
Pain management for men and women is not a one-size-fits-all situation. 
Here, we take a closer look at opioid use in women. 

Prescription Opioid Use, Abuse and Misuse

Women are more likely to be prescribed 
opioids than men.1

Prescription rates for opioids were highest 
among women in the South and lowest in  
the Northeast from 1999 to 2015.2

Women tend to have more chronic pain, take 
more pain medications and often at higher 
doses and for longer than men.3

In 2017, 15,263 women died of opioid-related 
overdoses (prescription and illicit) — more than 
41 per day.4

Between 1999 and 2016, overdose deaths from 
illicit drugs and prescription opioids rose by 583 
percent in women.5

Women are 40 percent more likely to become 
persistent users of opioids after surgery, which may 
be a sign of dependence and lead to misuse.6

Women have unique medical needs that put 
them at higher risk for prescription opioid 
abuse, including:
• Giving birth via Cesarean section; and,
• Requiring surgeries for diseases and conditions 

affecting women uniquely or disproportionately, 
such as mastectomy for breast cancer, breast 
reconstruction and hysterectomy.7

Women addicted to prescription opioids are 
more likely to have experienced a traumatic 
event, many at a young age. Women may be 
more likely to use opioids to manage the effects 
of trauma and help them cope with negative 
emotions and pain.8
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Women and Opioid Use: 
Demographics

Family Implications of Prescription Opioids

Women are more likely than men to 
serve as family caregivers, which makes 
understanding the safe storage and disposal 
of prescription opioids even more important.9

Teenagers are 30 percent more likely to 
abuse prescription opioids if a parent has 
ever abused a prescription opioid.10

Opioid Use Disorder Treatment

Women who are in caregiving roles or 
have children often do not seek treatment 
or complete treatment for fear that they 
cannot manage responsibilities, or will 
have their children removed.11

Women often experience greater negative 
stigma around prescription opioid abuse 
and are less likely to enter treatment 
programs than men.12


