
• There has been an increase in the number of women who use drugs (WWUD) globally

• However, a far lower proportion of women seek and access treatment for substance use

disorders.

• In South Africa, there is a Community Orientated Substance Use Program (COSUP) providing

access to funded opioid agonist therapy (OAT).

• In 2021, a local study reported that less than 10% of women were initiated on OAT.

• This study was conducted at 3 inner city COSUP sites.

• Women accounted for 21 of 141 people on methadone at these three sites.

• This study explored the perceptions and experiences of WWUD when accessing OAT in the

Tshwane District in Gauteng, South Africa.

INTRODUCTION

METHODOLOGY

RESULTS

• The median age of the 11 participants was 40 years. 

• Most participants were unemployed. 

• Three themes using an analogy of a mirror with reflections from the participants about 
themselves and others, were identified. 

• “Looking Into” reported the personal reflections of WWUD with long waiting periods when 
accessing OST. 

• Fear of withdrawals, perceived poor physical appearance and fear of negative treatment 
were identified as barriers to accessing antenatal care when pregnant. 

• With “Looked At”, participants shared their experiences of stigma; they were often labelled 
as sex workers. 

• Gender-based violence  in intimate relationships was also reported 

• “Looked After” highlighted their experiences with essential  service providers. 

• Participants reported positive experiences at COSUP sites 

• Negative treatment associated with poor physical appearance at health care facilities  was 
reported

• Participants felt Police appeared to not fully support the needle syringe programme.

CONCLUSION

• Women who use drugs are a marginalised population that experience unique barriers to 
accessing OST. 

• Bottlenecks to reduce the long waiting periods should be addressed. 

• Harm reduction programmes should include maternal health and GBV services. 

• The training and sensitisation of the police and health care services to harm reduction is 
essential. 
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• A qualitative research study was conducted at three COSUP sites (April-July 2023). Purposive 
sampling was used.

• Eleven participants were invited to be interviewed.

• Data were transcribed and manual thematic analysis was done.
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Fig1: UN office on drug and crime on X. World# “Drug problem.”12 Jun 2022. https://x.com/UNODC/status/1535924993237950465.
Accessed. 24 Sep 2024

You can be beaten, you can be punished, he can tell you that today you are not 
going anywhere. If he doesn’t want you to go there you won’t go there because if 
you go when you come back it will be a problem. He will fight, sometimes he can 
take that Methadone also you don’t know what he will do with it and then you 
end up losing that Methadone you went to fetch. So sometimes you just decide to 
leave that Methadone because it is the same, he doesn’t want me to go there if I 
can force to go there, I cannot use that Methadone sometimes.” 

(Participant 4)

Fig2:Dianova. World Federation against drugs. "Identifying and overcoming gender barriers in addiction treatment.” 05 May 
2021. https://www.dianova.org/news/identifying-and-overcoming-gender-barriers-in-addiction-treatment/
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