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Objectives: High prevalence of stimulants use –especially crystalline methamphetamine 
(crystal meth)-, which required extensive medical and rehabilitation interventions is a major 
problem in Iran’s health care system. Main objective of the current study was to compare 
social, economic and cultural factors associated with female’s tendency toward use of two 
main types of drugs including opium and crystal methamphetamine.

Methods: The present cross-sectional and comparative study was performed on female opium 
and Methamphetamine (MA) dependents of Tehran in 2015. 136 women (82 crystal meth 
consumers and 54 opium consumers) were selected by simple random sampling method 
whom filled a researcher-developed questionnaire. Data was analyzed by Pearson Correlation 
Coefficient and Chi-square test using SPSS software V. 19.

Results: There were significant differences between two groups in terms of marital status 
(P=0.012), the believe in better fitness with drug use (P=0.011), and the believe in improved 
working and studying efficacy (P=0.039).

Discussion: It seems that misconceptions of beneficial impact of crystal methamphetamine 
use on fitness and improved working and studying efficacy could be recognized as a prominent 
factor for women’s tendency toward crystal methamphetamine use. Also, being single and 
avoiding a stable marital life was a strong factor associated with such tendency. This was 
whilst opium use was more prevalent among married women, and especially those influenced 
by their addicted spouse. 
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Highlights 

● Misconceptions of beneficial impact of crystal meth on fitness and improved working efficacy is the main reason 
for women to use crystal meth in Iran.

Plain Language Summary 

Female’s addiction is a threat to the health of the society. Substance abuse has recently increased among females in 
Iran, and tendency toward stimulants use including crystal methamphetamine (glass) has been more than ever. The 
main motive for conducting the present study was the increased tendency toward crystal methamphetamine (glass) 
abuse among the Iranian women. The results of the current study indicate that Iranian females misinterpret the effects 
of glass abuse on fitness and improved occupational and educational functioning. Furthermore, glass abuse is more 
prevalent among single females.

1. Introduction

endency toward substance use is among 
major topics to be investigated in the field 
of addiction sciences. Prior researches 
have documented various assumptions 
about the etiology of drug abuse, but none 

of those could solely determine reasons to individual’s 
tendency toward drug use. In most cases, this is typi-
cally a complex problem; but some specific factors play 
more highlighted roles in different socio-cultural situa-
tions, as it differs from person to person [1, 2]. In fact, 
substance dependence is a bio-psycho-social problem. 
In other words, biological aspects like hormone chang-
es and shifts in neurotransmitters, social aspects includ-
ing poverty, unemployment, addiction in other family 
members and immigration, and psychological aspects 
such as feelings of inferiority and insecurity, stressful 
life events like war, joining military service and a long-
distance family; all together evolve basis of tendency 
toward drug abuse [3].

Most people find illicit drug use as a rather masculine 
phenomena and that women are much less likely to in-
volve drugs and addiction. Results of a national epide-
miological survey on the general population regarding 
substance use and health consequences of it which was 
conducted as direct interviews in the emergency wards 
of hospitals of Iran, approved that 2% of women used 
opium and 0.05% of them were depended on opium 
and its derivatives [4]. 

There are growing evidence for an increasing trend of 
addiction among females during the past 20 years, in 
which ratio of women who use illicit drugs versus total 
population of drug abusers was increased from almost 
4% in 1998 to 9% in 2013. That means the proportion 

of men to women in total drug abuse population is 10 
to 1; It is necessary to mention that this ratio is lower 
for some substances; for instance; the ratio reaches 4-6 
to 1 in case of Amphetamine Type Stimulants (ATS), 
indicating a closer difference between the two genders 
[5-8]. According to the latest national survey on drug 
abuse in Iran (2015), about 3.3% of females aged 15 to 
64 years reported histories of at least one type of nar-
cotics and/or stimulants use during lifetime [9].

A serious threat which arises in this domain is a change 
in the pattern of illicit drugs use from more natural sub-
stances (narcotics) to synthetic and chemical ones that 
has been plaguing our country over the past few years; 
as crystalline methamphetamine (crystal meth) use has 
been dramatically increased among the youth and fe-
males during the past decade [10]. There have been nu-
merous studies to suggest increased use of Methamphet-
amines (MA) among patients referred to the emergency 
rooms of psychiatric centers [11], the young generation 
[12], patients under opiate abuse treatment [13], and 
injection drug users who consume shared syringe [14]. 
This has also been explored in estimation of alcohol 
and illicit drug use rates in 2013 and the whole coun-
try’s consumption of crystal meth was reported 590 per 
100,000 people [8]. This increase has also been reported 
in women [15, 16]. 

Previous studies have shown that enhancing harm and 
tension caused by social changes as well as intensified 
and modern roles of women could be a potential element 
in increased tendency to substance use among females. 
Practicing illicit drug use among women challenges their 
roles as a mother and wife in the society [17]. 

A number of authors in literature has discussed that 
female’s drug dependence not only affects their own 
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health, but also harms their children and other young 
family members. Drug abuse particularly causes various 
mental and physical disorders in their fetus [18, 19]. As 
has been previously reported in the literature, compared 
to men, the biological characteristics of females, psycho-
logically and physically makes them more susceptible to 
the negative effects of alcohol, tobacco, and other types 
of drugs, as women are more likely to develop complica-
tions associated with drug and alcohol abuse (i.e. alco-
hol-induced liver disease) much earlier than men [20].

Considering the important role of women in the so-
ciety, vulnerabilities that threaten female’s physical 
and psychological health are serious challenges of our 
country and must be among research necessities of the 
health system. On the other hand, the rate of crystal meth 
abuse was dramatically raised consequence to provi-
sion of amphetamine type stimulants in the market, due 
to its pseudo-attractive features. Better identification of 
factors involving tendency toward abusing cutting-edge 
substances, may lead to designing more appropriate pre-
ventive and therapeutic services. Main objective of the 
current study was to investigate and compare causes of 
the tendency toward opium and crystal meth among fe-
males, in respect of social, economic and cultural factors. 
With this aim in mind, in this paper we present whether 
other factors impact the increasing use of methamphet-
amine, or is it only the same relatively recognized rea-
sons to tendency toward opium abuse?

2. Methods

The present cross-sectional and comparative study was 
part of a large survey and performed on female opium 
and MA users of Tehran in 2015. We performed com-
parison in respect of demographic data, as well as social, 
economic and cultural indicators. 

Participants

The statistical population of the present study consisted 
of female drug users who referred to 1. Congress 60 (a 
self-help group NGO); 2. Outpatient clinics for substance 
use treatment; 3. Residential treatment centers; 4. Harm-
reduction centers Drop-in Center (DIC); 5. Imprisoned 
women; 6. Those under clause 16 (the law that obliges 
drug dependents to undergo compulsory treatment) who 
have been under treatment for less than one month, and 
7. Female drug abusers under no treatment of Tehran.

A sample size of 125 individuals was required, which 
ultimately 140 participants were selected, due to dis-
persion and variability in independent variables and 

possibility of subjects’ loss. Inclusion criteria were as 
follows: opium or methamphetamine use and being 
diagnosed as drug dependent based on DSM-V. Exclu-
sion criteria were follows: being a poly drug user and 
having psychosis. 

The participants (140 persons) were divided into seven 
mentioned sub-groups and twenty people were evenly 
selected from each of the groups (congress 60, outpatient 
clinics for substance use treatment, residential treatment 
centers, harm-reduction centers, imprisoned women and 
those under clause 16) through simple random sampling 
method. Eventually, females who were not under any 
treatment programs (20 samples) were selected by snow-
ball sampling method [21]. After completion of data 
gathering, 136 questionnaires were recognized eligible 
to enroll into statistical analysis process.

Study tools

A researcher-made data gathering form structured on 
the basis of subjectivisms demonstrated in the prior pilot 
and qualitative studies was applied to collect survey data. 
The qualitative section of the study included a series of 
in-depth interviews with experts, therapists and policy 
makers in the field of prevention, treatment and harm-
reduction of addiction. The research tool structure was 
designed according to the results of this part of the study.

Data analysis

After finalizing design of the questionnaire, a pilot 
study was carried out to evaluate the tool in which Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.726 was obtained. Data were analyzed 
by Pearson Correlation Coefficient and Chi-square test 
using SPSS software V. 19.

3. Results

Of all 136 study participant, 54 were opium users and 
82 were users of crystal methamphetamine. In other 
words, 39.7% and 60.3% of the samples were dependent 
to opium and crystal methamphetamine, respectively. 
The mean age of opium users was 36 years, median was 
35 years; minimum 18 and maximum 60 years with SD 
of 10. Mean age of crystal methamphetamine users was 
31 years, median of 30 years; minimum 18 and maxi-
mum 55 years with SD of 7 years. There was a signifi-
cant difference between the two groups with respect to 
their age (P<0.05). It is necessary to mention that the 
group of opium users consumed opium only and MA us-
ers group, solely consumed crystal methamphetamine.
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The study findings suggested no significant difference 
between the groups in respect of their level of educa-
tion, which means that education has no significant 
impact on tendency toward abusing a specific drug 
type (P=0.664).  Data indicated a significant differ-
ence between the two groups in terms of marital status 
(P=0.012). According to our findings, rate of crystal 
methamphetamine use was higher among single wom-
en or those who attempted temporary marriages, this 
was whilst opium use was significantly higher than crys-
tal methamphetamine use among married women who 
were in a stable marital relationship (Table 1).  

Findings demonstrated no statistically significant dif-
ference between the two groups of study, in respect 
of their ethnicity (P=0.822), family monthly income 
(P=0.119), type of occupation in the past year (P=0.524), 
parent’s level of education (P=0.632), parent’s occupa-
tion (P=0.588), and housing status (P=0.464). It could be 
concluded that most of social, economic and cultural in-
dicators didn’t have any effect on using opium or crystal 
meth among females living in Tehran.

There was no significant difference between opium us-
ers and MA users in belief in regard to ‘‘more beauty 
and attractiveness because of drug use’’ (P=0.077). Al-

though it is considerable the obtained probability value 
of comparing this variable was almost close to the sig-
nificance level. Two groups’ assumptions in regards to 
‘‘drugs causing better fitness’’ were significantly differ-
ent (P=0.011) in which crystal methamphetamine users 
believed they could reach a better body feature and fit-
ness, by consuming this stimulant (Table 2).  

In terms of tendency toward opium or MA because of 
‘‘masculine imitation interest’’, there was no significant 
difference between the two groups (P=0.335). Also, ten-
dency toward opium or crystal methamphetamine use 
due to ‘‘achieve self-identity, social gesture and being 
up to date’’ (P=0.318) and ‘‘sexual pleasure’’ (P=0.318) 
were not significantly different among females in Tehran. 
Tendency toward drug use because of ‘‘improved work/
education efficiency or creation of works of art’’ was sig-
nificantly different between opium dependents and MA 
dependents (P=0.039) as MA users believed that they 
would have better results with drug use (Table 3).

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to compare social, economic 
and cultural factors associated with tendency toward opi-

Table 1. Marital status of two groups of study (54 female opium users and 82 female crystal methamphetamine users)

Marital Status Statistical Indicator Opium Crystal Methamphetamine Total

Single
Number 10 31 41

Percentage 18.5 37.8 30.1

Married
Number 16 13 29

Percentage 29.6 15.5 21.3

Seperated
Number 10 11 21

Percentage 18.5 13.4 15.4

Divorced
Number 10 15 25

Percentage 18.5 18.3 18.4

Widowed
Number 8 5 13

Percentage 14.8 6.1 9.6

Temporary marriages
Number 0 7 7

Percentage 0.0 8.5 5.1

Total
Number 54 82 136

Percentage 100.0 100.0 100.0
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um or crystal meth use among women in Tehran. From 
the short review above, a key finding emerge that one of 
our main criteria for sample selection process was solely 
using a single type of drug, in order to reach accurate data 
regarding participant’s characteristics of the same drug. 

An important finding was understanding that frequency 
of using solely crystal meth was higher, compared to us-
ing solely opium. It shall be pointed out that of all par-
ticipants, 82 subjects were abusers of crystal metham-

phetamine and 54 abused opium, which reflects a high 
concern regarding growing crystal methamphetamine 
abuse among women. However, the general prevalence 
of opium is estimated higher than crystal meth, con-
sidering opium addicted females who occasionally use 
crystal methamphetamine. Seems like patterns of drug 
use among statistical population of this study is different 
than the overall pattern of drug use in the country which 
is highly influenced by the types of drug used by men; 
therefore, this issue requires special attention. Based 

Table 2. Results of 54 opium users and 82 crystal methamphetamine users in respect of improved fitness by drug use in Tehran

Improved Fitness Statistical Indicator Opium Crystal Methamphetamine Total

Completely agree
Number 8 32 40

Percentage 14.82 39.1 29.4

Agree
Number 9 14 23

Percentage 16.66 17.1 16.9

Unbiased
Number 17 12 29

Percentage 31.48 14.6 21.3

Disagree
Number 8 14 22

Percentage 14.82 17.1 16.2

Completely disagree
Number 12 10 22

Percentage 22.22 12.1 16.2

Total
Number 54 82 136

Percentage 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table 3. Results of two groups in respect of ‘‘improved work/education efficiencyor creation of works of art’’ by drug use in Tehran

Improved Work/Education Efficiency and 
Creation of Works of Art by Drug Use Statistical Indicator Opium Crystal Methamphetamine Total

Completely agree
Number 12 34 46

Percentage 22.2 41.4 33.8

Agree
Number 18 25 43

Percentage 33.4 30.5 31.6

Unbiased
Number 6 7 13

Percentage 11.1 8.5 9.6

Disagree
Number 12 8 20

Percentage 22.2 9.8 14.7

Completely disagree
Number 6 8 14

Percentage 11.1 9.8 10.3

Total
Number 54 82 136

Percentage 100.0 100.0 100.0
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on most epidemiologic studies in the last two decades, 
opium and alcohol have been the most prevalent drugs 
among females, and in last decade crystal methamphet-
amine consumption has grown dramatically.

A review study by Rahimi Movaghar in 2004 showed 
that opium was recognized as the most commonly used 
drug among women [4, 22]. Studies conducted during 
late 2000’s about lifetime used drugs by women sug-
gested the following rates of abuse: alcohol (4.7%), 
opium (1.6%), crystal methamphetamine (1.2%), and 
hashish (1.1%), another study demonstrated in the fol-
lowing year also suggested that alcohol (1.3%) and crys-
tal methamphetamine (1%) were respectively the most 
prevalent substances used by females [23, 24]. The main 
point to the current study was crystal methamphetamine 
as the current most commonly abused drug among study 
population. A similar pattern of results was obtained in 
the study of Noori et al., in 2012, in which they showed 
most females with drug use disorders (59%), were de-
pendent on crystal methamphetamine as their top abused 
substance, regardless of their concurrent abuse of narcot-
ics and stimulants [23].

Mean age of females using opium and crystal metham-
phetamine were 36 and 31 years, respectively. Obtained 
data from the current research were significantly higher 
than reports of previous studies. For instance, Noori et al. 
have documented 30 years for the mean age of females 
using opium and 27.5 years for female crystal metham-
phetamine users; they have also mentioned that almost 
90% of this population aged under 35 years [24]. In line 
with that, other studies also reported a lower mean age 
compared to the current study [25, 26].

Such difference could be explained by different sample 
(statistical) population that varied between the studies. 
Most participants of the present study were under some 
kind of treatment (voluntarily or compulsory) and it is 
only normal that people are usually referred to treatment 
centers after few years of struggling with drug use dis-
orders and naturally at higher ages; on the other hand, 
other studies with the target of determining drug use 
prevalence among women accessed a larger number of 
women under no treatment and of younger ages.

Findings of the current study suggested no significant 
correlation between the two groups in terms of level of 
education and tendency toward a specific type of drug. 
This finding was contrary to the results of Noori et al., 
wherein such difference was found significant [24]. This 
study, has explored variables relevant to social, econom-
ic and cultural characteristics of the subjects and found 

no significant association between most of these variables 
and tendency toward any type of drugs in particular. As 
per these findings, level of income, ethnicity, occupa-
tion, level of education and type of housing were not 
significantly different between the two groups of study; 
which is contrary to the results obtained by Khademian 
et al. (2008) in which reported a significant relationship 
between socio-economic status of women and their pre-
ferred type of abused drug. They have explained that 
women with lower socio-economic status have been us-
ing opium, hashish (cannabis) and illegal methadone [27]. 

We speculate that this might be due to difference in the 
price of crystal methamphetamine at the time of conduct-
ing the two studies. It is important to note that, crystal 
methamphetamine used to be imported from other coun-
tries back then and the price was much higher, whilst the 
market for this substance is changed at the present time 
and it is distributed at a very cheaper cost.

A thought-provoking finding was the significant rela-
tionship between marital status of the subjects and ten-
dency toward consuming a certain type of drug. As the 
rate of crystal methamphetamine use was significantly 
higher among women who attempted temporary mar-
riages and the single ones; whilst a higher rate of opium 
abuse was seen in the married women. This is consistent 
with what has been found in a previous investigation 
conducted in 2010, that explored the status of stimulants 
abuse in Tehran and realized half of the female stimulant 
users were single [24].

Finding showed no significant difference between two 
study groups in belief in regard to more beauty and at-
tractiveness because of drug use; but a significant dif-
ference was seen between the two groups in terms of 
improved fitness by using drug; as the group of crystal 
methamphetamine users mainly believed that using this 
substance leads to weight loss and better body figure 
in them. In addition, while the difference between two 
groups was not significant in their assumptions in re-
gards to higher beauty and attractiveness, still this vari-
able was scored much higher among crystal metham-
phetamine users group. 

A similar finding was reached by Noori et al., whom 
suggested that more than half of individuals initially 
attempted crystal methamphetamine abuse in aim of 
getting lean [24]. A further novel finding was that the 
group of females with crystal methamphetamine use, 
significantly believes that substance abuse enhances 
focus and improves working/studying efficacy or im-
proves creating works of art. Of course, there are other 
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differences in the personality characteristics of the two 
groups of opiates and stimulants users that should be 
investigated in women [28].

5. Conclusion

In summary, this study argued that numerous factors 
affect women’s tendency toward drug use which most of 
them are involved in this phenomena without a statisti-
cally significant difference. However, some women tend 
to use crystal methamphetamine more than others, in-
cluding single women, the ones who attempt temporary 
marriages and those with misconceptions of beneficial 
impact of using crystal methamphetamine on better fit-
ness and improved working and studying efficacy. 

The approach utilized suffers from the limitation that 
the research design and statistical analysis used in the 
current work, lacked the casual inference potency for the 
explored variables of study; therefore, it was not possible 
to specify casual and non-causal relationships. In other 
words, obtained significant relationships only reflect co-
existence and correlation between the variables and we 
cannot certainly regard one as a direct cause of another.  

Another limitation in this research involves the issue 
of inability to accurately control confounding vari-
ables, in which makes it impossible to attribute the 
relationship between the studied variables to the inves-
tigated independent variables and of course, besides 
the independent variable, numerous factors could have 
contributed to the formation of dependent variable that 
were missing our realization.

Ideally, these findings should be replicated in a study 
focused on each factor that found to be statistically sig-
nificant with tendency to consuming a specific type of 
drug among this study groups; it is also needed to con-
sider more expanded and accurate items and variables to 
be explored in the questionnaire.

The broad implication of the present research could be 
considering women’s misconception regarding optimal 
use of opium to reduce complications and symptoms of 
physical diseases, as well as feeling of peacefulness after 
physical disputes and false believe in positive efficacy of 
crystal meth on improving work and studying efficacy 
and reaching body fitness, in the future educational and 
consulting planning extensively.
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