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Background
• Pregnancy often serves as a transitional time for 

women to seek treatment for their substance use 
disorder (SUD)

• Women who use drugs are a challenging population 
to access, and experience stigma and difficulty 
accessing services at higher rates than men who use 
drugs

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to gain insight and 
understanding of women’s facilitators and barriers to 
transitioning from illicit drug use to treatment during 
pregnancy
Methods
• The Health Stigma and Discrimination 

Framework was used as a guide for the study
• Online survey on a private Facebook page for moms 

on medication-assisted treatment (MAT)
• Participants were invited to participate in a one-hour 

in-depth interview about their experiences
Results
• All participants identified as women
• Of the 20 participants that completed the survey, the 

average age was 31, and almost all were white (n=17, 
90%)

• The majority (n=19, 95%) used opioids, stopped using 
illicit drugs by their second trimester (n=10, 80%), and 
94.4% knew about MAT as an option, with the 
average beginning treatment at the 15th week of 
pregnancy

• Stigma was experienced some to a great deal by 
90% (n=17) of the women

• Six women participated in an in-depth interview

Driver and Facilitator Themes
• Fear of child protective services and health of the fetus 
• Partner’s drug use 
• Health care provider’s reactions 
• Titration of MAT  
• Lack of awareness of support services during pregnancy, 

such as mother/child programs

“It was hard. It was, it was definitely a struggle. Not only wanting to 
stay clean and having someone using every single day and you're 
watching it, and you're seeing it, and going through it on the side of 
them, and you're not using and trying to stay clean.”

Stigma Marking Themes
• Substance use history 
• Drug testing

“They were just like, you know, how could you come here and not 
tell us you were using and how could you be using while you're 
pregnant?”

“But I was so mad that they want to drug test me in the first place 
because as soon as they found out that I had a history of addiction, 
they're like, oh we have to drug test you and I was like, is it normal to 
drug test moms, like anyone? And they said no, it’s because of your 
history.”

Manifestation Themes
• Anticipated stigma
• Perceived stigma

“I feel like they you know, should have got to know me 
outside of my addiction. If that would have happened. I feel 
like they would have had more of a sense of who I was as a 
person and maybe less stigma towards the addiction. As 
welcoming as they were, like I said at that second 
appointment, you can feel their personality shift a little bit and 
their perspective shifted a little bit. So that underlying stigma 
was there. And I couldn't feel it all the time, but it was there. 
So, I feel like if they had gotten to know me more as a person 
it would have removed some of the stigma of addiction and 
maybe helped other women in the future.”

Outcome Themes
• Exclusion from societal norms 
• Resiliency 
• Advocacy

“I feel like, If maybe they would have had, like a social 
worker, or a nurse, or even anyone trained on substance 
abuse and treatment in the office, that could sit down with 
someone and go over with them. You know, like, hey, here 
are the nearest doctors here are the nearest clinics. You want 
to make some phone calls, even take 10 minutes out of it, 
you know, to help with that, coordinating that.”

Conclusions
• Multiple stigma marks from a societal lens are a 

major barrier to healthcare for pregnant women 
with SUD

• Further expansion of treatment programs and 
program policy guidelines must be reviewed

• Nurses can improve maternal and neonatal 
outcomes through early identification of drug use, 
non-judgmental care, harm reduction education, 
awareness of support groups, mother/child 
programs, and incorporating partners in MAT
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