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Workplaces and Substance Use:
Exploring Gender-Related Factors

Key Messages

e About one in six (17%) women reported using alcohol or other drugs within two hours
before or during work, or being hungover, intoxicated or high while at work in the past
year. In comparison, about one in four (23%) men reported similar behaviours.

e Among workers who reported using a substance at least once at work, about a third
(35%) of women and half (56%) of men reported hiding their use. One in four (25%)
women said they worried about losing their job or being suspended, compared with
nearly half of men (48%).

e Women reported feeling pressure to use substances to fit in, be considered for
promotions, or avoid speculation about their health or bodies. Among men,
masculinity norms, such as “suffering in silence” or being seen as “weak” for seeking
help, were also identified as risk factors.

e To reduce risks related to substance use in the workplace, employers and partners
can provide regular education, address stigma, change workplace culture, update
policies and offer appropriate supports and training.

e The Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction (CCSA) offers employers and
partners resources, guidance, training and tailored services to address substance
use risks and protective factors in the workplace, including those related to gender.

Issue

Where we work, the type of work we do and workplace culture can all affect our well-being,
including our use of alcohol or other drugs (substance use). Workplace risks and protective
factors related to substance use and health! can affect workers in any industry. However,
these risks and protective factors often differ across demographic groups, including gender
(Frone, 2006; European Union Drugs Agency, 2022).

For women, harmful workplace experiences — including unwanted sexual attention, sexual
coercion, sexism and gender-based harassment — can affect well-being as much as other
job related stressors, such as work overload, role conflict and physical risks (Sojo et al.,
2016). Women in male-dominated industries may also face pressure to fit into a drinking

1 Like mental health, substance use health exists along a spectrum, from no use and beneficial or lower-risk use to substance use disorder
(CAPSA, n.d.).
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culture, which can negatively affect their relationship with substance use (Roche et al.,
2012).

For men, common masculine horms, such as not seeking help, being tough or pushing
through pain, are linked to a higher risk of substance use and “suffering in

silence” (Leadbeater et al., 2020; Mcllwaine et al., 2025; Roche et al., 2012). Help-seeking
behaviours, as well as access to and the impact of workplace social supports, also differ
between women and men (Bartram et al., 2020; Bellman et al., 2003).

Understanding the context of substance use among workers and managers, including how
gender shapes these experiences, is important for strengthening protective factors and
supporting worker health and safety. This brief is part of a series on workplaces and
substance use. It provides context and data for employers and other partners, such as
unions, associations and health professionals, on substance use and gender.

The Study

We conducted a national study using a survey, focus groups and interviews with workers and
managers from a range of industries. Of the 1,120 people surveyed, 514 identified as
women and 595 as men. Fewer than five identified as Two-Spirit, six identified as nonbinary
and fewer than five preferred not to say.

Participants were from five regions across Canada: the Atlantic provinces (7%), Quebec
(30%), Ontario (34%), the Prairies (16%) and British Columbia (13%). Due to small sample
sizes, British Columbia figures include Yukon and the Northwest Territories.

The sample included workers in both safety-sensitive2 and non-safety-sensitive positions
across a range of industries. Due to small sample sizes, the key findings below focus on the
experiences of women and men.3

Key Findings

Extent of Substance Use Among Women and Men
Women were less likely than men to report substance use related to the workplace.

e About one in six (17%) women reported
using alcohol or other drugs within two
hours before or during work, or being

Figure 1. Substance use perceived as an
issue in the workplace.
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e Fewer women perceived substance use , o
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as an issue in their workplace compared use use
with men (Figure 1). Women ® Men

2 Safety-sensitive positions involve work where impairment could pose a risk to the worker, co-workers, the public or the environment (e.g.,
heavy equipment operators, medical practitioners).
3 Gender identities and roles were self-identified by participants during the study.
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Risks and Protective Factors

Different workplace risks and protective factors can influence substance use among women
and men. Understanding and addressing these factors can benefit both workers and
workplaces. The following are some of the most common risks and protective factors
identified by women and men across industries:

e Workplace culture: About one in 10 (15%) women said alcohol use was acceptable in
their workplace culture, compared with one in five (21%) men. Similarly, about one in
10 (10%) women and one in five (17%) men said cannabis use was acceptable.

e Stigma: Among workers who reported using a substance at least once at work, about
a third (35%) of women and half (56%) of men reported hiding their use. One in four
(25%) women said they worried about losing their job or being suspended, compared
with nearly half of men (48%).

“I know a person who is asking about alcohol [policies]. She doesn’t touch that, but
everybody thinks that she’s an alcoholic. | worry if | go and report my problems, | would be
seen [differently]. There is no encouragement to speak up about these things.”
-Worker (woman)

e Masculinity norms: Several focus group participants described expectations for men
to have “tough skin,” to “buck up and deal with it” and not talk about their issues.
One man noted this contributed to “suffering in silence.” Another explained that
mental health or substance use health issues were seen as a “weakness.” Among
men who reported using a substance before or during work at least once, about half
(47%) said they worried about what other employees or managers would think of
them.

“In my workplace, there’s a macho culture that’s baked in. People don’t usually admit
they’re getting help for an issue. Because guys typically ... we don’t talk about our stuff.”
-Worker (man)

e Pressure to use among women: Some focus group participants discussed women
feeling pressure to drink alcohol at work events or lunches to avoid being seen as
“prudish,” being passed over for promotions, or facing uncomfortable questions or
assumptions about their bodies and health.

“It was sort of prudish to not have a beer at lunch or three. It was like if you didn’t go
drinking at the bar and get drunk enough, you weren’t going to get promoted.”
-Worker (woman)
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“There is the stigma of, well, why don’t you drink, and even if my answer’s as boring as
I've never liked the taste, I'm a young woman in a profession. Is she not drinking because
she’s pregnant? There’s all sorts of reasons why my not drinking makes people more

uncomfortable than if | was to drink.”
-Worker (woman)

Gender differences in risk: Workplace risk factors can affect people in different ways.
For example, some women reported feeling unsafe socializing with leadership or men
colleagues when alcohol or other substances were involved. At the same time, they
felt that not participating could lead to being excluded from promotions or other
workplace opportunities. For men, these same settings created a different type of
risk; substance use was often seen as a way to connect with leadership and build
relationships with colleagues and managers.

Policies and Training

Policies: Among managers, half (53%) of women felt their organization’s policies or
procedures were discriminatory or stigmatizing toward people who may have
alcohol or drug issues, compared with a third (34%) of men. Among workers, one
in five (19%) women felt their workplace policies were discriminatory or
stigmatizing, compared with two in five men (44%).

Training: Fewer women managers (about two in five or 42%) than men managers
(nearly three in five or 57%), said they felt adequately trained to intervene when
they thought an employee might be impaired at work.

Implications and Recommendations

Women and men face different workplace risks related to substance use. There are also
opportunities to strengthen protective factors and reduce these risks. Addressing stigma,
workplace culture, gender-related factors and unclear policies (see CCSA study) can improve
worker well-being, safety and productivity.

Recommendations include:
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e Conduct a needs assessment on substance use in your workplace.

e Provide education and training for workers and managers using evidence-
based information on substance use and gender differences.

e Develop clear, equitable and comprehensive policies and best practices
tailored to your organization.

e Establish trusted individuals for disclosure or offer peer support options that
are inclusive and feel safe for people of all genders.

e Provide alternatives to substances when celebrating, socializing or managing

health and well-being.
o Offer accessible, confidential and diverse supports.
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To support your organization, CCSA offers resources, guidance, training and tailored services
to address substance use risks and protective factors in the workplace. For more
information about the study, workplace resources, or on substance use, contact us at
workplace@ccsa.ca.
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About CCSA

CCSA was created by Parliament to provide national leadership to address substance use in Canada.
A trusted counsel, we provide national guidance to decision makers by harnessing the power of research,
curating knowledge and bringing together diverse perspectives.

CCSA activities and products are made possible through a financial contribution from Health Canada.
The views of CCSA do not necessarily represent the views of Health Canada.

ISBN 978-1-77871-256-2 © Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction 2026

Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction * Centre canadien sur les dépendances et I'usage de substances Page 6



	Workplaces and Substance Use: Exploring Gender-Related Factors
	Key Messages
	Issue
	The Study
	Key Findings
	Extent of Substance Use Among Women and Men
	Risks and Protective Factors
	Policies and Training

	Implications and Recommendations
	References



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



