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ABSTRACT: The aim of this paper is to discuss social and health repercussions in women due to drug use, as disclosed in reports
published in magazines with national circulation. This is a qualitative research, with an exploratory and descriptive approach. Articles
published in four magazines were used, during six consecutive months as of September of 2009. Fifty-two articles were identified
with comments on women and the drug phenomena. The information was addressed by means of thematic content analysis. The
reports address the increased consumption of drugs by women, the consumption of drugs to maintain and/ or achieve the established
sociocultural standards of beauty, with risks for addiction and overdose, and situations resulting from violence towards women living
with male drug users. Economical, political, ideological and cultural reflexes for women involved with the drug phenomena could be
the cause or consequence of implications in the health of this population.

DESCRIPTORS: Women. Drug users. Mass media.

A SAUDE DE MULHERES E O FENOMENO DAS DROGAS EM REVISTAS
BRASILEIRAS

RESUMO: Este artigo tem como objetivo discutir as repercussdes sociais e na satide de mulheres envolvidas com drogas, divulgadas
em reportagens publicadas em revistas de circulacdo nacional. Trata-se de uma pesquisa qualitativa, de carater exploratorio e
descritivo. Utilizou-se reportagens publicadas em quatro revistas, durante o periodo de seis meses consecutivos, a partir de setembro
de 2009. Foram identificadas 52 reportagens que comentavam sobre as mulheres e o fendmeno das drogas. Para o tratamento dos
dados, adotou-se a anélise de contetido temdtica. As reportagens abordam aumento do consumo de drogas por mulheres, o consumo
de medicamentos para manter e/ou atingir padroes de beleza socioculturalmente estabelecidos, com riscos para dependéncia e
overdose, e situa¢des de violéncias para mulheres decorrentes da convivéncia com homens usuérios de drogas. Os reflexos econdmicos,
politicos, ideolégicos e culturais para mulheres envolvidas com o fendmeno das drogas podem ser causa e/ou consequéncia das
implicacOes para a satde desta populacao.

DESCRITORES: Mulheres. Usuarios de drogas. Meios de comunicacao de massa.

LA SALUD DE LAS MUJERES Y EL FENOMENO DE LAS DROGAS EN
REVISTAS BRASILENAS

RESUMEN: Este articulo tiene como objetivo discutir las repercusiones sociales y en la salud de las mujeres involucradas con drogas,
divulgadas en reportajes publicadas en revistas de circulacién nacional. Se trata de una pesquisa cualitativa, de caracter exploratorio
y descriptivo. Se utiliz6 reportajes publicados en cuatro revistas, durante el periodo de seis meses consecutivos, a partir de septiembre
del 2009. Fueron identificados 52 reportajes que comentaban sobre las mujeres y el fenémeno de las drogas. Para el tratamiento do los
datos, se adopto el andlisis de contenido tematico. Los informes apuntan el aumento del consumo de drogas por las mujeres, el consumo
de drogas para mantener y/o alcanzar estdindares socioculturales de belleza, con riesgos de adiccién y sobredosis y las situaciones
derivadas de la violencia de mujeres que viven con hombres usuarios de drogas. Los reflejos econdmicos, politicos, ideoldgicos y
culturales para las mujeres involucradas con el fendmeno de las drogas pueden ser causa o consecuencia de las implicaciones para la
salud de esta poblacion.

DESCRIPTORES: Mujeres. Consumidores de drogas. Medios de comunicacién de masa.
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INTRODUCTION

The production, trade and consumption of
drugs constitute a worldwide social and health
problem that affects all societies in different ways
and involves people of all races, genders, religions,
social classes and educational levels.

Social and health repercussion are under-
stood as the economic, political and ideological
reflections of women’s involvement with drugs,
as well as the tendencies of vulnerability to disease
and injuries, in face of this issue. Such issues are
still not broadly discussed in the Brazilian litera-
ture, but they are often reported in mass media
communication.

Although involvement with drugs is so-
cially regarded as a male conduct, epidemiologi-
cal studies (national and international)'? point to
an increase in the number of women consuming
licit and illicit psychoactive substances, especially
medications. With regard to drug trading, data
from the National Penitentiary Department (DE-
PEN) show a marked growth in the incarceration
rate of women due to crimes associated with traf-
ficking.?

Studies that focus on women, and the issue
of illicit drugs, refer to their participation as sup-
porting the process, noting that the involvement
occurs through relationships of affection with
men in their social environment, as a companion,
sibling or neighbor,*® with few situations in which
they appear alone being exploited, as a result of
personal choices.

Changes in the late twentieth century are
related to post-modernity, causing changes in the
lifestyle of all people in different societies, stan-
dards of conduct and leisure, including changes
in the consumption, production and trade of
psychoactive substances. For women specifically,
the changes caused, among other aspects, greater
integration into the labor market and an increase
in the number of families headed by women.®”
The incorporation of women, as kids, teenagers
and adults in the social sphere also implies being
submitted to the same risk factors to which men
are subjected, incorporating habits like drug use.

The historically constructed image of women
is not consistent with the image of a drug user
and/or participant in the drug trade, contributing
to the process of the invisibility of women in the
drug phenomenon and consequently a greater
vulnerability to social and health problems for this
population group.® Physiological aspects that de-

termine a differential metabolism of psychoactive
substances, making women more sensitive to their
effects, also constitute factors of vulnerability.5*

Mass media communication, as wide-
ranging and powerful social equipment works
in disseminating dominant schemes of meaning
and interpretation of the world, influencing the
ways of living and thinking of individuals in dif-
ferent social contexts."" Therefore, it is pertinent
to consider that mass media contributes to the
expansion of the drug phenomenon, along with
the processes of urbanization and globalization,'
which determine changes in the social, cultural,
political and economic contexts of societies."

The creation of effective mechanisms for
coping with the expansion of the drug phenom-
enon is included in the political agenda of many
countries. Among the strategies discussed, there
is the training of professionals from various fields,
including health, so as to be capable of dealing
with the multifaceted situations that permeate
this phenomenon.™

In the scope of health, and specifically
women’s health, tackling the drug phenomenon
goes beyond biomedical dimensions, requiring
that professionals understand the health-disease
process more broadly, covering the specifics of
women as a social subject. Therefore, it is im-
portant to understand the inclusion of women in
contemporary society, in the social relations they
establish and gender inequalities that permeate
these relationships. The aim of this paper is to dis-
cuss the social and health repercussions in women
due to drug use, as disclosed in magazines with
national circulation.

METHODOLOGY

This is an exploratory-descriptive study
with a qualitative approach, based from articles
published in four Brazilian magazines. Two of
the magazines chosen (Veja and Isto E) are pub-
lished on a weekly basis and discuss various top-
ics ranging from politics, economics, work and
health, targeting the general public. The other two
(Claudia and Boa Forma) have monthly editions
and their content covers topics related to health,
beauty, disease prevention, lifestyle, relationships,
fashion, kids and family, targeting women more
specifically.

These magazines were chosen based on
the following aspects: national circulation with a
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broad range, proven by the number of copies sold
at each edition, as per the websites of the publish-
ers themselves, ease of access (print and on-line)
and diversity of contents covered for different
populations.

For six consecutive months, as of September
of 2009, all copies of the magazines (77) were read
thoroughly, searching for reports on the problem
studied. Initially, the reports were cataloged by
title, magazine name, year of publication and
edition, and synthesis of the content covered. In
this process, 87 stories on the topic of drugs were
identified and recorded. Subsequent readings
of all the content from these reports allowed the
selection of 52, which focused on issues related to
drugs and women.

Following the steps for the analysis of the-
matic content,” it was possible to select those that
focused on drug-related issues and women, more
specifically about forms of consumption, types of
drugs used, reasons for consumption, drugs ef-
fects on the body, women’s participation in drug
trafficking, drug violence and imprisonment for
drug trafficking.

The reports were then grouped by similarity
of information, which allowed the organization of
two thematic categories: 1 ) Drugs that treat and
drugs that cause dependence; and 2 ) Female
protagonists in the drug phenomenon. The first
category contains reports on the use of licit drugs,
including medications, tobacco and alcohol, and
the second category discusses the use of illicit
drugs, women’s participation in drug trafficking
and violent situations experienced by women as
a result of living with people who are drug users.

This is an original article, which did not need
to be submitted to a Research Ethics Committee, as
its research did not involve human beings directly.
Nevertheless, the researchers complied with all
ethical principles, as per Resolution 196/ 96 of the
National Health Council.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The quantity of reports that addressed
women’s issues and the drug phenomenon (52)
represented approximately 60% of all reports
identified, noting that the issue studied is relevant
and of interest to the media.

In each thematic category subcategories were

identified, revealing the complexity of the subject
and the specifics related to women.

Drugs that treat and drugs that cause
dependence

The reports assembled in this category
brought guidance and warnings about the use of
medications and the onset of signs and symptoms
of diseases caused by the consumption of licit
psychoactive substances, among them alcohol and
tobacco.

In general, the content of the reports had
an informative nature, warning about the risk of
drug overdose, alcoholism and smoking, such as
primary health repercussions associated with the
consumption of licit drugs. Secondary to them,
the texts mentioned the risks of physical and
psychological dependence, anxiety disorders,
overweight, respiratory diseases and even death.
Related to the repercussions on women’s health,
the texts highlighted the interference with work
and family as social repercussions.

The death of actress Brittany Murphy, which
occurred on December 20, 2009, was covered by
journalistic articles to discuss the use of medica-
tions by women, the risks of addiction and death
by usage thereof. The reports used the image of
this famous public figure, known worldwide, who
was an actress, to show that addiction to drugs
reflected negatively on working activities, result-
ing in difficulties with performance, problems in
interpersonal relationships and unemployment, as
this excerpt from an article published shows. “[...] a
stunning combination of prescription drugs found
in Brittany’s room would confirm this assumption
(a drug overdose). The list includes the analgesic
Vicoprofen [...] which causes dependence and
may lead to cardiac arrest (cause of death of the
actress) as it decreases the respiratory frequency
of the user. In addition, the police found bottles
of anxiolytics in her room [...]. Brittany’s career,
relatively strong within the limits of the second
tier of Hollywood, was suffering setbacks. Two
weeks before her death, she was fired from the
production of the film “The Caller” due to her
aggressive behavior on the set [...]”.1¢2

The consumption of drugs, particularly
stimulants, painkillers and benzodiazepines, is
prevalent among women.' In Brazil, the per-
centage of women using benzodiazepines and
amphetamines is about three times higher than
among men,""” with their use being carried out
in an attempt to solve health problems/illnesses
that affect the women’s body, and to meet pre-
established beauty standards.'
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According to a study conducted on ad-
vertisements for antidepressant and anxiolytic
medications,” the female figure appears four times
more than the male figure, associated with leisure
time, rest at home and/or contact with nature.
The images transmitted by the advertisements
promote the process of medicalization for any
uncomfortable situations in everyday life, without
any objective indications.

Medical prescription ensures the acquisition
of licit chemical substances, which feeds a social
tendency to naturally accept the use of medicines
by not considering them as drugs.*® In addition
to the use of prescription drugs by authorized
professionals, the cultural phenomenon of over-
valuating the consumption of these drugs is con-
sidered, stimulated by a reductionist view of the
health-disease process. Medicines have acquired
the central role of immediate solvers to health
problems, also encouraging the perception that
every disease requires pharmacological treatment.
Medicinal substances then become understood
as central instruments in health practices, which
influences the exercise of self-medication.?

Some reports warn of the risks associated
with the practice of medicalization, albeit indi-
rectly, by stimulating the consumption of drugs to
cure and/ or control diseases through information
that had highlighted the benefits of the medica-
tions. Another report, based on a social fact the
punishment of the Brazilian gymnast Daiane
dos Santos, faced with positive results of doping
tests conducted in July of 2009, emphasized the
adverse effects of drugs on the body and the risks
of self-medication. In the field of sports, the use
of a socially legal substance, marketed as a medi-
cine, is regarded as an illegal conduct, passive of
punishment.

One must consider that the disclosure of in-
formation, about medicines and therapeutic treat-
ments, helps to increase the rationality of using
them.? In contrast, the accumulation of knowledge
and the provision of information shared among
peers, neighbors and through communication
media help people choose medicines, making them
more confident in self-medication.

The messages relayed by the media can be as-
similated and interpreted by the public with many
meanings. Therefore, it is important to rethink the
quality of the information that is disclosed by the
media about medicines, since they are an elemen-
tary public awareness tool, encouraging advances
in the health education process.”

Diseases resulting from the abuse of licit
drugs, as well as scientific advances in the phar-
macological treatment of pathologies, such as obe-
sity, cancer and depression, have been addressed
in several reports. Among the diseases arising
from illicit drug use were: female alcoholism, as a
primary pathology associated with alcohol abuse
by women and alcohol anorexia or drunkorexia,
characterized as an eating disorder associated
with chemical dependence, which leads women to
ingest alcoholic beverages to suppress the appetite
and therefore lose weight.*

Considered as a serious public health
problem, alcoholism is one of the most prevalent
mental disorders in the Brazilian society, associ-
ated with high clinical, social, economic, labor
and family losses. In addition, it is also related to
different situations of violence, traffic accidents
and traumas.”

According to one of the reports, “the effects
of alcohol are more devastating for women than
for men. Diseases arising from alcoholism kill
proportionately twice as many female than male
alcoholics. Among women, the damage to health
caused by addiction to the drink usually appear
ten years earlier than among men” .**¢ The health
consequences for women who abuse alcohol,
identified in the reports, are cardiovascular and
neurological disorders, liver disease, cancer, os-
teoporosis and psychiatric disorders.

Scientific studies show that metabolic and
physiological differences between the sexes deter-
mine increased sensitivity of women to the effects
of alcohol and therefore greater vulnerability to
alcohol dependence syndrome and to the physi-
ological damages related to it. Women start the
consumption of alcoholic beverages later in rela-
tion to men, however, they present the resulting
pathologies of this consumption earlier.>1*?

Although reports indicate the consequent
health repercussions from alcohol abuse, the em-
phasis on social and psychological aspects, such
as loss of self-esteem, difficulties in interpersonal
relationships, impaired work performance and
commitment to family stability, point to aspects
of gender differences.

An excerpt from one of the early reports de-
nouncing the consumption of alcoholic beverages
during the teenage years, related to an unspecified
eating disorder: “in my teenage years, I did every
kind of diet, but, as I loved to drink, I did not cut
out alcohol at all.  used menus in which 80% of the
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calories came from the drink, as I believed that this
way I would not get fat (...). Until one day I had a
panic attack, I thought I was going to die (...). At
the hospital, they became suspicious of an eating
disorder, because I had liver problems and I was
almost malnourished (...)”. %1%

The association between the use of psychoac-
tive substances by women and weight reduction
has already been discussed in national litera-
ture.®®?® Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that there
are difficulties in getting population samples to
conduct more specific research on this topic due to
the common association between eating disorders,
drug dependence and other psychiatric disorders,
such as mood and anxiety disorders.*

Whereas the causes and consequences of
female alcoholism are more often associated with
psychological issues, thus intrinsic to women, in
the case of men they relate to social issues. The
marks of the genre in alcoholism relate to, among
other aspects, the allocation of the phenomenon in
the moral dimension, when referred to women.*

In this case, moral judgment indicates the
failure of women in the fulfillment of the gender
roles assigned to them socially and the rejection
of behaviors that are not expected from them as a
result of loss of control over themselves.

New standards of physical appearance and
lifestyles are promoted by mass media, linked to
the overriding idea of beauty and a dominated
body, domesticated to conquer aesthetic perfec-
tion, and with it, happiness.®? In this context, some
reports have focused on the incompatibility of the
habit of smoking with female beauty.

Early last century smoking was seen as a
charming accessory imposing power and valuing
feminine sensuality. This representation has been
transformed over the years and has not constituted
itself, today, as a central idea in regard to the use
of this drug.” Smoking is considered one of the
most important public health problems, being
the leading preventable cause of death by non-
transmissible chronic diseases.®* 3> Nevertheless,
cigarette consumption is growing worldwide,
particularly in developing countries.* In Brazil,
consumption rates have risen, particularly among
young women® and those that have a less favored
socioeconomic status.”

Exhibiting luminous skin, white teeth, pleas-
ant breath, more opportunities to get a partner and
the possibility to increase the chances of pregnancy
were highlighted as advantages for the non-use of

tobacco by women. The suppression of smoking to
prevent non-transmissible chronic diseases such
as cancer, and coronary, pulmonary and cerebro-
vascular diseases, responsible for higher rates of
morbidity and mortality related to smoking, were
not discussed.

In general, the content of the reports is used
in a discursive network through testimonials from
renowned professionals and readers who adopted
conveyed practices and had satisfactory results,
and also data from national and international sci-
entific research to reproduce values that constrain
women to practices and behaviors to achieve the
ideal beauty and body.

Female protagonist in the drug phenomenon

The articles assembled in this category es-
sentially deal with two aspects. One of them,
still poorly explored in the drug phenomenon,
concerns the participation of women in the con-
sumption and trafficking of illicit drugs, not di-
rectly related to the influence of sexual partners or
friends. In this case, the drugs highlighted in the
reports were LSD, ecstasy, alcohol and cocaine.

The second aspect addressed concerns the
victimization of women who suffered physical
violence from friends or fellow drug users. In
the reports, crack and alcohol were mentioned
as causes of violence committed against women.

The use of illicit drugs by the female popu-
lation is a reality still poorly discussed in the na-
tional literature, although epidemiological studies
confirm the growth of this fact' and the number
of female prisoners in the prison system, whose
main motive is drug trafficking.>*® Some of these
studies point to this fact as a result of unequal
gender relations, characterized, among other
things, by the submission of women to men.#¥-4
Nevertheless, the idea of one’s own initiative, a
feminine aspect of intentionality as a motivator
for consumption and/ or trafficking drugs, begins
to be considered.*®

Although there was no focus on drug use by
the female population, some of the reports dealt
with the consumption of synthetic drugs mixed
with other substances like medicines, alcohol and
cocaine by middle and upper class youths. The im-
ages used in the reports showed women dancing at
parties, denoting them being under the influence
of psychoactive substances, with testimonials of
experiences lived by them in the abuse of different
psychoactive substances.
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The images and testimonials focused on
young women of high social class, attending night-
clubs and raves, and who made use of these drugs
‘to get as crazy as possible” and enjoy the party.
The context of use and the profile of the consumer
of synthetic drugs indicated in the reports are com-
patible with the characteristics already described
in a national scientific study.*

The consumption of cocaine and crack was
approached by the female population in the re-
ports, showing the expansion in the consumption
of these psychoactive substances among women
of all social classes, races and educational levels.
One report told the story of the use of cocaine
and crack by a young white woman, belonging
to a family of high social class, started at the age
of 11, reproducing the abusive use of alcohol and
cocaine carried out by her mother, within the
house. Although discreetly, the report shows that
the problematic use of alcohol and other drugs
by women is not a recent problem, as it crosses
generations. The type of substance produced and
marketed is what changed.

In general, the contents of the articles point to
physical and social implications for women, aris-
ing from the consumption of illicit drugs, such as:
overdose, miscarriages, cardiac and neurological
disorders, as well as exposure to violence, family
and emotional imbalance, difficulties with inser-
tion and maintenance in the labor market and
several hospital admissions for drug dependence
treatment.

Regarding the exposure of women in situ-
ations of violence committed by their partners
or friends who use drugs, the texts found in
magazines propagate the idea that the drug acts
on individuals, determining their actions, as it
was found in a study conducted on newspapers in
Salvador, Bahia.* The practice of aggressions and
crimes is justified by the effect of illicit drugs to
which the aggressor, represented by a male person,
is submitted. The report entitled “A brutal drug”
confirms this statement in the following excerpt:
“under the influence of crack, he strangled student
Barbara Calazans, 18, whom he called ‘my guard-
ian angel’” .4

The subject of this report was addressed in
two of the magazines selected, with similar con-
tent. The texts focused on the expansion of crack
use among the middle class and considered this
increase as a devastating urban epidemic, leading
to the classification of crack as a social and health

problem. When using expressions like ‘crack is
essentially a dangerous drug’, ‘crack brutalizes’,
and ‘crack endangers those who become addicted
and often those around you’, the media reinforces
the idea that the drug is the main element in the
addiction process, which acts on the person taking
them to act violently and uncontrollably. In this
perspective, the drug becomes responsible for acts
of crime, violence and aggression committed by
people who use it.

In one of the reports, women appeared as
victims of physical violence by their partner, a user
of alcoholic beverages. The reports published were
associated with acts of violence carried out by the
football player, Adriano, against his companion,
revealing his problematic alcohol consumption.

The relationship of the drug phenomenon
with the phenomenon of violence is a consensus in
the specialized literature,* in which women take
the place of victims of physical and/or psycho-
logical violence from their companion, who use
alcohol and other drugs. The media reproduces
the image of docile, naive and caregiving women
as the main victim of rampant drug violence, per-
sonified in the male user.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The collection analyzed allows the approach
to the problematic drug problem in the female
population to be considered meaningful, in the
communication media investigated. Among the
topics covered in the reports, the risks of medi-
cine consumption were highlighted, as well as
the expansion of female alcoholism and smoking,
the involvement of women from different social
classes, ages and races with drug trafficking and
consumption of illicit drugs and, moreover, situ-
ations of violence against women resulting from
living with drug users.

In the topics addressed, biological repercus-
sions were focused, due to the effects of drugs
on the body and the action of these on social
and emotional relationships. The submission of
women to men, disadvantages related to muscular
and physical strength, violent situations, feelings
of suffering, the need to meet socially imposed
standards of beauty and the family context of
substance use were assigned as causes and con-
sequences for women’s involvement with drugs.
The reproduction of such ideas evidences the
association of social and cultural constructs that
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determine health inequalities between people of
the same sex and different sexes that are reflected
in everyday actions and, consequently, in the con-
sumption of psychoactive substances.

Based on the punishment of an athlete
for doping, it was possible to problematize the
concept of what is considered licit or illicit in the
drug world. The use of diuretics, medications
easily accessible in pharmacies, is forbidden in
the context of sporting competitions, leading to
the punishment of athletes that supposedly make
use of them.

Finally, the data analyzed show that the
social impacts in the reports studied somehow
supplanted health issues, especially affective-
emotional and family imbalance. The content of
the reports indicates the reproduction of unequal
gender relations in the drug phenomenon, by
attributing women’s involvement to moral /emo-
tional issues, relegating health and the preserva-
tion of life to second place. The data presented
indicate the need for planning and redirecting
health actions for women, seeking to contemplate
the various consequences arising from their in-
volvement with drugs.
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