
use issues, several processes have been proposed. The disruptive effects of early experiences of IPV on
psychosocial functioning, the stress response system, and the limbic system may lead to heightened
risk-taking behaviors, such as the use of substances [34,35]. Substance use may also serve as an external
mechanism to cope with, or escape from, the negative effects of trauma across development [36]. Several
studies have indicated that maltreatment may result in greater risk for the development of internalizing
symptoms in females than in males (e.g., [37–40]). This differential risk could account, in part, for the
higher incidence of internalizing problems in females relative to males (e.g., [41,42]). Therefore, as an
external coping mechanism, substance use is thought to be particularly notable in women given that
they may be more prone than men to internalizing symptoms due to early experiences of IPV, which
can elicit self-destructive behaviors (i.e., substance use) [43]. Because substance use does not directly
address the negative effects of trauma, the need for substances may persist or increase over time, thus
heightening the risk for substance use issues and dependence [30]. Given that women exposed to
early IPV are also more likely to have low self-esteem or low perceived self-efficacy, substance use
issues have been proposed as a means through which they enhance their self-esteem [30]. Chronic
substance use may also arise from these women’s low perceived self-efficacy in regards to maintaining
abstinence [36]. In addition, substance use may be a means through which women are able to reduce
feelings of isolation and loneliness, gain control over negative experiences, or engage in self-destructive
behavior [43]. Externalizing behaviors, antisocial behaviors, and abuse-related posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) may mediate the relation between early experiences of IPV and future substance
use issues [30]. In the following sections, we discuss the mechanisms that appear most significant in
leading women to substance use within a developmental-relational perspective.

3.1. IPV and Neurological Development

Exposure to IPV can negatively impact neurological development, affecting physiological
mechanisms, brain structure and functioning, as well as overall neuropsychological development.
Although neurological development is most vulnerable to the effects of IPV during early childhood,
these detrimental effects persist across the lifespan. Impairments in neurological development impact
other developmental domains, including physical, cognitive, and social-emotional development. The
literature highlighted in this section predominately captures studies on male and female victims of
childhood maltreatment; however, some studies are specific to females with histories of childhood
maltreatment or intimate partner violence (e.g., [44,45]).

3.1.1. Physiological Mechanisms

Exposure to IPV can interfere with the sympathetic nervous system and the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. Exposure to IPV can induce chronic psychological stress
that results in repeated activation of the HPA axis and subsequent HPA axis dysfunction [44,46,47].
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Children exposed to IPV often have elevated baseline cortisol (stress hormone) levels, as well as a faster
increase and slower decline of cortisol following stress exposures [48]. At chronically elevated levels,
cortisol can have neurotoxic effects on “nonessential” brain regions during the stress response [44].
Neurotoxic effects have subsequent consequences on brain structure and functioning [49], which
can persist into adulthood [44,46]. Chronic cortisol elevation also leads to increased arousal, anxiety,
aggression, hypervigilance, sympathetic nervous system stimulation, depression, and PTSD [50].

3.1.2. Brain Structure and Functioning

Many areas of the brain undergo neurobiological changes upon exposure to chronic stress via
IPV across development. Research has identified the effects of IPV on brain structure and functioning
in the midbrain, sensory cortices and fiber tracts, corpus callosum, and dopaminergic reward circuit
(e.g., [51]). There is also a substantial body of research on the structural and functional effects of IPV
on the stress response system through the HPA axis, which is expanded upon below.

The plasticity of the fetal, infant, and early childhood brain creates a heightened sensitivity to
chemical influences of chronic stress exposure [52]. Many glucocorticoid receptors exist within the
amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex (PFC), which are part of a network of connected regions
involved in the stress response. Exposure to early stressful experiences alters the size and neuronal
architecture of these regions, contributing to functional differences in learning, memory, and executive
functioning [46,53]. Chronic exposure to stress is associated with overactivity in the amygdala and
orbitofrontal cortex, as well as the loss of neurons and neuronal connections in the hippocampus and
medial PFC [53]. Functionally, these structural changes result in more fear and anxiety due to the
hyperactivation of the amygdala, alongside lower higher-order PFC control [54].

The hippocampus is involved in the HPA axis and modulates cortisol levels; however, chronic
stress diminishes this capacity due to hippocampal volume loss, which is linked to memory and
mood-related impairments [53,54]. Chronic stress exposure can lead to impairments in memory
encoding and contextual learning, which are vital for discriminating conditions of danger from
safety [44,53]. Decreased neuronal volume in the PFC impairs executive and cognitive functioning;
the loss of neuronal connections between the hippocampus and the PFC hinders the PFC’s regulation
of heightened cortisol levels and the regulation of autonomic balance between sympathetic and
parasympathetic nervous system responses [46,53]. Chronic stress also induces architectural and
connection changes within and between the hippocampus, PFC, and amygdala, potentially contributing
to variability in stress-responsiveness [55]. These structural changes can functionally heighten reactivity
to mild levels of stress and impair coping abilities during future stress both in childhood and across
the lifespan (e.g., [52]).

3.1.3. Neuropsychological Development

Although research has only begun to address the structural and related functional impairments
in brain development due to exposure to IPV, there is a substantial body of research on the
resulting neuropsychological impairments in executive functioning and emotion regulation. Executive
functioning enables flexible, context-appropriate, goal-oriented emotional and behavioral responses
and is largely localized in the PFC [56]. Exposure to IPV during childhood is associated with the
development of impairments in executive functioning processes, which, in turn, are associated with
increased risk for PTSD and depression [46]. Deficits in executive functioning due to trauma in
relationships may accumulate across development, persisting through adolescence and into adulthood;
more pronounced deficits have been found with an earlier onset of trauma (e.g., [57]). Deficits
in executive functioning pose heightened risk for future substance use issues; therefore, executive
functioning deficits may represent a mechanism in the intergenerational pathway between IPV and
substance use [58].

Differences in the structure, function, and connectivity of prefrontal regions underlying executive
functioning processes are also associated with impairments in emotion regulation in adults with
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PTSD due to IPV [45,59]. Emotion regulation involves strategies to manage cognitive, behavioral, and
physiological responses to emotions [46] and is largely localized to the anterior cingulate cortex within
the PFC [44]. Children exposed to IPV often have persisting deficits in emotion regulation, including
attentional biases to negative or threatening stimuli, trouble recognizing emotions, and difficulty
effectively modulating or reappraising distress [46]. Problems with emotion regulation are also
correlated with lower levels of social competence, difficulties with peer relationships, aggressiveness,
and disruptive behaviors that can impact functioning into adulthood [47]. Additionally, emotion
dysregulation contributes to mental health problems, including PTSD and depression [60]. Children
exposed to IPV may struggle with emotional awareness, understanding, and regulation because such
capacities are developed, in part, through interactions with supportive caregivers and adults (e.g., [61]).
Children who experience IPV often receive less positive modeling of emotional labeling, expression,
and regulation behaviors, which leads to deficits in appropriate emotion regulation capacities [46].
Exposure to childhood IPV is linked to emotion regulation deficits across the lifespan; however,
emotion regulation is most impacted by chronic trauma in early development [46]. Given that deficits
in emotion regulation pose heightened risk for future substance use issues, emotion dysregulation may
represent a critical mechanism in the pathway between IPV and substance use [62,63].

3.2. IPV and the Development of Relational Capacity

Exposure to IPV can negatively impact the development of relational capacity across various
levels, affecting attachment, internal working models, and subsequent interpersonal relationships.
The impact of IPV on the development of relational capacity contributes to future substance use
issues. In fact, the link between difficulties in relationships and substance use may be particularly
strong for women. Relationships are important to women, and women who use substances may have
less social support and are more likely than men to have important people in their lives who also
struggle with substance use issues (e.g., families of origin, partners) [64–67]. Further, male partners
with substance use issues may be resistant to and unsupportive of their female partners’ attempts
to access treatment [68]; women may, therefore, be hesitant and fear damaging these relationships
by engaging in substance use treatment. Thus, women’s initiation and continuation of substance
use (including relapse) may often occur in the context of relationships, or as a result of challenges
in relationships. We will describe the pathways through which early and enduring experiences of
violence in relationships can affect ongoing relationship challenges into adulthood, which in turn can
impact women’s substance use.

3.2.1. Attachment

Attachment theory postulates that children are predisposed to seek and sustain relationships that
satisfy their intrinsic need for security [69]. The failure to develop secure attachment reverberates
across the lifespan in the form of difficulties with relationships, self-esteem, and the regulation of
emotions and impulses [70]. Predictable, sensitive, and responsive caregiving during times of stress is
crucial for healthy child development [47]; however, for children exposed to IPV, chronic stress often
occurs within the context of the caregiving relationship. Research has consistently demonstrated that
maltreated children have higher rates of insecure attachment, namely disorganized attachment, relative
to non-maltreated children, even when compared to other high-risk children (e.g., [71]). Similarly,
maltreated children have been consistently found to be at heightened risk for future substance use
issues [72–74], with effects persisting into middle adulthood for females only [29–32]. Children
classified as having disorganized attachment often vacillate between avoidant and anxious parent-child
behaviors due to conflicting and unpredictable caregiver responses; these children often have poor
outcomes across many domains, including lower academic achievement and self-esteem, poor peer
interactions, atypical classroom behaviors, cognitive immaturity, and externalizing behavioral concerns
(e.g., [70]). Disorganized attachment is further associated with poor mental health outcomes in
adulthood, including borderline personality disorder and dissociative identity disorder [75]. Although
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much research has indicated the relationship between maltreatment and future substance use issues, a
growing body of literature has begun to address attachment as a key mechanism in this relationship [74].
Attachment insecurity with caregivers poses a heightened risk for future substance use issues in
adolescence and adulthood [76–80]. There is also strong evidence for the temporal precedent of
attachment issues, with insecure attachment predating the onset or increased use of substances across
time [81].

3.2.2. Internal Working Models

The characteristic patterns of caregivers’ responses to children’s expression of attachment behavior
accumulate over time [82]. These patterns are organized into schematic cognitive representations of
the parent-child relationship, theorized as internal working models of attachment [69,83]. Children use
their internal working models of attachment to perceive and appraise attachment-related information
and to plan future action [83]. Based on the internal working model of attachment, children develop
expectations about the self and others: the self as worthy or unworthy of care and protection and
others as available or unavailable to provide care and protection when needed [69]. Children exposed
to IPV develop negative models of themselves as unworthy of care and protection, and models of their
caregivers as rejecting and unreliable [71]. Although internal working models of attachment develop
across the lifespan alongside changes in cognitive capacity and attachment relationships, the models
show great stability throughout life [84].

Children who experience IPV early in life may transfer their negative internal working models of
attachment to future relationships, thus expecting the same abuse in adult relationships and viewing
such abuse as normative [85,86]. Therefore, according to attachment theories, IPV in early caregiving
relationships initiates a developmental cascade in which insecure attachments continue to occur
across the lifespan, due to existing insecure internal working models [87]. In addition to impacting
attachment in future relationships, internal working models contribute to one’s ability to regulate
emotions autonomously in the absence of an attachment figure [77]. As discussed above, deficits
in emotion regulation contribute to future substance use issues, thus representing a mechanism in
the pathway between IPV and substance use given the impact on attachment and internal working
models [62,63]. Furthermore, IPV and insecure attachment are more common in children whose
parents also experienced IPV and insecure attachment [88]. Therefore, there is intergenerational
transmission of both attachment styles and IPV (e.g., [89–91]). Attachment styles and the development
of internal working models have a putative mediating role in the intergenerational transmission of
IPV and subsequent substance use issues, given that IPV becomes a frame through which people
come to understand relationships, and substance use becomes a means through which people regulate
emotions in the absence of secure attachment and positive internal working models [76,77,87]. This
may be particularly problematic for women, given the importance women place on relationships and
the lack of social support that substance using women often face (in comparison to men) [64,65].

3.3. A Model of IPV and Substance Use Across the Lifespan

Overall, early and enduring experiences of IPV negatively impact neurological development,
namely physiological mechanisms, brain structure and functioning, as well as neuropsychological
development (i.e., executive functioning and emotion regulation). Experiences of IPV across
development are traumatic and disrupt the development of relational capacity, specifically attachment
and internal working models that affect relationships characterized by IPV across the lifespan [71].
IPV negatively impacts executive functioning [46] and emotion regulation [44,46,47], which are also
impaired through substance use issues [92]. There is a strong relationship between childhood IPV
and future substance use issues [30], thus compounding the negative effects that both factors have on
executive functioning and emotion regulation. These neuropsychological deficits interact to divert
development onto a pathway toward unhealthy relationships. At the same time, these deficits elicit
substance use as a necessary means of coping (see Figure 1 for an illustrative model).
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Figure 1. A model of interpersonal violence (IPV) and substance use (SU) across the lifespan,
highlighting the bidirectional effects of IPV on neurological and relational development.

4. Conclusions

In this review paper, we have outlined how a developmental-relational approach helps us
understand the link between women’s experiences of violence in relationships across development
and later substance use issues. Potential mechanisms that underly this pathway include impairments
to neurological development, namely physiological mechanisms, brain structure and functioning,
and neuropsychological development (i.e., executive functioning and emotion regulation), as well as
impairment to the development of relational capacity (i.e., attachment and internal working models).
Though there is a paucity of research specifically examining differences in these links between women
and men (particularly regarding the neurological effects of childhood maltreatment), there is some
evidence that early experiences of IPV may be particularly problematic for women and may lead to
enduring substance use into adulthood. For instance, women may internalize trauma and turn to
substances as a coping mechanism more so than men [43], and women’s initiation and continuation
of substance use seems to occur often in the context of relationships [66,67], which are negatively
impacted by early experiences of IPV.

Through this review, we have highlighted that IPV is a lifelong disrupting force on women’s
neurological development and capacity for relationships, which can lead women to use substances,
as well as to further developmental and relational impairments. These factors can perpetuate the
pathway of IPV across the lifespan, while reinforcing substance use as a necessary means of coping.
A developmental-relational approach to understanding substance use, therefore, has important
implications for clinical practice. In a recent review, we outlined specific strategies that can be used
to promote women’s self-regulation and executive functions (e.g., supporting time management
through reminder phone calls and predictable appointments), and promoting safety and capacity
in relationships (e.g., staff training in trauma-informed practice) [93]. Attention should also be paid
to strategies that may be uniquely important for women (e.g., including a buzzer entry system; not
allowing male partners in the center) and mothers (e.g., providing child-minding and child development
programming in the same program location). As such, by using a developmental-relational approach
to understand women’s pathways to substance use, we can begin to engage in a process of reparation
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and reintegration for women whose neurological development, sense of self, and capacity to form
relationships has been significantly impacted by experiences of violence in relationships.
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Abstract: From a developmental–relational framework, substance use in women can be understood
as relating to early experiences of violence in relationships and across development. This article uses a
developmental-relational approach to outline specific strategies that can be used by service providers
and to guide interventions for women with substance use issues. By reviewing research and clinical
work with women attending a community-based prevention and early intervention program, we
describe how specific components of programming can target the developmental and intergenerational
pathway between experiences of violence in relationships and substance use. We include the voices
of women who attended the program to support the strategies discussed. Specifically, these strategies
address the impact of interpersonal violence on substance use by promoting the process of repair
and reintegration for women whose neurological development, sense of self, and capacity to form
relationships have been significantly impacted by experiences of violence in relationships.

Keywords: interpersonal violence; domestic violence; substance use; intervention; women;
developmental–relational; gender-specific approach

1. Introduction

Many women who struggle with substance use have had a history of violent and traumatic
experiences in relationships, often beginning in childhood [1]. These early experiences of interpersonal
violence can negatively impact both neuropsychological development (e.g., executive functioning
and emotion regulation) and the development of relational capacity (e.g., attachment and internal
working models) [2]. Some refer to interpersonal violence (IPV) as domestic violence, family violence,
or intimate partner violence; we use the term IPV to highlight the intergenerational nature of violence
in relationships and that violence in relationships is often not exclusive to violence between partners. A
developmental-relational approach is one in which the bidirectional associations between development
and relationships are emphasized as important processes in understanding behaviour and functioning.
A developmental perspective emphasizes the transactional links between the individual and the
environment, and the effect of each on the other over time [3]. From a relational perspective, we
consider that people, institutions, and systems grow through relationships with others [4,5]. This
perspective helps us understand the link between women’s experiences of violence in relationships
across development and their later substance use issues. That is, through a developmental–relational
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approach, individuals’ behaviour (e.g., substance use) can be understood within a context that
includes their history and development, with a particular focus on how behaviour is shaped through
relationships. To be effective in supporting women to make changes and achieve their addiction
recovery goals, interventions need to address the impact of disruptions to women’s development of
self-regulation, executive functions, and relationship capacity as a result of their lifelong experiences
with IPV [2]. Interventions need to be direct, purposeful, gender-specific, and trauma-informed, as
well as grounded in attachment, developmental, and relational theory. With these theoretical and
treatment foundations, it is possible to promote repair and reintegration for women whose neurological
development, sense of self, and capacity to form healthy relationships have been significantly impacted
by IPV.

Over the past 25 years, our research and clinical work with women attending a community-based
prevention and early intervention program in Canada called Breaking the Cycle (BTC) have illuminated
several specific strategies necessary to address the impact of IPV. Since 1995, BTC has provided
comprehensive, integrated supports for mothers who are struggling with substance use issues, and
their young children aged 0 to 6 years [6,7]. Programming at BTC is directed towards women, their
children, and the mother–child relationship. BTC was developed through extensive community
consultations that included street-based, community-based, and institutionally-based service providers
who worked with women with substance use issues and substance-exposed children [8]. Interviews
with members of the potential service population were also conducted. These consultations formed
the basis of BTC’s design and philosophy. BTC operates under formal partnership with nine agencies
that include services relating to addiction treatment, health, and child development and protection.
The development of BTC has been an evolving and emergent process, and research and program
evaluation have been built into BTC since its inception. Through evaluation and listening to the voices
of the women and children served by BTC, the program has expanded its range of services as well as
its methods of service delivery.

Research has identified components of intervention programming and the therapeutic relationship
that women with substance use issues find supportive [9]. There is research pointing to how therapeutic
relationships promote emotion regulation and executive functioning [10]. With research as an integral
component of BTC, we have confirmed the efficacy of gender-specific interventions based on a
developmental-relational approach for women with a history of IPV and substance use. We have
demonstrated successful engagement of, and enduring service relationships with, this marginalized
population of women [11,12] to achieve outcomes related to substance use recovery, mental health
functioning, and relationship capacity [13]. The following section describes some key intervention
strategies used at BTC to (1) promote self-regulation and executive functions and (2) promote safety
and capacity in relationships. Focus groups and interviews are regularly conducted with women at
BTC for program evaluation and research purposes. The quotes that follow are drawn from previous
BTC program evaluations [6,8] and other interviews completed for research and program evaluation,
as indicated. These quotes are provided to highlight the voices and perspectives of the women who
attend BTC. All women provided consent for their words to be used in publication.

2. Promoting Self-Regulation and Executive Functions

IPV and early experiences of trauma and violence in relationships can have a profound impact
on the development of self-regulation and executive functioning strategies [14,15]. Deficits in
executive functions also pose a heightened risk for future substance use issues [16]. As such, from a
developmental-relational perspective, promoting self-regulation and executive functions is an essential
part of programming at BTC, particularly given that women who use substances as a result of lifelong
experiences with IPV struggle to regulate their behaviour and emotions, which ultimately impacts
their psychosocial functioning. To do this, programming at BTC focuses on: (1) supporting time
management, (2) monitoring the organization and ambiance of the program space, (3) encouraging
regulated interactions, and (4) paying attention to readiness and internal processes.
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2.1. Supporting Time Management

I like that she’ll meet me, just because it motivates you . . . For myself, being an addict, sometimes
you need somebody to come to you, and help you . . . sometimes you’ll make appointments and cancel.
And I’m fresh into recovery, and can’t wait to meet her there, it’s like she’s going to be there, she’s
going to be there, which is really helpful because it’s motivating. [6] (p. 53)

When a woman makes the decision (whether assisted or unassisted) to call and access services for
her substance use, it can be frustrating, disempowering, and demotivating to encounter an answering
service or to be told that no one is available to meet with her for a number of weeks or months. During
open hours at BTC, the telephone is always answered by a staffmember and as soon as basic referral
information is gathered, an initial appointment is scheduled within two weeks (two business days for
pregnant women). Beginning with that first appointment, approaches and strategies are introduced
to support women to be successful in accessing BTC services. For example, women with impaired
executive functioning may struggle with organization and time management. Staff use appointment
cards and/or provide women with calendars as tools to remind them of their next appointment. In
scheduling appointments, BTC staff support women to consider a date and time that will work for
them in the context of other priorities in their lives, which may include appointments with mandated
services (e.g., probation or parole appointments, child welfare appointments), medical and mental
health services, access visits with children, as well as child care/school drop-off and pick-up for children.
In the early engagement phase of service, women are assured that their appointment time is reserved
for them on a weekly basis and, even if they forget or are unable to attend, that appointment slot will
be held for them in the following week.

Throughout the entire time that a woman accesses service at BTC, there is predictability, not only
with her own appointments, but also in the overall structure in which programming is delivered.
Women are provided with reminder telephone calls about upcoming individual and group meetings
as a means of supporting their time management, as well as helping them to recognize that staff
are thinking about them and anticipating their presence at the centre. There is consistency and
predictability in program scheduling. Groups are offered at the same day and time each week, year
after year, and are wrapped around food services (daily breakfast and lunch); group interventions
complement times when individual appointment sessions are offered and co-occur with child-minding
hours. This service structure supports women to anticipate programming at BTC, to schedule their
own time accordingly, and ultimately to increase the probability of them attending and achieving
service plan goals.

2.2. Monitoring the Organization and Ambiance of the Program Space

The whole package . . . (The Parent-Infant Therapist) still comes to our home on a bi-weekly basis, we
have (the paediatrician/toxicologist) for any medical problems, we have (the public health nurse) for
any questions on how to breastfeed . . . You don’t have to go to different locations all over the place,
it’s all under one roof, so a lot of the information you can access here. And knowing that (the child
development counsellors) are always there. Because you don’t have anyone else. [6] (p. 84)

The organization of the physical space at BTC has been carefully and deliberately planned. The
integrated, single-access program is located in a downtown Toronto neighborhood which is accessible
by public transportation. It is close to other services that BTC women access regularly, including
withdrawal management and treatment services, community hospitals where there are physicians with
expertise in addictions medicine, community housing and shelters, supplemental food programming,
services for Indigenous peoples, and community healthcare.

BTC itself offers a wide range of programming so women can access many of the services that they
need in one location. These services are offered at times that complement each other so that women do
not have to participate in only one of two services that they need. Programming includes individual
counselling and group interventions (e.g., addictions, mental health, interpersonal relationship, and
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trauma), intensive case management, daily breakfast and lunch, food and clothing donations, tokens
for public transportation, prenatal street outreach, probation and parole appointments, parenting
and early intervention programs for children ages 0 to 6 years, including weekly home visitation
and child-minding.

The centre itself has a calm and home-like ambiance, which is often a contrast to the institutional
settings where the women have accessed services previously. The main area of the centre is a spacious
kitchen and living room where women are able to relax and attend to their own and their children’s
needs. The sizable playroom enables women to participate in mother–child group programming
and play with their children. It has natural lighting and a large internal window so women can
observe their children. The centre has been designed to be comfortable and inviting, without being
overstimulating for women (and children) who require support with self-regulation and executive
functioning. Staff engage with the women and their children through friendly conversations in the
main area of the centre. At the same time, BTC staff are conscientious about confidentiality and hold
private counselling discussions in appropriate private spaces. BTC staff gently redirect conversation,
when required, which models and promotes women’s self-regulation and boundary setting. BTC staff
guide the women in a humble, relational, and positive way, without ever being punitive or shaming.

A significant component of supporting women with histories of IPV to develop a sense of trust
in relationships is to provide safe and welcoming environments for them and for their children. At
BTC, particular focus is given to ensuring that the environment feels safe to everyone who is in the
centre. Programs are structured and drop-in services are not available; BTC staff know everyone who
uses the space. Women who access programming at BTC know that staff are aware of and are familiar
with everyone in the space. There is a buzzer-entry system to gain access to the suite which helps us
monitor the flow of people into the centre. There is a receptionist who greets anyone who enters the
centre. Although BTC follows a harm reduction model, women are not permitted to be actively using
substances on-site or to be impaired as a result of substance use. Male partners are not allowed to
wait inside the centre for women while they access programming. These safety guidelines around
safety were developed based on feedback received directly from women during the early stages of the
program. Women were pleased to be asked their opinions about how the program could help them to
feel safe. Over the years, women continue to comment and agree that these features are integral to
their feelings of safety, trust, and confidence in working towards their intervention goals.

Finally, BTC programming is directed towards women who are mothers; therefore, the physical
environment is designed for the children, aged 0 to 6 years, who are in the centre and accessing services.
Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to describe how parenting and early intervention services
are integrated into treatment for each family, supporting women in their maternal role, while also
recognizing and treating them as women, is an important contributor to the success of the program.
As women experience modeling and scaffolding to repair, reintegrate, and promote their neurological
development, sense of self, and relationship capacity, they become aware of and are able to provide
teachings around these factors with their young children. In this way, the intergenerational cycles of
IPV and substance use, which have pervaded their own lives, are broken.

2.3. Encouraging Regulated Interactions

The flexibility of this group is that we all get to learn things but also, there are times when women
come in here and they’re up to here, ready to cry, and if it’s another group, there’s no way everyone
would stop for them, they wouldn’t just stop for that one person, they would keep going. But here you
can stop, just for that one person...each person is understanding. Like that’s the whole thing about
being an addict and understanding that, not just as pregnant women but as addicts you need to come
in here and express yourself when you need to. [6] (p. 54)

Self-regulation is promoted as women interact with other clients and with staff at the centre.
During the orientation process, women meet with a counsellor who describes the environment of safety
and respect at BTC, including the expectations about how everyone in the program is to be treated.

228



IJERPH 2019, 16, 4197

For instance, women are asked not to refer to themselves, or others, by “street” names; bullying and
gossiping are not tolerated. There are visual reminders in the form of inconspicuous but well-placed
signs which remind women to respect the confidentiality of others.

At BTC, staff are conscious of and careful to model regulated interactions with women, other staff
members, and external community service providers. Women have frequently commented on how
they experience warm and caring relationships with their counsellors, which are different than those
they have experienced before, even with family and friends. At the same time, women are given a clear
understanding that these are professional and not personal relationships. Women at BTC typically
have many other service relationships to maintain, including those with mandated sectors. Having
the ability to draw upon the style of regulated behaviour that they observe, as well as the support
of their counsellors, is an important part of managing difficult relationships, specifically when those
interactions trigger traumatic feelings from their past. Eventually, with support and practice, women
are able to navigate personal and professional relationships outside of BTC in a healthy manner that
promotes the achievement of their goals. The following quote was obtained from an interview with
a BTC client for the purposes of program evaluation in 2014. Informed consent was provided by
the client:

I try to get everybody on the same page. Like here, I learned that from here. Everybody knows. The
workers here have their meetings on Friday and it’s a team . . . everybody is a team. So I got used to
that. Everybody’s on the same page. I like the daycare to be on the same page as the school. I like the
resource centre to be on the same page as everybody . . . children’s aid . . . everybody has to be on the
same page for the kids.

At BTC, case conferences are often held with a woman and representatives from all of the agencies
that provide services to her family. These services may include her parole officer and/or her child
protection worker. Typically, the first time a case conference is held, the woman is understandably
nervous and hesitant to share her opinions or to speak during the meeting. Through the support
and example of her BTC counsellor, the woman is able to see the benefit of describing, not only her
challenges, but also her own personal goals and successes with all service providers. Over the course
of a few meetings, she may be able to see the benefit of a shared view of her family situation and
eventually become comfortable enough to chair the meeting herself.

2.4. Attention to Readiness and Internal Processes

They didn’t force anything upon you like “Okay you have to go to twelve step meetings, or you have
to go to (detox), or you have to look at it this way”. They give you, here’s your five options, check
every one out if you want, or you can choose which one, which path you want to go, but everyone’s
an individual and everyone’s different, and one way may work for me that doesn’t work for (another
client) . . . Everybody’s an individual, it’s not like “Here’s how you’ve got to do it, and everyone’s got
to do it this way, and if you don’t do it this way you’re going to fail . . . ” or they didn’t ever put it
that way. It was always, “Here’s your options, and try which ways you would like to do it in”, not
someone telling you “You have to do this”. [6] (p. 84)

At BTC, the Transtheoretical Model of the Stages of Change [17] is used to support women to
consider change, not only in regard to their substance use, but also in other areas where they have
developed goals, including interpersonal relationships, education or vocational aspirations, parenting
and/or their children’s development and well-being. The model recognizes that women require
different types and levels of support based on their readiness to work towards their goals of making
change. Programs and services at BTC are mapped onto the stages of change (precontemplation,
contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance, and relapse) that women are demonstrating in
different areas. For example, when women enter the program, they are typically very early in their
consideration of making change in their substance use. Even if they are no longer regularly using
their identified primary substance, there may be other substances that they are using in a problematic
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manner. The Relapse Prevention Group is recommended for women who are in the precontemplation or
contemplation stage of change with their substance use. Women who are closer to the action stage
often participate in the Connections group, which is a program developed at BTC to address IPV and its
connection to substance use and parenting [18], and women in the maintenance stage can participate in
the Recovery group. Understanding and assessing women’s readiness for change is critical in engaging
women in the process of change.

Counsellors at BTC use diverse strategies to support women in developing their capacity to
regulate and meet their intervention goals. Self-regulation is supported through attention to and
identification of feelings and internal states. Counsellors support women to identify, name, and reflect
on internal emotional states, which may be their first experience in being helped to understand and
cope with feelings. Noticing and reinforcing when a woman is able to regulate in challenging situations
is as important as providing strategies when she is having difficulty. Grounding and mindfulness
strategies are also used to support regulation and recovery. Milligan and colleagues [10] have outlined
a similar range of treatment strategies for substance using women, including helping women to develop
action-oriented recovery goals, supporting the navigation of community resources and systems, as
well as understanding and orienting supports to a woman’s own learning style.

3. Promoting Safety and Capacity in Relationships

Not only can early exposure to IPV negatively impact the development of self-regulation, but IPV
also affects the development of relational capacity. From a developmental-relational perspective, early
experiences of violence in relationships can disrupt the positive bonds between children and their
caregivers, and damage children’s sense of safety in relationships [19,20]. These relational disruptions
can have long-term consequences, including developmental cascades that impact adults’ difficulties
forming healthy relationships, difficulties in parenting, ineffective coping strategies, and problematic
substance use. As such, forming trust with women who have a history of IPV in order to promote
safety and enhance ongoing relationship capacity requires systemic and relational considerations in
service provision, as well as attention to an open and welcoming therapeutic environment. In this
section, we will discuss two specific ways in which safety and relationship capacity are supported at
BTC: (1) engagement and building trust in relationships, and (2) maintaining relationships.

3.1. Engagement: Building Trust in Relationships

There is obvious communication between all the workers here . . . a real open, honest, communication,
so you know I can talk to anyone of the women here and feel that same sort of support and you know
that if it’s necessary they’ll probably pass on that information to someone else so everyone’s on the
same page as to where I’m at. [6] (p. 86)

At BTC, the formation of that trust begins in the very first appointments with the intake counsellor.
Women are welcomed into the centre and given a tour that includes access to food and transportation
costs, components which have become important for early engagement. Ensuring informed consent is
a foundational part of the relationship development. There is transparency around service partnerships
and practices, the voluntary nature of the program, the role of research at BTC, expectations that
women should have around privacy and confidentiality, as well as the limitations of our services. At
the beginning of the therapeutic relationship, having open and honest discussions with women creates
a foundation of trust and provides an opportunity for repair in relationships when challenges arise.

Other systemic considerations that promote safe relationships include a requirement that staff
at BTC are trained in trauma-informed practice [21]. Efforts are made to reduce the barriers that
women experience in accessing services to meet their own needs, such as providing child-minding and
instrumental supports. Finally, women experience a comprehensive and community-based approach
to services, with providers from different programs and sectors forming effective and collaborative
relationships to support women in reaching their goals.
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3.2. Maintaining Relationships

I’ve been with her (BTC counsellor) when I was clean, when I relapsed, when I went through treatment
. . . she’s loving, she’s caring, she’s compassionate, she’s understanding, she’s patient, she’s challenging
when need be. She has no bias, she has no judgement, she has resources. [6] (p. 53)

Like she really does listen to you. She listens to what you say. And she remembers. And I assume that
she probably talks to all of us, but when she comes to talk to you, she remembers what you said last
week and it’s not written down in a book. She knows you as a person. [6] (p. 53)

When women who use substances experience programming and therapeutic relationships that
are congruent with their needs, it can be a transformative experience that promotes enhanced capacity
for relating. Women have described elements of their relationships with BTC counsellors that they
felt were facilitative for them. These elements included respect, understanding, authenticity, mutual
empathy, and reciprocity [8].

Staff at BTC recognize that attending to women’s emotional safety sometimes requires crisis
management—meeting the woman where she is at and managing her immediate needs and concerns
before turning the focus to intake forms and assessments. Pacing the collection of current and historical
information about a family is critical as well. Some women who use substances can be mistrustful of
service providers and are not willing to disclose meaningful information until they have established a
sense of trust with a counsellor. Other women seem less able to keep themselves safe and may disclose
information too quickly, which can leave them feeling exposed and vulnerable after the appointment.
This may trigger service avoidance or substance use as a coping mechanism. Supporting a woman to
provide information at a slow pace can help her to stay emotionally safe and understood. Similarly,
BTC staff members do not view the intake assessment as a process to uncover the “truth” about a
woman’s life. A woman’s story unfolds over time and she should not be required or encouraged
to disclose more than she is ready to, especially related to her history of trauma. For this reason,
counsellors at BTC use a narrative approach when they are establishing relationships with women and
learning about their story, as opposed to sitting with an intake questionnaire or going through a chart
in a prescribed manner.

Motivational interviewing approaches are designed to support women to build commitment
towards the changes they need to make to reach their stated goals; it also promotes understanding of
their own ambivalence to these changes [22]. Through a therapeutic relationship with a counsellor
who is empathic, accepting, and non-judgmental, external barriers to change are identified and the
benefits to making change are explored and highlighted. Motivation and ultimately success in making
change are determined by the interaction between the woman and her counsellor; however, the locus
of control for change belongs to the woman and not to program staff. This approach is a key feature of
the work that occurs at BTC. Through this relational intervention strategy with women, staff recognize
and reflect that the experience of interactions within BTC may feel significantly different than those
that women have had previously in both service and personal relationships. With that in mind, BTC
staff are patient and supportive as women attempt to make changes in their interaction styles and
in their ability to trust in relationships. BTC becomes a place where women practice a new style of
behaving and relating, often for the first time. BTC staff are aware that women are constantly observing
interactions that staff have with other clients, between each other, and with external community service
providers as a model of healthy relationships; women look to staff to support the scaffolding of positive
interaction styles. Finally, through their experiences of healthy interactions with staff, women who
attend programming at BTC eventually begin to trust and depend on the knowledge that their stories
will be held and remembered, even between counselling sessions. Women’s awareness that they are
kept in the mind of their therapists supports the repair and reintegration of a healthy sense of self and
promotes a positive capacity for relationships for women who have been impacted by IPV and who
use substances.
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4. Conclusions

In this paper, we outlined specific strategies used at BTC, which promote self-regulation, executive
functions, safety, and relationship capacity, in the context of a community-based prevention and
early intervention program. A large part of the success of BTC has been based on the fact that it is a
small, community-based, relational program. That being said, one challenge has been balancing the
importance of the scale of the service model with the scope of issues faced by women with substance
use issues, trauma, and histories of interpersonal violence. Similarly, women at BTC have indicated
that there is a need for more services like BTC in other neighborhoods and communities, and that BTC
should have more outreach and promotion in the community. In the future, it will be important to
consider replications of the model described in this paper across jurisdictions, that are based in each
individual community and that would maintain the fidelity of the developmental-relational aspects of
the program.

Using a developmental–relational approach helps us understand the link between experiences of
violence in relationships across development and later substance use issues. These factors can perpetuate
the pathway of IPV across development, while reinforcing substance use as a necessary means of coping.
At BTC, we are learning that it is possible to engage in a process of reparation and reintegration for
those who have experienced IPV across development, by using a developmental-relational approach to
guide care for women. Supporting a multi-generational response to issues of women’s substance use
recognizes the fact that women who misuse substances were once (often) children who experienced
trauma within relationships, and that many women are also mothers striving to break this cycle in
order to make their children’s lives different. As women at BTC have shared, breaking the cycle
of substance use involves listening to children who are abused or neglected, as that is where their
problematic trajectories of substance use began. This quote was obtained from an interview with a
BTC client as part of a research study in 2016. Informed consent was provided by the client:

As amazing as it is to have these programs when we’re 25, 26 . . . if we can get the girls even younger.
In my experience talking to women who have been raped [as children], there was nobody there to listen
to them. Nobody believed them . . . I think if we can try to have a voice for the younger generation we
can somewhat break the cycle of it not turning into a 10 year issue of drug use or abuse.
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Abstract: Recent research has found that most U.S. state policies related to alcohol use during
pregnancy adversely impact health. Other studies indicate that state policymaking around substance
use in pregnancy—especially in the U.S.—appears to be influenced by an anti-abortion agenda rather
than by public health motivations. This commentary explores the ways that scientists’ aversion to
abortion appear to influence science and thus policymaking around alcohol and pregnancy. The three
main ways abortion aversion shows up in the literature related to alcohol use during pregnancy
include: (1) a shift from the recommendation of abortion for “severely chronic alcoholic women” to
the non-acknowledgment of abortion as an outcome of an alcohol-exposed pregnancy; (2) the concern
that recommendations of abstinence from alcohol use during pregnancy lead to terminations of
otherwise wanted pregnancies; and (3) the presumption of abortion as a negative pregnancy outcome.
Thus, abortion aversion appears to influence the science related to alcohol use during pregnancy, and
thus policymaking—to the detriment of developing and adopting policies that reduce the harms from
alcohol during pregnancy.

Keywords: alcohol; pregnancy; abortion; policy

1. Background

Alcohol is a known teratogen that causes fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) and a range of other
harms to fetuses [1–5]. As many as 14.6 per 10,000 people worldwide may have FAS [6]. Alcohol use
during pregnancy is common, with about 10% of pregnant women worldwide reporting any alcohol
use [7]. In the U.S., 15% of pregnant women report any alcohol use and approximately 3% report binge
drinking in the past month [8]. Rates of alcohol use during pregnancy are higher in some regions,
such as Europe, and lower in others, such as the eastern Mediterranean, and Southeast Asia [7]. In the
U.S., while there have been some minor fluctuations, rates of alcohol use during pregnancy have
remained steady since the 1990s [9–13]. This means that alcohol use during pregnancy has remained
common for decades in the U.S., despite considerable governmental and clinical attention in the U.S.
and other countries.

To address drinking in pregnancy, many U.S. states have passed laws related to alcohol use in
pregnancy. In the U.S., most states have at least one policy focusing on alcohol use during pregnancy
(alcohol/pregnancy policies), and the number of alcohol/pregnancy policies has increased dramatically
over the past 40 years [14]. However, until recently, there has been little quantitative research about the
impacts of these policies. A recent comprehensive legal epidemiology [15] study found that, in the
U.S., a few state alcohol/pregnancy policies may be associated with less self-reported drinking during
pregnancy [16]. This legal epidemiology study also found that most state alcohol/pregnancy policies,
at best, have no relationship to birth outcomes (such as low birth weight and preterm birth) or prenatal
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care use [17]. At worst, using methods that allow for causal inference, this study found that multiple
state alcohol/pregnancy policies lead to increases in low birth weight and preterm birth, and decreases
in prenatal care use [17]—leading to thousands of babies born with low birth weight, or preterm each
year, due to the policies [18].

A recent study of state legislators in three U.S. states found that while state legislators are aware
that drinking during pregnancy is harmful, they also believe (inaccurately) that “nobody does that any
more” due to public health efforts [19]. Despite these beliefs and the lack of research evidence about
the effectiveness of alcohol/pregnancy policies, these states have multiple alcohol/pregnancy policies
and have recently adopted new alcohol/pregnancy policies [14]. This suggests a strong disconnect
between research evidence and policy related to alcohol use during pregnancy.

One explanation for this disconnect is that U.S. policymaking related to alcohol as well as drug use
during pregnancy has been influenced by an anti-abortion political agenda, having to do with treating
the fetus as a separate person from the pregnant woman [20,21] rather than being driven by public
health efforts designed to reduce harms from alcohol use during pregnancy [14]. For context, over
the same 40-year time period that the number of state alcohol/pregnancy policies increased, there has
also been a dramatic increase in the number of state-level policies restricting abortion in the U.S. [22].
While other countries where abortion is legal also have some restrictive abortion policies and limited
availability of abortion services [23], politics related to abortion in the U.S. have been more ever present
than in many other countries [24]. In the U.S., anti-abortion activism and politics emerged as a strong
political force in the early 1980s [24,25], and has remained a major issue in U.S. politics since then [26].
However, the terms of the U.S. political debate are narrowly framed. While politicians opposed to
abortion directly state their opposition, abortion rights supporters do not typically frame abortion or
even the availability of abortion services as positive. Instead, they largely frame abortion as something
to be avoided as much as possible, using the slogan of “safe, legal, and rare” to describe a vision for
abortion [27]. Essentially, even abortion rights supporters in the U.S. use language that indicates an
aversion to abortion.

This same aversion to abortion that is present in U.S. politics in general is also present in the
scientific research related to alcohol use during pregnancy. The Merriam–Webster dictionary defines
aversion as a feeling of repugnance toward something, with a desire to avoid or turn away from it,
and as a tendency to extinguish a behavior or to avoid a thing or situation [28]. In this commentary,
using this definition of aversion as a guide, I trace three main ways aversion to abortion appears
to influence scientific questions asked and thus perhaps policy options scholars and other health
professionals imagine related to alcohol (and drug) use during pregnancy. The three main ways that
abortion aversion shows up in this literature include: “Shift from recommendation of abortion to
non-acknowledgement of abortion as an outcome of alcohol or drug-exposed pregnancy,” “Concern
that abstinence messages lead to terminations of otherwise wanted pregnancies,” and “Presumption of
abortion as negative pregnancy outcome.” This commentary describes each aspect of abortion aversion
and argues that abortion aversion appears to influence science related to alcohol use during pregnancy,
and thus policymaking—to the detriment of developing and adopting policies that reduce harms from
alcohol during pregnancy.

2. Shift from Recommendation of Abortion to Non-Acknowledgement of Abortion as an
Outcome of Alcohol-Exposed Pregnancy

2.1. Early Recommendation of Abortion

FAS had been identified multiple times in past centuries and earlier in the 1900s, before the
diagnosis publicly and medically “stuck” in the 1970s [29,30]. Historian Janet Golden and sociologist
Elizabeth Armstrong argued that experiences with thalidomide in the 1950s that allowed the imagining
of the fetus as a separate being that could be harmed by a pregnant woman’s behavior, contributed
to the diagnosis sticking in the 1970s [29,31]. Golden also argued that the new availability of legal
abortion services in 1973 that resulted from the U.S. Supreme Court Decision (Roe v. Wade) that
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legalized abortion throughout the U.S. was a key component of making the diagnosis of FAS stick
during the 1970s. Essentially, legal abortion was a medical solution to the problem of FAS [29,31].

In fact, multiple peer-reviewed manuscripts published in the 1970s recommended or suggested
abortion as a possible “solution” to (heavier) alcohol use during pregnancy, and to FAS [32–34].
This recommendation of abortion as a “solution” was made in one of the first manuscripts about
FAS published by the medical researchers who “discovered” FAS in the U.S. in the 1970s [32]. In the
manuscript, Jones and Smith concluded, “The frequency (43%) of adverse outcome of pregnancy for
chronic alcoholic women suggests that serious consideration be given to early termination of pregnancy
in severely chronic alcoholic women” (p. 1).

2.2. Disappearance of Abortion Recommendation

This focus on abortion as a “solution” to FAS essentially disappeared from the literature in the
1980s. There are a few possible explanations. First, Armstrong and Abel [35] argued that this abortion
recommendation, which they characterized as “extreme,” was one aspect of the “moral panic” that
emerged related to alcohol use during pregnancy in the 1970s and 1980s. They suggested that the
abortion recommendation disappeared due to newer studies finding that FAS was a rarer outcome of
alcohol use during pregnancy than in earlier studies, and thus that such an “extreme” solution was no
longer necessary. The idea of abortion as an “extreme” solution can also be viewed as an element of
abortion aversion—i.e., that abortion is to be avoided if at all possible.

Second, during the 1980s and 1990s, the War on Drugs and the emergence of anti-abortion politics
in the U.S. shifted visual images and framing in broadcast news stories about women who drink during
pregnancy [20]. Specifically, the images and framing shifted from portrayals of how government
warnings about drinking during pregnancy might benefit primarily white, middle class women, and
their children, to images of women who drink during pregnancy as women of color, who are deviant
and are causing irreversible damage to their fetuses. With this shift to the idea of maternal substance
use as causing fetal harm, came larger societal efforts to control pregnant women’s behavior more
broadly—including both substance use during pregnancy and abortion [20].

Third, scientists in the 1980s and 1990s could have been influenced by a similar abortion aversion
as that in U.S. politics. It is also possible that scientists, even if they did not share this aversion, were
loath to stir controversy by directly addressing abortion in their work. They may also have been
influenced by prohibitions in the U.S. on researching abortion provision using federal dollars [36].

2.3. Non-Acknowledgment of Abortion as a Possible Outcome

There are multiple instances in scientific literature where abortion is not acknowledged as a
possible outcome of an alcohol-exposed pregnancy. For example, in the late 1990s, U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, the U.S. federal health agency) scientists started a body of
research and interventions into what are now referred to as alcohol-exposed pregnancies, focusing on
(often unintended) pregnancies in which women drank prior to discovering they were pregnant [37].
That some women who drink prior to discovering their pregnancy might have abortions (instead of
giving birth) is absent from key highly cited studies—these studies created the idea of and set the
research, policy, and intervention agendas for alcohol-exposed pregnancies (e.g., [37]).

A recent case illustrates how non-acknowledgement of abortion as a possible outcome influences
the science about public health impacts of alcohol-exposed pregnancies. In 2016, scientists at the U.S.
CDC used data about past month sexual behavior, contraception use, and alcohol use from a national
survey to estimate the number of U.S. women at risk for an alcohol-exposed pregnancy [38]. The CDC
produced multiple publicity materials to go along with their scientific report of this estimate [39,40].
The CDC publicity materials appeared to tell women of reproductive age that they should not drink
unless they were using contraception [41]. There was a considerable pushback and, in fact, public
ridicule and arguments to dismiss the entire premise of alcohol-exposed pregnancies [42–44]. Rather
than have a public conversation about the harms related to alcohol use during pregnancy, communicate
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the importance of limiting drinking during pregnancy, and focus on solutions that might reduce harmful
drinking [44], the conversation was mocking and dismissive of the CDC and their authority regarding
harms from alcohol use during pregnancy. Importantly, abortion aversion appears present in this
(seemingly counterproductive) effort. In their estimate, the CDC scientists used non-evidence-based
assumptions related to abortion and abortion politics to draw inferences from the data available in
the survey. First, they assumed pregnancies occur immediately after unprotected sex, i.e., prior to
implantation. According to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists and to U.S.
government regulations, pregnancy occurs only after implantation [45,46], which takes place multiple
days after fertilization [46]. Arguing that a pregnancy exists from the moment of fertilization is core
to anti-abortion organizing in the U.S. [47]. The CDC authors also failed to acknowledge that not all
alcohol-exposed pregnancies result in births, that some end in miscarriages and abortions. Along with
these and other assumptions, their failure to acknowledge abortion as a possible outcome dramatically
inflated the estimate of alcohol exposed pregnancies [48]. These inflated estimates are an element of
and can contribute to moral panic related to alcohol use during pregnancy [35], and possibly influence
the adoption of more harmful and stigmatizing policies.

As a second example, this non-acknowledgement of abortion as a possible outcome appears in
clinical practice literature. Another highly cited study related to alcohol and pregnancy that was
published in 2000, around the same time as the initial alcohol-exposed pregnancy article, and also
by U.S. CDC scientists, explored what obstetricians and gynecologists need regarding their patients’
alcohol use during pregnancy [49]. In this manuscript, there is also no mention of abortion. The lack of
acknowledgement of abortion as a possible outcome is especially surprising in this manuscript, as
more than 80% of the obstetricians and gynecologists surveyed said that they wanted information
on thresholds of alcohol consumption that cause reproductive harm [49]. Thresholds that cause
reproductive harm (as well as information which may modify the risk of harm, such as nutrition
and socioeconomic status [50–53]) are highly relevant to whether a pregnant woman who consumed
alcohol during pregnancy might want to consider abortion. To spell this out, providing information
about differences in the rates of harms at different levels of consumption (or under different conditions)
might provide what appears to be justification for counseling on, or the suggestion of, abortion as an
option for women drinking at certain levels or under certain other conditions during pregnancy. The
failure to assess provider practices or information needs related to abortion in what appears to be an
agenda-setting study essentially precludes development of a research agenda that might include this
abortion-related topic.

Certainly, factors other than abortion aversion may have influenced the disappearance of abortion
as a possible outcome for an alcohol-exposed pregnancy or as a “solution” for FAS. In relation to
FAS and more so in relation to drug use during pregnancy, there is a deeply problematic legacy of
efforts to use state and other forms of power to coerce and control the reproduction of women who use
alcohol and drugs [54–56]. The one article that focuses on abortion as a possible outcome of alcohol
and drug-exposed pregnancies is a case study of two psychiatric patients with substance use disorders
who want to terminate their pregnancies; the authors of this case study carefully explain and detail
the ethics process they went through to allow these women to obtain their wanted abortions [57].
There is no question that awareness of the potential for coercion, and engaging in intentional efforts
to avoid contributing toward any justification for coercion, is warranted. However, such intense
and seemingly overpowering concern about not contributing to coercion may also contribute to the
non-acknowledgement of abortion as a possible outcome, and thus limit research questions asked and
policies imagined.

3. Concern that Abstinence Messages Lead to Terminations of Otherwise Wanted Pregnancies

In the 1980s, U.S. government official recommendations regarding alcohol use in pregnancy
shifted from focusing on FAS and high levels of drinking during pregnancy to official recommendations
of complete abstinence. Similar shifts—to either abstinence or to no more than low levels of drinking
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during pregnancy—occurred in other English speaking countries [58]. In relation to these shifted
recommendations and associated health messages, new abortion-related concerns emerged. Specifically,
a concern emerged that recommending complete abstinence from alcohol use during pregnancy would
lead women to terminate otherwise wanted pregnancies [35,59–62]. This concern also appears in
obstetrics and gynecology professional association guidelines, which state that low levels of drinking
in early pregnancy are not indications for terminating pregnancies [63,64]. Connecting back to the lack
of research about whether there is a threshold of drinking during pregnancy at which providers might
recommend consideration of abortion, these guidelines do not state whether there is a level of drinking
that is an indication for abortion.

One Australian study has documented the alcohol industry as a source of expressed concerns that
health messages about alcohol and pregnancy (such as on warning labels) lead women to terminate
pregnancies [65]. The alcohol industry has engaged in persistent efforts to manipulate scientists as well
as policymakers to avoid policies that reduce overall alcohol consumption and thus their commercial
interests [66,67]. The fact that the alcohol industry appears to be a source of this type of abortion
aversion raises questions about the purpose of raising these concerns, and whether these concerns are
distractions from other policy approaches that might hurt alcohol industry profits.

This type of abortion aversion is not innocuous. It appears to prioritize avoiding abortion over
strategies that might help improve the health of women and fetuses in relation to alcohol. For example,
a 2012 paper found no evidence for the argument that recommending abstinence from alcohol
during pregnancy would lead women to terminate otherwise wanted pregnancies [68]. Alongside
this paper, the journal published a commentary arguing that policymakers (in Australia) could feel
comfortable recommending abstinence from alcohol during pregnancy, as they no longer had to
worry that this recommendation would lead women to have abortions [69]. What the commentary
failed to acknowledge was that there was no evidence or recent change in evidence about whether
recommending abstinence actually translated into reduced alcohol use during pregnancy compared to
no recommendation, or to a no more than low-level recommendation. More recent research has not
found a difference in alcohol consumption during pregnancy between abstinence recommendations
versus previous recommendations [70], which is consistent with individual-level counseling message
research [71]. Essentially, though, the commentary argued that we should base alcohol/pregnancy
policies on whether they lead women to have abortions, rather than whether they effectively reduce
alcohol use during pregnancy or related harms. Effective public health policies are not created by
only arguing that they do not have unintended effects—rather, they should be evaluated on whether
they have intended effects and then whether they also have unintended effects. In this case, abortion
aversion affected policy arguments related to alcohol use during pregnancy, and has likely affected the
types of policies related to alcohol use during pregnancy that are imagined and thus implemented.

4. Presumption of Abortion as Negative Pregnancy Outcome

There is clear evidence that denying women abortions leads to more economic insecurity, worse
short term physical health, and to violence from the man involved in the pregnancy, and that abortion
is safer than childbirth [72–75]. Despite this evidence, public health agencies [76] and public health
researchers often treat abortion as a negative outcome that should be prevented [77,78].

This same theme of abortion as a negative outcome exists in the literature regarding alcohol (and
drug) use during pregnancy. A common way that this appears is within articles examining factors
(including or focused explicitly on alcohol and drug use) associated with having an abortion (compared
to birth) or multiple abortions (compared to one) [79–84]. While often not stated explicitly, the logic is
that (heavier levels of) alcohol use among women of reproductive age leads to unintended pregnancy,
which then leads to abortion (framed as a negative outcome), and to multiple abortions (framed as
even more negative outcomes).
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5. Implications

The role of abortion aversion in influencing alcohol/pregnancy policies matters from a public health
perspective. Despite more than 40 years of policymaking related to alcohol use during pregnancy,
alcohol use during pregnancy has remained relatively steady in the U.S. since the 1990s [9–13].
Combined with the evidence that extant alcohol/pregnancy policies do not effectively reduce the harms
from alcohol use during pregnancy, and that they may increase these harms [16–18], that alcohol use
during pregnancy has remained steady indicates that new policy approaches are needed. As a first
step in developing policies that can effectively reduce alcohol use and related harms during pregnancy,
scientists, health professionals, and public health professionals need to explore how our own explicit
or implicit abortion aversion has influenced the types of scientific questions we ask, and the ways in
which we frame policy conversations. Only after coming to terms with how abortion aversion has
influenced our science and policymaking to date can we move forward in crafting new questions and
new possible solutions.

Removing abortion aversion from the science related to alcohol use during pregnancy might
allow us to pursue research questions such as: What policies, structures, and services are necessary to
ensure that women with alcohol and drug use disorders are able to obtain wanted abortions? What is
the rate of adverse outcomes at different levels and patterns of alcohol use during pregnancy when
combined with different social and nutritional characteristics? Which, if any, health messages and
guidelines around drinking during pregnancy reduce alcohol consumption during pregnancy, as well
as the related harms?

6. Conclusions

Abortion aversion appears to influence science and thus policymaking related to alcohol use
during pregnancy, which is to the detriment of developing and adopting policies that reduce harms
from alcohol use during pregnancy. To conceptualize and then develop and enact policies that may
be more likely to reduce alcohol use during pregnancy and related harms, scientists, clinicians, and
policy influencers need to become aware of how aversion to abortion has influenced science and
policymaking to date, and engage in intentional practices to avoid being influenced by abortion
aversion moving forward.
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Abstract: Background: Gender inequality and cultures of binge drinking may increase the risk of
second-hand harms from alcohol. Methods: Using the 2014–2015 National Alcohol Survey and 2015
National Alcohol’s Harm to Others Survey (N = 7792), we examine associations of state-level gender
equality measures (contraceptive access, abortion rights, women’s economic equality) and binge
drinking cultures (rates of men’s and women’s binge drinking) with individual-level indicators of
second-hand harms by drinking strangers and partners/spouses. Results: In main effects models,
only male binge drinking was associated with greater odds of harms from drinking strangers. There
were significant interactions of gender equality with male binge drinking: High male binge drinking
rates were more strongly associated with stranger-perpetrated harms in states low on contraceptive
access or abortion rights compared to states high on these measures. Conversely, male binge drinking
was more strongly associated with spouse/partner-perpetrated second-hand harms in states with
more economic equality, compared to states lower on this measure. Conclusions: Detrimental effects
of high male binge drinking rates may be modified by gender equality. Targeted interventions may
reduce alcohol-related harms experienced by women in states with high rates of male binge drinking.
Restrictions in access to contraception and abortion may exacerbate harms due to men’s drinking.

Keywords: alcohol’s harms to others; gender equality; drinking cultures

1. Introduction

Gender equality refers to the parity of women and men (an absence of inequity or bias) on key
economic, social and political indicators [1]. Gender inequality is rooted in the power structures in
a society that allocates resources and opportunities differentially to men [2]. Globally and in the
United States (US), gender (in)equality has been linked to many health outcomes, particularly for
women [3,4] and children [5,6], but also for men [4,7]. For example, in the US, greater state-level
gender equality is associated with better mental health for women [3], reduced teen pregnancy [6],
better birth outcomes [6], reduced infant mortality [5] and lower mortality rates for both men [4,7] and
women [4]. Gender equality encompasses dimensions of economic participation and opportunity (such
as the proportion of women engaging in paid labor), educational attainment (such as the proportion of
women with a university education), political participation and empowerment (such as the proportion
of women who voted in a recent election or the proportion of women in state-wide elected office), and
reproductive rights (such as access to abortion services) [8–12], and each of these dimensions may
contribute to better health.

IJERPH 2019, 16, 4619; doi:10.3390/ijerph16234619 www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph245
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Greater gender equality may be associated with increases in some health risk behaviors among
women [2]. This could be due to a combination of changes in social norms, industry tactics to increase
market share [13] and a variety of other factors such as women’s disposable income and leisure
time [14]. There is some concern that greater gender equality may be associated with increased alcohol
consumption among women [15,16]. In the US, data do not appear to support concerns about greater
gender equality leading to increased drinking by women, however. One US study found women’s
drinking was either negatively or not significantly associated with state-level gender equality measures
including reproductive rights, women’s political participation and gender equality in socioeconomic
status (SES) [12]. In fact, findings suggested that increased gender equality was associated with lower
levels of risky drinking by both women and men [12]. The current study examines associations between
gender equality and second-hand harms from alcohol, including an investigation of the moderating
effects of men’s and women’s drinking cultures.

Second-hand harms due to alcohol—which also are called alcohol’s harm to others, externalities
and collateral damage from drinking [17]—range in severity from complaints, such as being kept
awake at night by drunken noise in the streets, or being harassed or bothered by someone who had
been drinking, to more severe concerns, such as being assaulted by someone who had been drinking
or being in a drink-driving accident [18]. These second-hand effects of alcohol are prevalent. US
general population survey data suggest almost 20% of adults report at least one harm caused by
someone who had been drinking in the prior year [19], and lifetime estimates of these harms approach
60% [20]. Rates of harm are even higher in other countries such as Canada [17] and Australia [21], as
well as in some low- and middle-income countries [22]. There also is notable geographic variability
within societies in the prevalence of second-hand harms from alcohol [22], as well as in the social
patterning of these harms [23]. For example, recent US data show that women report more harms from
drinking spouses/partners compared to men [19,24,25], with an elevated risk of physical aggression
from such perpetrators [25]. These second-hand effects of alcohol have serious consequences for mental
health [19,26–29], particularly if the harms were caused by someone close to the victim, such as a
drinking spouse or family member [19,27,28].

Many studies have examined the relationship between gender equality and violence against
women (see, for example [30] and the review by Roberts [8]), but fewer have looked specifically at
alcohol-related harms. A US study using neighborhood (small area) data found greater gender equality
was associated with reduced rates of violence perpetrated by young men, with no increases in violence
perpetrated by young women [31]. An international study found gender equality was associated with
smaller differences between women’s and men’s drinking in public places, such as bars [32]. Those
authors speculated that an increased presence of women in these public drinking venues could put
them at increased risk of alcohol-related harm. They also posited, alternatively, that the increased
presence of women also could change the culture of public drinking venues by making the places less
masculine, thus perhaps reducing alcohol-associated harms, such as fights or other violent events
that often occur in such locales. They actually found the opposite in a subsequent paper [33], with a
decreased presence of women in bars in some countries appearing to be protective for men in terms of
reducing fights. However, this study focused only on the proportion of men and women drinking in
bars as the key predictor, and it included a range of countries that varied in terms of drinking culture
(including rules and norms about the acceptability of drinking) and other factors, such as rates of
violence, that could not be adequately controlled in analyses. Here, we focus on whether state-level
indicators of gender equality in the US are associated with second-hand harms due to someone else’s
drinking, as well as the ways in which drinking cultures may affect this association.

Significant differences across cultures in people’s attitudes, norms and behaviors related to
drinking have been noted [34]. In addition to varying in gender equality, the 50 US states also vary in
men’s and women’s drinking patterns [35,36], foretelling variability in drinking cultures by gender.
In the US, each state has unique characteristics relevant to the determination of a drinking culture and
to corresponding alcohol consumption patterns and alcohol-related problems.
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Factors that may underlie or influence drinking culture include a state’s demographic make-up
in terms of age, gender, race/ethnicity groups, and socioeconomic status; a state’s mix of religions
with differing perspectives on alcohol use; historical and cultural practices related to drinking (or not
drinking); and state alcohol policies and regulatory regimes [35]. There are indications that state binge
drinking rates are a reasonable proxy for drinking culture, and that these may influence drinking
behaviors, as well as the second-hand effects of drinking. For example, a US study found the state
binge drinking rate was an independent predictor of binge drinking among students who attended
college in the same state [37]. To date, we are unaware of any published studies that have examined
state binge drinking rates in relation to second-hand harms from drinking, although one study found
proximity to colleges with high levels of binge drinking was related to greater reports of second-hand
harms by community members living in nearby neighborhoods [38]. This suggests that risks for
second-hand harms perpetrated by drinking strangers may be elevated in states with high rates of
binge drinking. Second-hand harms caused by known drinkers also may be elevated in such states.
This may be particularly true for female victims, as women are more likely than men to report being
close to a male heavy drinker [39] (e.g., a spouse/partner) and women in many countries—including
the US, Australia and New Zealand—are more likely than men to experience harm caused by a known
drinker [23].

Based on the extant literature showing associations between gender equality, alcohol consumption
and violence, we hypothesize that harms due to someone else’s drinking would be more common
in states with lower gender equality (Hypothesis 1a) and in states with high rates of binge drinking
(Hypothesis 1b), especially binge drinking by men. We also examined whether these contexts had
synergistic effects, anticipating that the combination of low gender equality with higher rates of men’s
binge drinking would be associated with particularly elevated levels of second-hand harms from
alcohol. That is, we hypothesize that the expected relationship between a culture of binge drinking by
men in the state and second-hand harms due to drinking would be exacerbated by gender inequality
(Hypothesis 2). Given gender differences in the social patterning of second-hand alcohol harms, we
also expected the interaction of gender inequality and drinking culture to emerge for alcohol-related
harms reported by women rather than for harms reported by men (Hypothesis 3). For men, we instead
anticipated that higher rates of binge drinking would be associated with more harms, regardless of the
level of gender equality in the state. Because we were not sure how these associations might differ by
perpetrator type, we examined an overall indicator of harms, and then used separate indicators for
stranger- and spouse/partner-perpetrated harms.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Survey Datasets

We used pooled cross-sectional data from the 2014–2015 National Alcohol Survey (NAS) and
2015 National Alcohol’s Harm to Others Survey (NAHTOS). These surveys incorporated the same
dual-frame landline and mobile telephone sampling design that also included Black/African American
and Hispanic/Latino oversamples (hereafter Black and Hispanic, respectively). One eligible respondent
from each household was randomly selected, and computer-assisted interviews were administered
in either English or Spanish. The overall cooperation rates for the NAS and NAHTOS were 45.4%
and 47.3%, respectively (averaged across landline and cell phone surveys). The Institutional Review
Boards of the Public Health Institute in Oakland, CA, and of the fieldwork agency (ICF, Inc., Fairfax,
VA, USA) approved all survey protocols. The human subjects’ protections for the 2015 US National
Alcohol Survey were approved on 6 September 2013 (IRB#I13-019). The protocol was subsequently
included in an overarching approval (with ongoing, yearly oversight) for the National Alcohol Survey
Series (IRB#I16-028). The human subjects protections for the 2015 US National Alcohol’s Harm to
Others Survey were approved on 18 December 2014 (IRB#I13-018). For more details on the NAS, see
Karriker-Jaffe et al. [19], and for more information on the NAHTOS, see Kaplan et al. [40].
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For both surveys, respondent addresses were geocoded and linked with the state-level predictors
described below. Due to missing data on some state-level indicators, respondents living in Washington,
DC (n = 49) were not included in the analyses.

The analytic sample (N = 7792) was restricted to respondents who had no missing data on key
dependent variables, and who had location identifiers at the state level. In the weighted sample, 52.6%
of respondents were female (n = 4636), the average age was 47.1 years old (SD = 17.8) and the majority
was non-Hispanic White (66.3%), followed by Hispanics (14.1%), Blacks (11.9%) and respondents of
other or missing race/ethnicity (7.7%).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Outcome Variables

Respondents reported whether they experienced any of eight harms due to someone else’s
drinking in the past year. Second-hand harms included: (a) having family problems or marriage
difficulties; (b) being pushed, hit or assaulted; (c) having house, car or other property vandalized;
(d) having financial trouble; (e) being in a traffic accident; (f) being harassed, bothered, called names
or otherwise insulted; (g) feeling threatened or afraid; and (h) being physically harmed. These items
have been used on prior US [19,20,41], Canadian [42] and multi-national surveys [43]. As previously
detailed [19], each harm was attributed to specific perpetrators, including intimate partners (spouses
as well as boyfriends/girlfriends) and/or strangers (someone not known by name). In the analytic
sample, 19.2% had experienced one or more of these harms in the past year, with 4.0% reporting harm
due to the drinking of intimate partners and 8.8% reporting second-hand harm from strangers.

2.2.2. State-Level Predictors

Gender equality measures. In the present study, indicators for state policies related to gender
equality included two indicators of reproductive rights (contraceptive access, abortion rights) and one
indicator of economic equality between men and women.

Reproductive rights. Reproductive rights/autonomy measures often incorporate indicators such
as birth outcomes or life expectancy or adolescent birth rates [10,11] that could plausibly be related
to the outcomes under consideration in this analysis. To avoid this potential limitation, we use two
indicators of reproductive rights—indicators of the extent to which state policies facilitate or restrict
contraceptive access and abortion rights—that more explicitly measure the extent to which women
have control over their own reproductive lives [44].

Contraceptive access is a dichotomous measure indicating whether the state offered or required
insurance coverage of contraception and/or low-income access to family planning, versus neither [44].
Of all respondents, 80.4% lived in states with some form of subsidized contraceptive access. States
with restricted coverage of contraception were Alaska, Idaho, Kansas, Kentucky, Nebraska, North and
South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Utah and Virginia.

Abortion rights scores from the year 2015 were derived from NARAL, a national pro-choice
organization that tracks abortion and contraception policies in each state [44]. Each of the 50 states was
assigned a grade from A+ to F. For the present analysis, states were dichotomized to reflect having
more abortion rights (i.e., grade B− or higher) or fewer abortion rights. When women’s access to
abortion is restricted, they may be at increased risk of intimate partner violence from a man involved
in an unwanted pregnancy [45]. Of all respondents, just 43.7% lived in states with more abortion rights
for women. States with more restricted access to abortion were Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Florida,
Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska,
North and South Carolina, North and South Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Texas,
Utah and Virginia.

Economic equality. We used an existing measure of state-level economic equality between men
and women that operationalizes economic equality using median annual earnings for women employed
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full-time year round, the earnings ratio between women and men employed full-time year round,
percent of women in the labor force and percent of all women employed in managerial or professional
occupations [46]. States were assigned a grade from A+ to F that reflected policies supporting economic
equality between men and women. This measure was dichotomized into those states that support
economic equality (i.e., grades ranging from A to C) versus not. Of all respondents, 78.7% lived
in states supporting economic equality. States that scored poorly on this measure were Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Idaho, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Montana, Nevada, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, South Dakota, Utah and West Virginia.

Drinking culture, by gender. To operationalize drinking cultures, we used 2013 data from the
Behavioral Risk Factors Surveillance System [47] on the percentage of men, and separately, women,
in each state reporting binge drinking in the past 30 days. Binge drinking was defined as having four
or five (or more) drinks on one occasion for women and men, respectively. The average state-level
binge drinking rates across the US were 23.0% for men (SD = 2.2%) and 11.1% for women (SD = 2.2%).
These data were centered on the overall US averages for the multivariate models. Higher rates of binge
drinking indicate state drinking cultures more supportive of binge drinking. In the weighted analysis
sample, state-level binge drinking rates for men and women were highly correlated (r = 0.87, p < 0.01).

Median income. Data on each state’s annual median household income came from the US
American Community Survey, which is administered by the US Census Bureau [48]. The weighted
average state-level median income for the analytic sample was US$54,006 (SD = $7768); the variable
was transformed to represent increments of US$10,000. Median income was moderately positively
correlated with men’s (r = 0.33, p < 0.01) and women’s (r = 0.44, p < 0.01) binge drinking rates, as
well as with the measures of gender equality, with the weakest association being with the indicator of
contraceptive access (r = 0.08, p < 0.01) and stronger associations with the indicators for abortion rights
(r = 0.68, p < 0.01) and economic equality (r = 0.51, p < 0.01).

2.2.3. Individual-Level Predictors

Drinking status. Each respondent’s past-year drinking status was derived from the National
Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism’s (NIAAA) stated guidelines for at-risk or heavy drinking.
At-risk drinking is defined as consuming more than three or four drinks on a single day, or more than
seven or 14 drinks per week, for women and men, respectively. Of the weighted analytic sample, 33.3%
were non-drinkers, 38.9% were drinkers who did not exceed the recommended guidelines, and 27.8%
were at-risk drinkers in the past year.

Demographic covariates. Models also adjusted for respondents’ gender, age, marital status
(separated, divorced, widowed, and never married, versus married or living with a partner),
race/ethnicity (using mutually-exclusive indicators for Hispanic, Black and other race/ethnicity,
versus non-Hispanic White), education (less than a college degree versus a 4-year college degree
or more), and income in the past year (classified into categories: “up to $20,000”, “$20,001–60,000”,
“$60,001–$100,000”, “$100,001 or more”, and missing income, 11.6% of sample).

2.3. Analyses

The data consisted of a two-level hierarchy with individuals nested within states, and therefore
we tested associations using multilevel logistic regression. We estimated main effects and interaction
models using the state-level gender equality indicators and binge drinking rates by gender using the
full sample, followed by gender-stratified analyses. For significant interactions, we also report Wald
chi-square tests of the difference between the main effects and interaction models. Interactions were
graphed using values of continuous variables at +/− 1 standard deviation from the mean. Data were
weighted to adjust for the sampling strategy and nonresponse; all analyses were conducted using Stata
version 15 [49].
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3. Results

Descriptive statistics overall and for the gender-stratified samples are shown in Table 1. Women
were older than men, and they also were more likely than men to be unmarried, Black and low-income.
Women were more likely than men to be non-drinkers, and they were less likely than men to be at-risk
drinkers. There were no differences by gender in any of the state-level variables.

Table 1. Sample descriptives and weighted bivariate comparisons by gender (N = 7792).

Variables
Full Sample Men Women p

N = 7792 n = 3156 n = 4636

Unmarried (%) 42.3 40.1 44.3 *
Race/Ethnicity (%) ***

White 66.4 67.2 65.8
Black 11.9 10.7 13.0
Hispanic 14.1 15.0 13.3
Other/Missing 7.5 7.1 7.9

Less than College Degree 70.2 69.1 71.2
Income (%) ***

Up to $20,000 20.9 18.0 23.6
$20,000–$60,000 32.6 33.7 31.7
$60,001–$100,000 20.3 21.0 19.7
$100,001 or more 14.9 18.0 12.1
Missing Income 11.3 9.3 13.0

Age, M (SD) 52.6 (17.7) 51.3 (17.6) 53.5 (17.6) †
Drinking Status (%) ***

Non-Drinker 33.3 29.7 36.7
Drinker, Does not Exceed Guidelines a 38.8 37.4 40.0
At-risk Drinker, Exceeds Guidelines 28.0 32.9 23.3

State Median Income (by $10k), M (SD) 5.4 (0.8) 5.5 (0.8) 5.5 (0.8)
State Male Binge Drinking %, M (SD) 23.1 (2.9) 23.0 (2.9) 23.0 (2.9)
State Female Binge Drinking %, M (SD) 11.1 (2.1) 11.1 (2.1) 11.0 (2.1)
State Gender Equality Indicators (%)

Contraceptive Access 80.5 80.3 80.6
Reproductive Rights 43.6 44.2 43.1
Economic Equality 78.7 79.0 78.4

*** p < 0.001 * p < 0.05 † p < 0.10; a U.S. National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism’s (NIAAA) guidelines
define at-risk drinking as consuming more than 3 or 4 drinks on a single day, or more than 7 or 14 drinks per week,
for women and men, respectively.

3.1. Main Effects Models

In simultaneous main effects models testing the first hypothesis (1a), none of the gender equality
measures were significantly associated with the second-hand harms due to alcohol overall, nor for men
or women separately. These models also provide tests of the second hypothesis (1b): Adjusting for
measures of gender equality and other state-level variables, the state rate of binge drinking by men was
associated with increased odds of harms perpetrated by strangers overall (OR (95% CI) = 1.11 (1.00,
1.23)), although associations were not statistically significant in the gender-stratified models (OR (95%
CI) = 1.12 (0.96, 1.31) for women; 1.09 (0.94, 1.26) for men). In the full sample, the association of male
binge drinking rates with stranger-perpetrated harms persisted once individual-level covariates were
added to the simultaneous model (OR (95% CI) = 1.12 (1.00, 1.24)). The male binge drinking rate was
not significantly associated with the indicator of any past-year second-hand harm from alcohol, and
it also was not significantly associated with spouse/partner-perpetrated harms. State rates of binge
drinking by women and the state-level median household income were not significantly associated
with second-hand harms from alcohol in any of the models.
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3.2. Moderation Models

As expected (Hypothesis 2), there were some statistically significant interactions between indicators
of gender equality and state male binge drinking rates. The findings for any past-year harm and
for stranger-perpetrated harms suggested that the association between male binge drinking and
second-hand harms was exacerbated by gender inequality.

3.2.1. Any Past-Year Second-Hand Harm

As shown in Table 2, in the full sample, there was a statistically significant interaction (OR = 0.92)
between a state’s male binge drinking rate and contraceptive access in relation to any past-year
second-hand harm due to someone else’s drinking (Wald chi-square (df = 18) = 441.69, p < 0.001). The
marginal predicted probabilities showed a significant association of states’ male binge drinking rates
with past-year harm due to someone else’s drinking only in states with restricted contraceptive access
(the association was not significant in states with good contraceptive access): Predicted probabilities
ranged from 0.161 (95% CI = 0.106, 0.216) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.251 (95% CI
= 0.187, 0.316) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states with restricted contraceptive
access and from 0.178 (95% CI = 0.125, 0.231) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.195 (95%
CI = 0.136, 0.255) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states with good contraceptive access.
The interaction is depicted in Figure 1 (left panel), which shows increasing rates of second-hand harms
from alcohol as rates of men’s binge drinking increase, but only in states without good contraceptive
access (top line, dashed).

Table 2. Interactive associations of states’ male binge drinking rates and contraceptive access with any
second-hand harm from others’ drinking 1.

Predictor Variables

Full Sample Men Women

(N = 7792) (n = 3156) (n = 4636)

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Male 0.93 (0.80, 1.08) - -
Unmarried 1.36 (1.06, 1.74) * 1.71 (1.26, 2.31) *** 1.13 (0.87, 1.48)
Race/Ethnicity 2

Black 1.06 (0.85, 1.31) 1.06 (0.70, 1.59) 1.03 (0.78, 1.37)
Hispanic 0.87 (0.71, 1.05) 0.96 (0.62, 1.49) 0.74 (0.53, 1.03) †
Other/Missing 1.40 (0.99, 2.00) † 1.69 (1.06, 2.69) * 1.21 (0.71, 2.07)

Less than College Degree 1.08 (0.86, 1.36) 1.20 (0.84, 1.69) 1.02 (0.74, 1.39)
Income 3

Up to $20,000 1.75 (1.26, 2.43) ** 1.42 (0.90, 2.26) 2.05 (1.37, 3.08) ***
$20,000–$60,000 1.41 (1.04, 1.93) * 1.28 (0.76, 2.15) 1.55 (1.06, 2.27) *
$60,001–$100,000 1.11 (0.81, 1.52) 1.21 (0.75, 1.94) 0.96 (0.62, 1.48)
Missing Income 0.99 (0.74, 1.33) 1.09 (0.62, 1.95) 0.90 (0.57, 1.41)

Age 0.98 (0.97, 0.98) *** 0.98 (0.97, 0.99) *** 0.97 (0.96, 0.98) ***
Drinking Status 4

Drinker, Does not Exceed Guidelines 1.14 (0.90, 1.45) 0.96 (0.64, 1.44) 1.26 (0.92, 1.74)
At-risk Drinker, Exceeds Guidelines 2.32 (1.89, 2.84) *** 2.14 (1.51, 3.03) 2.53 (1.86, 3.44) ***

State Median Income 1.06 (0.17, 6.65) 0.92 (0.05, 16.82) 1.97 (0.88, 1.17)
State Male Binge Drinking Rate 1.11 (1.01, 1.23) * 1.07 (0.93, 1.24) 1.12 (1.02, 1.22) *
State Female Binge Drinking Rate 1.02 (0.86, 1.22) 1.00 (0.79, 1.25) 1.01 (0.88, 1.17)
Contraceptive Access 5 0.90 (0.65, 1.24) 0.84 (0.49, 1.43) 0.99 (0.73, 1.32)
Male Binge * Contraceptive Access 6 0.92 (0.85, 0.99) * - 0.91 (0.85, 0.97) **
Constant 0.34 (0.12, 0.96) * 0.23 (0.03, 1.60) 0.29 (0.12, 0.69) **

Note: *** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05 † p < 0.10; 1 Harm from Others’ Drinking = Reported one or more of 8
second-hand harms in the past year; 2 Reference =White; 3 Reference = $100,001+; 4 Reference = Non-drinker;
5 Contraceptive access = The state offered or required insurance coverage of contraception and/or low-income access
to family planning, versus neither; 6 Main effects model reported for men because interaction was not significant,
p > 0.10.
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(a) (b)

Figure 1. Interaction between male binge drinking rate and contraceptive access in relation to any
second-hand harm from alcohol in the past year: (a) in the full sample (left panel); and (b) for women
(right panel).

The stratified models used to test Hypothesis 3 (Table 2 and Figure 1, right panel) revealed this
pattern was unique to harms reported by women (OR = 0.91 for interaction and OR = 1.12 for the male
binge drinking rate; Wald chi-square (df = 17) = 291.07, p < 0.001), with predicted probabilities of
experiencing one or more harm due to someone else’s drinking ranging from 0.156 (95% CI = 0.113,
0.199) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.249 (95% CI = 0.189, 0.309) at the highest rates
of binge drinking by men in states with restricted contraceptive access and from 0.190 (95% CI = 0.149,
0.232) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.200 (95% CI = 0.149, 0.253) at the highest rates
of binge drinking by men in states with good contraceptive access. The interaction was not statistically
significant for men, so it was dropped from the model. In the main effects model for men (Table 2),
none of the state-level variables were significantly associated with past-year harms from someone
else’s drinking.

3.2.2. Past-Year Stranger-Perpetrated Harm

A similar pattern of results was found in the full sample when considering stranger-perpetrated
harms. Both contraceptive access (OR = 0.89; Wald chi-square (df = 18) = 327.57, p < 0.001; Table 3) and
abortion rights (OR = 0.90; Wald chi-square (df = 18) = 310.89, p < 0.001; Table 4) evidenced significant
interactions with the male binge-drinking rate.

As shown in Table 3 and Figure 2, in states with restricted contraceptive access (the reference
group), the male binge drinking rate was associated with significantly greater odds of harms from
drinking strangers (OR = 1.17). The marginal predicted probabilities showed a significant association
of states’ male binge drinking rates with past-year harm due to a stranger’s drinking only in states with
restricted contraceptive access (the association was not significant in states with good contraceptive
access): Predicted probabilities ranged from 0.067 (95% CI = 0.031, 0.103) at the lowest rates of binge
drinking by men to 0.143 (95% CI = 0.096, 0.190) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states
with restricted contraceptive access and from 0.070 (95% CI = 0.044, 0.096) at the lowest rates of binge
drinking by men to 0.082 (95% CI = 0.051, 0.113) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states
with good contraceptive access. In the stratified models, the interaction between contraceptive access
and men’s binge drinking rates was not significant for either men or women, and in the main effect
models (Table 3), none of the state-level variables were associated with harm from drinking strangers
for either men or women.

252



IJERPH 2019, 16, 4619

Table 3. Interactive associations of male binge drinking rates and contraceptive access with harm from
drinking strangers.

Predictor Variables

Full Sample Men Women

(N = 7792) (n = 3156) (n = 4636)

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Male 1.37 (1.07, 1.74) * - -
Unmarried 1.34 (1.03, 1.75) * 1.52 (0.96, 2.40) † 1.31 (0.92, 1.87)
Race/Ethnicity 1

Black 1.08 (0.74, 1.57) 1.19 (0.67, 2.11) 0.92 (0.57, 1.47)
Hispanic 0.90 (0.66, 1.21) 0.86 (0.51, 1.46) 0.82 (0.44, 1.51)
Other/Missing 1.64 (1.11, 2.42) * 2.49 (1.43, 4.33) ** 0.97 (0.48, 1.97)

Less than College Degree 0.90 (0.64, 1.26) 1.21 (0.74, 1.98) 0.67 (0.43, 1.05) †
Income 2

Up to $20,000 1.34 (0.85, 2.11) 0.84 (0.43, 1.63) 1.89 (0.91, 3.96) †
$20,000–$60,000 1.23 (0.75, 2.04) 1.21 (0.60, 2.44) 1.19 (0.65, 2.16)
$60,001–$100,000 0.97 (0.64, 1.48) 1.04 (0.53, 2.04) 0.82 (0.38, 1.77)
Missing Income 1.01 (0.61, 1.67) 1.08 (0.52, 2.22) 0.88 (0.36, 2.14)

Age 0.97 (0.97, 0.98) *** 0.99 (0.97, 1.00) * 0.96 (0.95, 0.97) ***
Drinking Status 3

Drinker, Does not Exceed Guidelines 0.95 (0.70, 1.29) 0.89 (0.55, 1.43) 0.92 (0.53, 1.61)
At-risk Drinker, Exceeds Guidelines 1.85 (1.41, 2.44) *** 1.80 (1.11, 2.93) * 1.82 (1.06, 3.12) *

State Median Income 1.02 (0.15, 7.11) 0.48 (0.02, 12.16) 1.72 (0.74, 1.18)
State Male Binge Drinking Rate 1.17 (1.04, 1.31) * 1.08 (0.94, 1.25) 1.13 (0.95, 1.36)
State Female Binge Drinking Rate 1.02 (0.85, 1.22) 1.02 (0.80, 1.28) 0.93 (0.74, 1.18)
Contraceptive Access 4 0.74 (0.48, 1.14) 0.84 (0.38, 1.87) 0.68 (0.35, 1.34)
Male Binge * Contraceptive Access 5 0.89 (0.81, 0.97) * - -
Constant 1.73 (0.44, 0.67) * 0.13 (0.01, 1.32) † 0.32 (0.06, 1.76)

Note: *** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05 † p < 0.10; 1 Reference =White; 2 Reference = $100,001+; 3 Reference =
Non-drinker; 4 Contraceptive access = The state offered or required insurance coverage of contraception and/or
low-income access to family planning, versus neither; 5 Main effects model reported for gender-stratified analyses
because interactions were not significant, p > 0.10.

Figure 2. Interaction between male binge drinking rate and contraceptive access in relation to
stranger-perpetrated harm in the full sample.

The interaction pattern was consistent when using the indicator of abortion rights. As shown
in Table 4 and Figure 3, in states with restricted abortion access (the reference group), the male
binge drinking rate was associated with significantly greater odds of harms from drinking strangers
(OR = 1.14). The marginal predicted probabilities showed a significant association of states’ male binge
drinking rates with past-year harm due to a stranger’s drinking only in states with restricted abortion
access (the association was not significant in states with good abortion access): Predicted probabilities
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ranged from 0.067 (95% CI = 0.038, 0.095) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.131 (95% CI
= 0.088, 0.173) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states with restricted abortion access
and from 0.068 (95% CI = 0.043, 0.093) at the lowest rates of binge drinking by men to 0.077 (95%
CI = 0.043, 0.111) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states with good abortion access.
In the stratified models, the interaction between abortion rights and male binge drinking rates was not
significant for men, but it approached significance for women (OR = 0.88; Wald chi-square (df = 17) =
158.01, p < 0.001; Table 4).

Table 4. Interactive associations of male binge drinking rates and abortion rights with harm from
drinking strangers.

Predictor Variables

Full Sample Men Women

(N = 7792) (n = 3156) (n = 4636)

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Male 1.36 (1.07, 1.74) * - -
Unmarried 1.34 (1.03, 1.74) * 1.52 (0.96, 2.41) † 1.31 (0.92, 1.86)
Race/Ethnicity 1

Black 1.08 (0.74, 1.56) 1.18 (0.67, 2.08) 0.90 (0.56, 1.44)
Hispanic 0.90 (0.66, 1.22) 0.87 (0.51, 1.48) 0.81 (0.44, 1.49)
Other/Missing 1.63 (1.11, 2.41) * 2.50 (1.44, 4.35) ** 0.97 (0.47, 1.97)

Less than College Degree 0.90 (0.64, 1.26) 1.21 (0.74, 1.97) 0.67 (0.43, 1.05) †
Income 2

Up to $20,000 1.34 (0.85, 2.11) 0.84 (0.43, 1.63) 1.90 (0.90, 3.99) †
$20,000–$60,000 1.23 (0.75, 2.03) 1.21 (0.60, 2.42) 1.19 (0.65, 2.16)
$60,001–$100,000 0.97 (0.64, 1.48) 1.04 (0.53, 2.03) 0.81 (0.37, 1.76)
Missing Income 1.01 (0.61, 1.67) 1.08 (0.52, 2.22) 0.89 (0.36, 2.16)

Age 0.97 (0.97, 0.98) *** 0.99 (0.97, 1.00) * 0.96 (0.95, 0.97) ***
Drinking Status 3

Drinker, Does not Exceed Guidelines 0.95 (0.70, 1.29) 0.89 (0.55, 1.42) 0.91 (0.52, 1.59)
At-risk Drinker, Exceeds Guidelines 1.85 (1.40, 2.43) *** 1.80 (1.11, 2.92) * 1.81 (1.05, 3.11) *

State Median Income 1.68 (0.26, 11.02) 1.63 (0.07, 37.35) 2.87 (0.39, 20.94)
State Male Binge Drinking Rate 1.14 (1.02, 1.29) * 1.06 (0.92, 1.23) 1.18 (0.95, 1.48)
State Female Binge Drinking Rate 1.02 (0.85, 1.22) 1.07 (0.83, 1.38) 0.96 (0.74, 1.25)
Abortion Rights 0.74 (0.49, 1.12) 0.64 (0.30, 1.37) 0.81 (0.46, 1.42)
Male Binge * Abortion Rights 4 0.90 (0.82, 0.98) * - 0.88 (0.76, 1.01) †
Constant 0.12 (0.04, 0.40) *** 0.07 (0.01, 0.51) ** 0.21 (0.54, 0.84) *

Note: *** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05 †p < 0.10; 1 Reference =White; 2 Reference = $100,001+; 3 Reference =
Non-drinker; 4 Main effects model reported for men because interaction was not significant, p > 0.10.

Figure 3. Interaction between the male binge drinking rate and abortion rights in relation to
stranger-perpetrated harm in the full sample.
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3.2.3. Past-Year Spouse- or Partner-Perpetrated Harm

A different pattern of results emerged for spouse/partner-perpetrated harms. Only economic
equality evidenced a significant interaction with the male binge-drinking rate (OR = 1.18; Wald
chi-square (df = 18) = 166.53, p < 0.001; Table 5). The interaction is depicted in Figure 4 (left panel),
which shows a diverging pattern, with higher rates of male binge drinking associated with only
slightly higher rates of spouse/partner harm in states with economic equality (solid line) and somewhat
decreasing rates of spouse/partner harm in states without economic equality (dashed line).

Table 5. Interactive associations of male binge drinking rates and economic equality with harm from
drinking spouse/partner.

Predictor Variables

Full Sample Men Women

(N = 7792) (n = 3156) (n = 4636)

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Male 0.42 (0.26, 0.68) *** - -
Unmarried 0.87 (0.56, 1.34) 1.02 (0.38, 2.69) 0.84 (0.50, 1.42)
Race/Ethnicity 1

Black 0.96 (0.52, 1.79) 1.49 (0.57, 3.88) 0.80 (0.39, 1.65)
Hispanic 0.78 (0.45, 1.35) 1.38 (0.44, 4.34) 0.66 (0.34, 1.30)
Other/Missing 1.71 (0.87, 3.39) 3.02 (0.90, 10.15) † 1.40 (0.61, 3.23)

Less than College Degree 1.50 (0.98, 2.31) † 1.29 (0.52, 3.20) 1.53 (0.96, 2.44) †
Income 2

Up to $20,000 1.81 (0.94, 3.45) † 1.90 (0.71, 5.07) 1.87 (0.76, 4.61)
$20,000–$60,000 1.20 (0.67, 2.17) 0.66 (0.20, 2.24) 1.60 (0.69, 3.68)
$60,001–$100,000 0.95 (0.49, 1.85) 0.80 (0.38, 1.69) 0.98 (0.41, 2.34)
Missing Income 0.58 (0.25, 1.38) 0.77 (1.17, 3.53) 0.49 (0.18, 1.31)

Age 0.98 (0.97, 0.99) *** 1.00 (0.98, 1.01) 0.97 (0.96, 0.98) ***
Drinking Status 3

Drinker, Does not Exceed Guidelines 1.51 (0.88, 2.58) 1.64 (0.53, 5.06) 1.39 (0.67, 2.88)
At-risk Drinker, Exceeds Guidelines 2.23 (1.37, 3.65) ** 2.68 (1.04, 6.88) * 2.13 (1.06, 4.27) *

State Median Income 2.96 (0.07, 117.38) 7.06 (0.06, 781.29) 5.16 (0.05, 540.02)
State Male Binge Drinking Rate 0.90 (0.76, 1.07) 0.90 (0.71, 1.14) 0.93 (0.74, 1.16)
State Female Binge Drinking Rate 0.90 (0.67, 1.20) 1.02 (0.68, 1.50) 0.85 (0.61, 1.19)
Economic Equality 1.88 (0.97, 3.63) † 1.39 (0.62, 3.12) 1.83 (0.70, 4.80)
Male Binge * Economic Equality 4 1.18 (1.00, 1.39) * - 1.25 (1.02, 1.54) *
Constant 0.02 (0.00, 0.12) *** 0.00 (0.00, 0.03) *** 0.01 (0.00, 0.16) **

Note: *** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05 † p < 0.10; 1 Reference =White; 2 Reference = $100,001+; 3 Reference =
Non-drinker; 4 Main effects model reported for men because interaction was not significant, p > 0.10.

(a) (b)

Figure 4. Interaction between male binge drinking rate and economic equality in relation to
spouse-perpetrated harms (a) in the full sample (left panel); and (b) for women (right panel).
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The marginal predicted probabilities suggested that states’ male binge drinking rates were not
significantly associated with past-year harm due to a partner’s drinking in either group of states,
however: Predicted probabilities ranged from 0.029 (95% CI = 0.015, 0.043) at the lowest rates of binge
drinking by men to 0.016 (95% CI = 0.002, 0.031) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states
without economic equality and from 0.033 (95% CI = 0.013, 0.054) at the lowest rates of binge drinking
by men to 0.047 (95% CI = 0.017, 0.078) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men in states with
economic equality. The stratified models revealed that this pattern was unique to harms reported by
women (OR = 1.25; Wald chi-square (df = 17) = 79.34, p < 0.001; Table 5 and Figure 4, right panel),
although the marginal predicted probabilities suggested that states’ male binge drinking rates were
not significantly associated with women’s reports of past-year harm due to a partner’s drinking in
either group of states: Predicted probabilities ranged from 0.039 (95% CI = 0.017, 0.062) at the lowest
rates of binge drinking by men to 0.026 (95% CI = -0.004, 0.057) at the highest rates of binge drinking
by men in states without economic equality and from 0.038 (95% CI = 0.011, 0.066) at the lowest rates
of binge drinking by men to 0.081 (95% CI = 0.023, 0.138) at the highest rates of binge drinking by men
in states with economic equality. The interaction was not statistically significant for men. In the main
effects model for men (Table 5), none of the state-level variables were significantly associated with
past-year harm due to a spouse or partner’s drinking.

4. Discussion

In this US study, with the exception of an association between male binge drinking and harms
perpetrated by drinking strangers, we did not see any strong independent associations of either gender
equality (Hypothesis 1a) or state-level drinking culture (Hypothesis 1b) with second-hand harms from
alcohol. Our findings on Hypothesis 1a thus did not replicate prior studies showing an association
between gender equality and reduced violence [8,30,31], suggesting the relationship between gender
equality and alcohol-related harms is more complex than what can be captured by a main effect model.
As hypothesized, we did find evidence that the combination of low gender equality (indexed here
by indicators of restricted reproductive rights, including limited contraceptive access and curtailed
abortion rights) and high levels of binge drinking by men was associated with increased odds of
second-hand harms (Hypothesis 2). This relationship was seen in overall models and it was suggested
in results for women, but not seen in results for men (Hypothesis 3). This moderation pattern held
for an overall indicator of any second-hand harm in the past year, as well as for an indicator of harm
attributed to drinking strangers. Thus, in this nationally-representative US sample, reproductive rights
for women appear to buffer against the negative impacts of male binge drinking on others in the
community, particularly on women. Future research should seek to replicate our findings, teasing
out different types of alcohol-related harms at varying levels of severity, and to examine mechanisms
through which these protective effects may occur, such as through changing social norms around
violence or allowing women to not be tethered to violent men or to families or communities with high
levels of violence.

When we examined alcohol-related harms perpetrated by intimate partners (spouses or boyfriends/
girlfriends), a different interaction pattern emerged. There were somewhat elevated rates of
spouse/partner harm in states with economic equality but high levels of male binge drinking, but
somewhat lower rates of spouse/partner harm in states without economic equality but high rates
of male binge drinking. It may be that there is a backlash against women in these higher-equality,
heavy-drinking states [8]. There also may be a tendency for people (women, in particular) in
lower-equality, less-heavy-drinking states to label a partner’s drinking behavior as problematic, thus
resulting in an increased reporting of harms in these contexts. Further, women in environments with
greater gender equality may be more likely to divulge alcohol-related harms perpetrated by a partner
or spouse. These possibilities should be examined in detail in longitudinal studies that could assess
changes in gender equality and changes in second-hand harms from alcohol, as well as in qualitative
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studies that could describe the social construction of second-hand harms in regions with lower rates of
binge drinking or higher economic equality.

We provide new evidence under Hypothesis 1b that a state-level drinking culture characterized
by greater binge drinking by men is associated with second-hand harms from drinking strangers. Our
findings are similar to prior research, showing that high levels of binge drinking on college campuses
were related to reports of second-hand harms experienced by residents of nearby neighborhoods [38].
However, female drinking culture was not associated with second-hand alcohol harms, independently
nor in tandem with measures of gender equality. This was not surprising given the contexts in which
women drink in the US and other countries, with women tending to drink less often in public settings
such as bars than men [32]. Drinking in public settings is associated with higher volume consumption
and more opportunities for harms, both due to someone’s own drinking and from the drinking
of people around them [50,51]. A future study could incorporate the drinking contexts in which
these second-hand harms occur to examine differences across levels of gender equality. Furthermore,
western drinking cultures generally endorse a normative view of high alcohol consumption among
men, whereas women tend to be socialized otherwise [52,53]. However, in many age groups (with
the exception of adolescents and young adults), heavy drinking among women in the US is steadily
increasing [54] to meet rates comparable to those of men’s. Shifting drinking cultures may precede
greater occurrences of second-hand harms from alcohol, with women’s drinking contributing more to
these harms as women’s drinking cultures continue to evolve. Intersection of heavy drinking by women
with lower levels of gender equality also may put women at greater risk of alcohol-related harm.

To our knowledge, this is one of the first US studies on the topic of state-level gender
equality, drinking cultures and alcohol’s harm to others. Although we had the benefit of a large,
nationally-representative sample of adult respondents, our data were cross-sectional, and causality
cannot be implied. Although it is possible that reductions in the second-hand effects of alcohol could
precede changes in gender equality, it is less likely that changes in these harms would reduce binge
drinking by men or prompt legislators to enact laws and policies protecting women’s reproductive
rights. Thus, it seems reasonable to assume the outcomes studied here may have been at least partially
a result of the policy context and drinking culture of the respondents’ state of residence. Stronger
causal models would enhance the evidence base on this topic.

Another study limitation is that there may be other important effect modifiers that we did not
take into account, such as a respondent’s level of education [12] or work status [55], which have been
shown to interact with gender equality in studies of drinking behavior. An additional consideration is
that some of the US states with the lowest gender equality (such as Idaho, South Dakota and Utah) are
also relatively sparsely populated, and may be under-represented in general population samples such
as ours.

Further, the indicators of gender equality are not independent, and isolation of their effects may
be impossible. For example, four states scored low on all three measures of gender equality, and
fourteen states scored low on two of the three measures. Future work may benefit from the utilization
of summary scores that better describe the status of women on multiple dimensions. Finally, additional
work is needed to disentangle the effects of gender equality, drinking cultures and attitudes toward
violence (and particularly violence to women) on alcohol’s second-hand harms, as these may be
related in complex ways [56]. Future work also should examine overall cultures of violence, using
indicators such as levels of violence toward women or state laws on domestic violence and sexual
assault, in relation to second-hand harms from alcohol.

5. Conclusions

Findings from a large, population-representative study of US adults suggest detrimental effects
of high rates of male binge drinking may be exacerbated by gender inequality, with this effect being
particularly harmful for women. As reproductive rights decrease in U.S. states [57], policy makers in
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states with high levels of binge drinking should be aware that changes in reproductive rights might
increase second-hand harms from alcohol experienced by women in these states.
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