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Introduction
Substance use poses various kinds of problems that not only impact 
the individual user, but also affect the family and community. Women 
and men may face unique issues when it comes to substance use. 
Differences result from either Biology, i.e. being genetically female 
or male or culturally defined roles for men and women. Moreover, 
treatment for substance use disorders in women may progress 
differently than for men e.g. nicotine replacement therapies, like 
patches and gum, work better in men than in women [1]. For a 
number of reasons, among the substance abusers women comprise 
a unique clinical subpopulation. 

The social disadvantage and subordination of women on one hand 
and the rapid socio-cultural and economic changes on the other, have 
significantly altered traditional structures and institutions within the 
society. Female drug users are particularly vulnerable on the route to 
drug dependence. Data on women substance users in India are scarce. 
Indian society is in transition and there are problems with changing 
roles and lifestyles [2]. Even then, compared to the West the problem 
of substance abuse among women is very low [3]. However, it is 

being increasingly recognized among the related professionals and 
the media that the prevalence of substance abuse among women is 
showing a definite increase [4]. According to Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 15.8 million 
women (or 12.9 percent) ages 18 or older have used illicit drugs in the 
past year. 4.6 million Women (or 3.8 percent) ages 18 and older have 
misused prescription drugs in the past year. Drug of abuse screening is 
used to screen and confirm the presence of several drugs in a patient’s 
sample, mainly urine. Drug testing is used for clinical management 
of patients i.e. the patient may receive appropriate medical treatment 
or be screened for or monitored for illegal drug use.
 
Drug use among women in Asia is still considered a minor problem 
because the number of women classified as drug and alcohol users is 
estimated to be less. These figures are lower in India, but it has been 
suggested that this figure will increase and improved monitoring of 
the situation is necessary [5]. In India, studies on women substance 
abuse have been conducted in community settings as well as in 
institutional settings [6]. Most of the earlier published reports suggest 
that, a very small minority of women users actually seek treatment 
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at substance-use treatment centres, in India.

Most of the published research work is available on pregnant women/
pre-natal care. Besides pregnancy, there is a paucity of literature 
among women from alcohol and drug use perspective. In addition, 
there is a scarcity of published work for validating substance use 
pattern among females. Also, most of the studies have demonstrated 
women substance use based on self-report, and not on urinalysis. 
The aim of the current study is to retrospectively examine the drug 
use pattern among women substance users based on urinalysis.

Methodology
The study was conducted at the National Drug Dependence and 
Treatment Centre (NDDTC) of the Department of Psychiatry at 
the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS); a tertiary-
care treatment centre of India. The services of the centre include 
outpatient department (OPD), inpatient, laboratory, aftercare, and 
liaison with other governmental and non - governmental agencies, 
and self-help groups. These services are provided by a team of 
psychiatrists, social workers, nurses, psychologists, laboratory 
workers and other supporting staff.

The current study included registered women patients seeking 
treatment between January 2007 and December 2018. For all the 
registered female subjects the available laboratory records pertaining 
to drug abuse screening were scanned and relevant information 
was retrieved according to a study specific pre-determined coding 
plan. The information included age, socio-demographic profile, 
substance use pattern, prescribed medicine and lab reports of Drug 
Abuse Screening data. Statistical analysis was performed by using 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22 for 
Windows (Chicago, Illinois, USA).

The study was approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee. 
Conditions of anonymity and confidentiality were strictly adhered 
to during analysis and reporting of findings.

Results
A total of 29,339 urine tests were performed for screening  drugs of 
abuse from 2007 to 2018. Among them total number of 415 (1.41%) 
women substance users visited the laboratory for urine tests. Female 
to male ratio was found to be 1:70. Mean Age of Women Substance 
Users (n=415) was found to be 33.82 (SD=10.58) years.

Clinical profile
Number of female patients arriving for laboratory tests showed an 
upward trend in last five years i.e. from 2014 to 2018. Year of 2011 
reported the minimum number (n=12), whereas year of 2017 reported 
the maximum number of women substance users (n=55) (Figure I). 

Figure I: Trend of female patients visiting the laboratory in 12 years

Data showed that majority of women substance users were with 
the clinical history of opioid dependent syndrome (ODS, n=236, 
56.9%) followed by Nicotine dependent syndrome (NDS, n=37, 
8.92%), Cannabis dependent syndrome (CDS, n=18, 4.3%), Alcohol 
dependent syndrome (ADS, n=14, 3.38%), Benzodiazepines use 
(BZD, n=13, 3.13%) and Inhalant (n=3, 0.7%) dependence (Figure 
II). 
 

Figure II: Diagnosis of the women patients

Findings of prescribed medication to these patients at NDDTC shows 
that more than one third of the women substance users were on 
Naloxone (19.5%), followed by Buprenorphine (13.7%), Alprazolam 
(8.7%), Diazepam (4.6%), Propoxyphene (4.3%), Lorazepam (3.4%), 
Clonazepam (3.1%), Nitrazepam (2.9%), Tramadol (2.7%) and 
Naltrexone (1.4%). Rest patients came to the OPD for the first time.

Laboratory Profile
Laboratory profile of women substance users was retrieved for 
two cases: one for testing the substance use and other to test the 
compliance of the medications prescribed to the patients. Out of 415 
laboratory tests only 175 (42.16%) reported positive. Drug abuse 
screening positive results data suggested that (56.86%) were found 
positive for codeine among the female drug users. Other drug abuse 
screening results shows that (27.45%) were positive for morphine 
followed by cannabis (9.81%), Amphetamine (1.96%), Cotinine 
(1.96%) and Cocaine (1.96%). (Figure III). 

Figure III: Tests reported positive for substance use among women 
patients

While testing the compliance of the prescribed medication, findings 
suggest that majority of tests reported positive for Benzodiazepines 
(32%) followed by Propoxyphene (31%) and Buprenorphine (17%). 
Laboratory results for Pentazocine were found positive in 17% of 
patients. Minority of patients were reported positive for Naltrexone 
(2%) and Tramadol (1%) (Figure IV).
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Figure IV: Tests of medicine compliance reported positive

Discussion
In many developing nations, substance use is not an exclusive 
or predominantly male activity anymore. However, information 
on substance use among women is sparse from these developing 
countries. Moreover, despite of many biological and social 
differences between men and women, for many years most animal 
and human research has focused mainly male subjects. 

The present study was a retrospective chart review and aimed of 
studying the clinical and laboratory profile of women seeking help at 
a de-addiction setting of a tertiary care treatment centre. It attempts 
to provide descriptive information about substances use pattern and 
laboratory profile among women in northern India. This data may 
help to augment the available information to this hidden problem. 

The main challenge in India is that a large number of people are 
switching over from alcohol and other illicit drugs to pharmaceutical 
drugs [7, 8]. Findings suggested opioids (56.9%) as the most 
common substance used which resembles to earlier Indian findings 
[9]. Benzodiazepines and opiates are often misused as drugs of abuse, 
and are not illicit, per se. The laboratory findings suggest that 32% of 
the patients had used benzodiazepines, 31% had used propoxyphene 
and 17% had used buprenorphine, are therefore a possible indication 
of abuse. Moreover, laboratory profile of these subjects shows 17% 
of women substance users were found positive for pentazocine, 
which may be an indicator of prescription drug misuse and in line 
with one of the study from the same clinical setting. 

Other few Indian studies has shown the clinical data of women 
substance users seeking treatment at de-addiction centre and the 
number of subjects was much higher than the present work (12 
years data) based on the laboratory findings, which indicates that 
the clinicians often rely on the self-report of the drug users [10]. 
Certain bias in self-report may not be truthful in this context. To the 
best of our knowledge, this is the first study of laboratory profile 
among women substance users. 

There are certain limitations of the present study, as there was 
no data available on physical and psychiatric co-morbidity of 
the subjects. However, the use of benzodiazepines could be high 
because of the presence of psychiatric illness. Moreover, most of 
the clinical research is focused on the substance use and pregnancy 
among women and current work did not have any information on 
the pregnancy of the subjects coming to the centre. 

To conclude, the society needs to accept the fact that women are 
vulnerable to drugs and need assistance and support in this matter. 
There is a still a need for quantitative and qualitative research 

on effective interventions for women and on how to adapt them 
to different countries. Current study offers insights into a rather 
unexplored area. The present study highlights that Urinalysis is a 
critical variable in substance abuse treatment programs. Laboratory 
plays an important role in the assessment and clinical management 
of patient’s drug problem. Future studies with a larger sample size 
and more comprehensive and robust methodology is recommended 
[11, 12].
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