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The problem

A significant proportion of women who face incarceration in 
the criminal justice system (CJS) have Substance Use Disorders (SUD).



Men make up the majority of inmates (> 85%) 
Studies on the prison population focus mainly on males and neglect women 
SUD is a significant contributor to crime among women (UNODC)



Aim
To assess SUDs among female offenders in East Africa

Inform practice, policy, research and theory



Why women?
Female inmates vs. general population: 2 – 4 times more likely to have a mental 
problem

Twice as many as men

Studies on SUDs among female offenders 
may inform interventions to reduce incarceration 
of women and penal reforms (and/men) in prisons.

UNODC, 2014



What did we do?
q Google Scholar,
q PsycInfo,
q Scopus, etc.

Research studies published between 2014 and 2023

About 40 studies found; half didn’t have relevant data
Eliminated studies of imprisonment due to drug trade 
or focused on males only.



Search terms

Prison* or jail* or 
offender* or 
criminal* or 
inmate* or 

correction* or 
penitentiar*

Substance* or 
drug* or alcohol* 

or mental* or 
psychiatr* or 

psycho*

Africa* or 
Burundi* or 

Congo* or Kenya* 
or Rwanda* or 

Somali* or South 
Sudan* or 

Tanzania* or 
Uganda*



Findings
Women make up the smaller proportion of 
offenders 3 - 6.5%

Studies ignore them because of small numbers

Typically come from lower socio-economic and 
dysfunctional backgrounds

- Education
- Employment
- Early motherhood



Majority of the reports on female offenders 
focus on mental health in general

Little or no emphasis on SUDs among female 
offenders. 



A small number of the reviewed studies mentioned social and 
psychological interventions for SUDs, none of which were specific to 
female offenders



Prison studies Female offenders % ATIs*
Burundi X 4.8 X
Congo X 3 X
Kenya ☑ 5.3 ☑☑

Rwanda ☑ 6.4 X
S.Sudan X 5.3 ☑

Somalia ☑ N/A ☑

Tanzania ☑ 3.4 ☑☑

Uganda ☑ 4.2 ☑

World prison brief, 2015 Barton et al, 2021



There is little information regarding women and SUDs in East African 
prison populations, despite UNODC's emphasis on substance abuse as 
a key contributor to crime among women.

Conclusion



Conclusion
• Further research is needed to determine the drivers of SUDs among women in 

the CJS in East Africa; e.g. past trauma, socio-cultural issues

• Gender sensitive CJS to support female offenders’ needs (mental health, sexual 
and reproductive health issues and complications – HIV, pregnancy, postnatal care, breast 
feeding, children of women prisoners)
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