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Abstract 

 

Objectives. The aim of this study was to review the most important factors influencing women's 

involvement in drug trafficking. 

Material and methods. A systematic search of literature was carried out using Web of Science, 

Academic Search Complete, ProQuest Central, PsychInfo. The inclusion criteria were met by fifty-

two studies. In order to facilitate the understanding of the behaviour of women who commit this 

crime, factor analysis was grouped into social-cultural, personal and psychological factors. 

Results. The main social and cultural factors considered were the adopted political system, the racial 

element, the cultural-regional peculiarities, the geographical positioning, the socio-economic status 

and the sociofamilial environment. The personal factors identified were age, occupation, lifestyle, 

system of norms and values, and psychological ones referred to indicators of psychological disorders, 

addictive behavior, the ability to control reactions and the perceived level of self-efficacy. 

Conclusions. The factors with the highest share of drug trafficking among women were group 

membership, economic and social status, educational level of parents and friends, prison history and 

drug use. If in the rural area the main factor that determines women to get involved in drug trafficking 

is the lack of a job and a low level of education, in the urban area, the influence of the group is 

significant. Regarding the reasons behind the involvement of women in such criminal acts or in the 

manifestation of addictive behaviors, these are often compensatory mechanisms, adopted in the 

absence of effective coping strategies. 

 

Keywords: women, drugs, trafficking, addiction, relapse. 

 

Introduction 

 

Although the global increase in female drug trafficking has highlighted the need to identify 

determinants, a limited number of researches have been carried out on this issue over time (Faupel, 

2010; Ritchie, 2017). Also, in scientific debates and studies, the link between drug use and trafficking 

in women was one of the less observed and debated topics (Faupel, 1987). 

Since specialists in the field have observed that, despite the experience of incarceration, a 

large proportion of women continue to use drugs and carry out trafficking even after being released 

https://www.journalstudiesanthropology.ro/en/dimensions-of-crime-involving-women-in-drug-trafficking-literature-review-from-dependent-behavior-to-relapse/a165/
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from prison, the importance of the psychological dimensions that can influence this type of behavior 

have been pointed out (Kensy, Stengal, Nougier, & Birgin, 2012).  According to Bergman (2018) it 

is the presence of an addictive behavior, namely the use of illegal substances with an onset prior to 

the involvement in drug trafficking, not only facilitated the commission of the criminal act but also 

the state of relapse. 

In terms of global consumption, in Europe it is estimated that more than 92 million people 

aged 15 to 64 years (which represents more than 25% of the Union's population) have tried illegal 

drugs at some point in their lives. In Germany, approximately 3.7 million of the population reported 

frequent cannabis use (Atzendorf, Rauschert, Seitz, Lochhühler, & Kraus, 2019), and in Italy, "in 

2009-2016, there was an increase in the number of people using drugs, 20% confirming the use of 

more than one drug, 18% for cannabis and cocaine, 6% for benzodiazepines and 3.5% for methadone" 

(Carfora, Campobasso, Cassandro, Petrella, & Borriello, 2018).  

In southern Europe, drug use is constantly increasing, in Portugal, about 35% of the 

population reported drug use, ethanol being the most commonly identified psychoactive substance, 

i.e. in 55% of cases, between January 1990 and December 2007 (Costa et al., 2012). At the same time 

in Spain, between 2003 and 2016, 10% of the population reported cannabis use, and in Bulgaria 3.5% 

of cases supported this fact (Montanari, Guarita, Mounteney, Zipfel, & Simon, 2017).  

In northern Europe, according to researchers Buvik, Bye and Gripenberg (2019), Nordic 

countries differentiate themselves from others by a much lower rate of consumption.  In Sweden, 

drug use varies by age and region. Cannabis use was more common in southern Sweden than in the 

northern region. At the same time, high alcohol consumption and illegal drug use appear to be more 

widespread in those parts of Sweden that are closer to the European continent (Bränström & 

Andrésson, 2008). 

In Romania, as reported by the study conducted in 2019 by the National Anti-Drug Agency 

(ANA) "compared to the European average, lifetime use (at least once in a lifetime) is lower for all 

categories of illicit drugs analysed. The most widely used illicit drug among adolescents continues to 

be cannabis/hashish, followed by new psychoactive substances (NPS)". The study shows that "there 

is a better perception of the risks of experimental use of new psychoactive substances, amphetamines 

and ecstasy, with an increasing proportion of those who attribute high risks to such consumption. The 

greatest risks are for amphetamine use and cannabis use" (ANA, 2019).  

In the USA, after 2012, heroine and cocaine use was frequently associated with a 

considerable mortality rate (Walker, Pratt, Schoenborn, & Druss, 2017) and in Australia "after the 

year 2000, the prevalence of drugs (other than alcohol) was present in 26.7% of cases, and 

psychotropic drugs in 23.5%, namely cannabis (13.5%), opioids (4.9%), stimulants (4.1%), 

benzodiazepines (4.1%) and other psychotropic drugs (2.7%)" (Drummer et al., 2003). 

Even in states where the political system is characterised by a high level of control over the 

population, the phenomenon of drug use and trafficking has seen a considerable increase. In Russia, 

according to the study conducted by Kartashev and his collaborators (2016) between 2011 and 2015, 

drug use and trafficking has increased considerably, with 23.8% of drug trafficking committed by 

organised groups, and in Jordan, between 2008 and 2014, 36.5% of cases confirmed psychotropic 

drug use, with users aged between 19 to 29 (Al-Abdallat et al., 2016). 

Given that more than 70% of illegal drug use is used at retail level, in those states that have 

become strategic regions for the international drug market (Belgium, Spain, the Netherlands), women 

can hold important roles (Bergman, 2018). 

The idea has emerged that women involved in the drug world belong to the category of 

"specialist criminals". They are qualified in at least one or two offences, which they rely on to produce 

their own income. Sometimes committing a single offence cannot provide the desired financial 

support, and therefore the achievement of at least two offences increases this possibility. Such 

specialisation involves learning important skills that facilitate not only the commission of the crime 

but also ways of detecting and avoiding arrest (James, Gosho, & Wohl, 1979). 
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In view of the above circumstances, it is useful to carry out a systematic search of the 

literature in order to identify the factors that motivate women to engage in drug trafficking, both 

locally and internationally. 

 

Material and methods 

 

Purpose and Objectives 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore existing research on the topic of determinants in 

drug trafficking in women. Thus, the objective of this study was to highlight the main social-cultural, 

personal, but also psychological factors encountered in the commission of this criminal act. 

The analysis of the specialized studies and their results focused on the following research 

questions: 

1. What social-cultural factors are involved in drug trafficking in women? 

2. What personal factors are found in the choice to commit this crime? 

3. What are the psychological factors that cause women to commit drug trafficking? 

 

Search strategy 

 

A systematic search of the literature was carried out and the following databases were used: 

THOMSON ISI - Web of Science,  EBSCO – Academic Search Complete, ProQuest Central, 

PsychInfo, but also numerous manual searches via Google Academic Search Engine. Among the main 

journals identified are The Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse, Drugs & Society, International 

Feminist Journal of Politics, Journal of Criminal Justice Education, Journal of Crime and Justice. 

The search covered the period from 1979 to August 2020. 

Two types of variable categories were used, namely, demographic variables that included 

the gender – female and age category – at least 14 years, as well as psychological, aspects of 

vulnerability, respectively. 

As far as the psychological picture is concerned, the main vulnerable dimensions that 

facilitate both involvement in such crimes and the perpetuation of such behaviour have been analysed. 

The target was to identify the main determinant factors, to understand what motivated the appearance 

of women in the drug market, but also to outline a complex picture of women drug dealers. 

 

Selection of studies 

 

The first author independently selected the studies with iligible potential according to the 

search criteria. In the first phase, the selection was based on title and summary, and in the second 

phase on the full-text article. All studies identified during the first selection phase were re-evaluated 

in the second selection phase. The inclusion criteria consisted in the age category – participants to be 

at least 14 years old, gender – to be female and to refer to psychological characteristics whose form 

of expression may have significant consequences in terms of the manifestation of behavior according 

to the socio-cultural norms. 

The following keywords were used: trafficking, drugs, women, addiction and relapse. For 

each keyword a certain number of studies were explored, namely women = seven studies, drugs = 21 

(twenty-one) studies, trafficking = seven studies, dependence = six studies, relapse = 11 (eleven) 

studies. The selection process of the studies is summarised in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

http://search.ebscohost.com/
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Figure 1 

 

The selection process of the studies included in the article 

 

 
Data extraction 

 

Data extraction and evaluation of the quality of studies were carried out by the first author 

and independently verified by the third author. Disagreements were resolved by consensus. Data on 

the target group, the presence of information to support the information, as well as recruitment 

methods were highlighted (the main condition was expressed voluntary agreement). 

The methodological quality of the studies included was assessed according to the following 

criteria: sample size, adequacy of randomization and management of missing data. 

The quality of one study was assessed as high when all three criteria were met, an average 

when only two criteria were met and low when only one was met. 10 (ten) low-level studies, 21 

(twenty-one) of average quality and 21 (twenty-one) high-quality studies (Figure 2) were evaluated. 
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Figure 2 

 

The evaluation process of the studies included in the article 

 

 

 

 

Tables 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5, located after the Study limitations section, show the adjacent studies 

and conclusions for each keyword used in this article. Information regarding author(s), year of 

publication, place of study, type and size of the sample were retained. 

 

Results 

 

The following social-cultural factors responsible for women's involvement in drug 

trafficking were identified in 24 studies: the political system adopted (criminal justice); racial 

discrimination; geographical positioning, cultural-regional peculiarities (promotion of nightlife); 

socio-economic status (poverty); socio-familial environment (reference group, identity incongruity, 

number of children, absence of roles and responsibilities, educational level of the family) (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

 

Social-cultural factors involved in the case of women who have committed drug trafficking 
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The personal factors of women who committed drug trafficking were analyzed in 10 studies. 

These are: lifestyle (carceral history, risk behaviours, prostitution, drinking and driving); personal 

values (disregard for the rights of others, lack of morality);  age (adolescence);  occupation (joining 

criminal groups, organised crime, human trafficking and money laundering) (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 

 

Personal factors involved in the case of women who have committed drug trafficking 
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The following psychological factors of women involved in drug trafficking in women were 

identified in 18 studies: indicators of psychological disorders (depressive mood, suicidal ideation, 

anxiety, emotional lability, emotional and behavioral imbalance); perceived level of self-efficacy 

(self-esteem, confidence in one's own problem-solving skills); ability to control one's own reactions 

(disguise, self-control); addictive behaviour (drug use, adrenaline and ecstasy) (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 

 

Psychological factors involved in women who have committed drug trafficking 
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Discussions 

 

Social-cultural factors 

 

Although the war on drugs in the US was declared as early as 1971 by President Richard 

Nixon, attention to crime in women returned after a period of pause, i.e. after the 1980s, when the 

literature began to look again with interest on the involvement of women in drug trafficking. 

According to Fondevila, Massa and Meneses-Reyes (2020) researchers in the 21st century, there has 

been a higher incarceration rate in the United States than in any other country, but with immediate 

effects on the minority population. As per to the three authors, between 1986 and 1995, the arrest of 

adult women for drug abuse violations increased by "91.1% compared to 53.8% for men, and from 

2010 to 2014, women's arrests increased by 9%, while for men they decreased by 7.5%". 

Despite the fact that this fight against drugs concerned the distribution and use of drugs, the 

particular effects for women occurred in the form of their criminalisation and selective incarceration. 
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According to Johnson and Young (2002) this increased selectivity is found mainly in African women. 

Following a qualitative study of five incarcerated African women, former drug users and drug 

traffickers, the analysis revealed that they were in financial difficulties and did not receive support in 

this regard. As a result of this situation, women were stigmatized in several ways, including sexual 

abuse, drug use, and drug trafficking. At the same time, conforming to Schemenauer (2012) and 

Moloney, Hunt and Joe-Laidler (2015) most often female couriers are described as victims of a racial 

subculture, Madonnas that carries out drug trafficking in order to benefit from some male protection. 

As can be seen, an important role in criminal justice policies is gender bias, social class and 

discriminatory race-based elements (Nicewarner, 2019). Considered to be partially effective, several 

authors consider that in many cases of drug use and trafficking, the restorative justice policies can be 

more appropriate ways, as they include simultaneous interventions for both the offender and the 

victim (Dandnord & Griffiths, 2006; Dignan, 2005; Van Ness, Morris & Maxwell, 2001; Braithwaite, 

2002). In fact, in agreement with Oancea and Micle (2015) law enforcement is "a process of social 

influence", and for an effective rehabilitation program, careful focus is needed, both on dealing with 

antisocial attitudes and on cognitive development, designed to help them solve problems. 

Another phenomenon that has led to the emergence of women in the USA on the drug market 

and in criminal activity is the absence of the probation system in regions at risk of criminal acts 

(Robbins, Martin, & Surratt, 2009). The mere incarceration of a person from a disadvantaged area 

and the lack of focus on programs to provide support in obtaining financial resources has to some 

extent led to a continuity of women's involvement in drug trafficking (Olson, Stalans, & Escobar, 

2016).  

In Europe, the phenomenon of drug trafficking has focused more on state interests, "from 

the individual policies of the liberal Netherlands to Sweden's repressive policies" (Chatwin, 2003). 

In consonance with Chatwin (2016) across Europe, there are no common indicators of success that 

allow drug policies to be judged, the cultural peculiarities having their say depending on each region. 

If in Italy drug trafficking is primarily influenced by the existence of specific routes, social and 

geographical proximity being key factors that explain the configuration of heroin supply (Giommoni, 

Aziani, & Berlusconi, 2017), in the UK, drug trafficking is facilitated by the particularity of leisure 

spaces, such as cafes, dance clubs, those spaces that offer pleasure for the consumer society, and can 

represent an opportunity in the conduct of drug-related crimes (Measham, 2004).  Also, in Romania 

as reported by Baciu's qualitative study (2018) attended by 30 students from the Faculty of Medicine 

in Bucharest, aged 20-21 years, it seems that the students considered that the places where illegal 

drugs could be used are the most withdrawn, unlit, as safe from other people as possible, at parties, 

in clubs or in parks and parking lots, at night.  

Nor should the strategic role given by the geographical positioning of these states be omitted. 

For example, Romania fulfils the role of "transit country", facilitating the involvement of women in 

drug trafficking. The emergence of new routes for heroin trafficking to intermediate destinations such 

as Georgia requires a growing diversification of criminal groups in order to achieve their objective. 

Concealing criminal infrastructure with commercial activities that avoid possible risks, ensures a 

major role for women in this regard (Nucu, 2018).  

According to the  Direction of Investigation of Organized Crime and Terrorism Crimes 

[DIICOT], Romania has become a "target country" of risk drugs, especially in the case of cannabis, 

and in recent times the number of cases of illicit cannabis plantsh has also increased. Even in this 

situation, women can play a key role. Given that the prevalence of women in the countryside is higher 

than men, but also that obtaining financial income is more difficult for women than for men, in this 

context of physical work, involvement in such activities is perceived by them as a solution. If in rural 

areas the lack of jobs causes women to commit drug trafficking, in major cities they are influenced 

rather by the group of friends and the ways of promoting nightlife (Ţical, 2019).  

Another factor is the influence of the reference group and the entourage. The results of a 

study of 500 participants in Saudi Arabia showed that the predictor with the highest share in substance 
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use and trafficking is the influence of the membership group (Beaver et al., 2016). Similarly, in Italy, 

the results of a study of 33,185 adolescents between the ages of 15 and 19 highlighted the influence 

of the membership group in terms of drug use and trafficking, as well as the high educational level 

or, on the contrary, of parents and friends (Denoth, Siciliano, Iozzo, Fortunato, & Molinaro, 2011). 

As per to Stanciu and Cotruş (2014) it seems that young people whose parents have a lower social 

status and have no resources, or who have parents of high status, are more inclined to drug 

consumption, due to lack of supervision and with a considerable financial support, create this 

opportunity for the world of drugs. 

At the same time, in Romania the results of a quantitative study, carried out in the period 

2017-2018 on a sample of 459 students and students showed that the example offered by friends 

influenced the behavior of adolescents and young people more than that offered by the family, most 

of them using drugs under the influence of friends or at their urging, to "be of their own", "to be cool", 

"to see what it is like to smoke cannabis" (Baciu, 2019). 

The influence of one’s background can determine the degree of involvement in such 

activities. The existence of models in the family, the lack of responsibilities or of children, influence 

the commission of crime by adopting behaviors against social norms (Fowler, Dinitto, & Webb, 

2005). A qualitative study from New Zealand highlights that women who do not have children and 

use drugs tend to commit more serious crimes, i.e. to carry out drug trafficking in more dangerous 

conditions or in greater quantities. This non-existence of a possible affective bond, which could have 

been given by motherhood, increases the probability of manifesting risky behaviors (Hutton, 2005).   

 

Personal factors 

 

US specialists said that the lifestyle and implicit social norms by which a person is guided 

are key elements in the commission of such a crime (Flynn & Hoffer, 2019; Bergseth, Jens, Bergeron-

Vigesaa, & McDonald, 2011; Dodge & Pogrebin, 2001). Thus, involvement in criminal activities and 

criminal history can be significant factors in shaping this lifestyle for women who consume and carry 

out drug trafficking (Bui & Morash, 2010). In their study of the needs of incarcerated women, 

consisting of 402 women who committed crimes, Holtfreter and Morash (2003) highlighted the 

implications of custodial sentences, notably the lack of community programs and services that can 

provide specialized assistance for the purpose of lowering the relapse rate and for adopting a different 

lifestyle. 

At the same time, the presence of risk behaviours is part of this lifestyle, Jørgenrud et al. 

(2018) stating in a study of 5031 male and female participants, from Norway, between April 2016 

and April 2017, that speeding and drink driving use are found in drug traffickers. Alantes, Fraile and 

Page (2002) also argue that the occurrence of such risky behaviour is often found in women who are 

involved in drug crime. 

Similarly, Calafat et al. (2009) in his study of 1363 participants in nine European cities 

concluded that in their case, the most common risk behaviour linked to drug trafficking turns out to 

be prostitution. 

Other authors (Hughes, Chalmers, & Klimoski, 2018) suggested through a systematic 

analysis carried out in Australia, in two distinct periods, namely 2005-2006 and 2014-2015, that drug 

trafficking is most likely linked to money laundering, fraud, corruption and human trafficking. 

Therefore, the main occupation of people who commit drug trafficking is organised crime. 

Bellis and his colleagues (2008) through a study of 1,314 participants aged 16 to 35 from 

nine European cities point out that drug trafficking occurs more in teenage girls, but who are also 

involved in other criminal activities. It also seems that in large cities where the concept of freedom is 

lived at intense levels, drug use and trafficking is closely related to the states of excitation or ecstasy 

in sexual intercourse. As a result, girls under the age of 16 who were engaged in cocaine use and 

trafficking were five times more likely to have had more sexual partners in the past 12 months. 
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Psychological factors 

 

Psychological disorders, i.e. personality disorders or anxiety disorders are often found in 

women involved in such criminal activities. In line with several authors (Wexler, Cuadrado, & 

Stevens, 1998; Stevens, Andrade, & Ruiz, 2009) there appears to be a direct relationship between the 

addictive behavior, the seriousness of the crime committed and the presence of several signs of 

psychological disorders. At the same time, Brownstein, Baxi, Goldstein and Ryan (1992) using data 

from 414 homicide cases in New York, highlighted the association of depression with constant drug 

use or overdose against a background of emotional instability. 

Although depressive symptoms were correlated with people who were trafficking drugs for 

the purpose of obtaining money for personal use, Iwamoto, Liu and McCoy (2011) in their study of 

163 Asian women, they did not identify correlations between drug trafficking and coping strategies. 

In fact, the manifestation of dependent behaviours often constitutes compensatory mechanisms in the 

absence of effective coping strategies. In-depth interviews of several incarcerated women allowed an 

understanding of the evolution from victim to survivor and then to the offender. Women who have 

been subjected to different forms of abuse are subject to these compensatory mechanisms, such as 

drug use and trafficking (Gilfus, 1993). 

Emotional liability, emotional and behavioral imbalance are also psychological 

characteristics found in women with a history of drug use and trafficking, Murphy, Stevens, McGrath, 

Wexler and Reardon (1998), concluding these aspects in their study of 98 women enrolled in a 

residential drug treatment center in Tucson, Arizona. 

This spectrum also includes low self-esteem, how the person perceives himself as image and 

self-confidence, feelings of shame and submissive behavior. As per to studies by Haselschwerdt, 

Maddox and Hlavaty (2020) on 23 women in California, as well as studies by Radosh (2008), these 

are psychological dimensions found in women convicted of illicit drug use and trafficking. According 

to Micle and his colleagues (2013) it is self-esteem that sustains the person in those difficult situations 

in life, and a person with negative self-esteem will tend towards states of unhappiness and anxiety. 

Another register lists the conclusions of Marsh's qualitative study (2016) on a sample of 16 

women from Ecuador who participated in international drug trafficking, which highlighted the 

existence of a high level of self-control, concealment as well as good problem-solving skills. The 

same aspects were discovered in studies conducted by Dotherte, Jacinto, Sales, & Murphy (2009) on 

a sample of 80 drug dealers in California, but also by Ludwick, Murphy and Sales (2015) on a sample 

of 160 drug dealers in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

 Grace (2017) concludes that in the UK, another factor involved in drug trafficking is drug 

use itself. Women use drugs not only for pleasure, but also to cope with difficult life circumstances, 

such as domestic abuse, and addictive behaviour thus becoming a compensatory measure in the 

absence of effective coping strategies. 

And in Spain, drug use is very common among women incarcerated for drug trafficking.  

Sánchez, Fearn and Vaughn (2018) said in a research that examined the prevalence and correlations 

of drug use in the penitentiary, on a random sample in four regions of Spain, that the previous history 

of drug use was significantly associated with substance use in prison, with trafficking women more 

prone to addictive behaviour. 

In view of the international report on the drug situation in Europe and the rate of use as well 

as the market, by "age group 15-34 years, the prevalence of drug use ranges from 0.4% in Turkey to 

22.1% in France for cannabis, from 0.2% in Greece and Romania to 4.2% in the United Kingdom for 

cocaine, and from 0.1% or less in Romania, Italy and Portugal at 2.5% in Estonia for amphetamine". 

According to the researchers, drug trafficking is closely linked to drug use, so dependent women are 

more inclined to practice drug trafficking (Mounteney et al., 2016). 

Also, in Romania, drug trafficking is closely linked to drug use, with dependent women 

more likely to commit this crime (Stanciu & Cotruş, 2014).   
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The Australian Institute of Forensics draws attention to important differences in drug use 

patterns in women compared to men. Thus, the risk factors for drug use differ significantly, depending 

on both the experienced history and the perception of the phenomena in each person's life. If in the 

case of women a leading role is represented by a history of traumatic potential, namely sexual and 

physical abuse, as well as early exposure to dependent behaviour in the family environment, in the 

case of men, the perception of the surrounding world, influenced by the entourage and the need to 

affirm masculinity, is an essential element. Understanding this connection between the underlying 

variables of drug use can help develop interventions and crime reduction strategies for female 

offenders (Taylor, 2015). 

In view of the above, in order for addicts to be perceived as people who have a serious 

problem, and not as a "chaff" of society, with no chance of recovery, it is important not only to 

increase the level of education but also to inform society about drug use (Baciu, 2017). 

 

Conclusions 

 

This study aims to identify the main factors underlying women's involvement in drug 

trafficking, as well as to highlight their psychological characteristics, with the aim of shaping ways 

to stop this phenomenon. 

Regarding the first question of this study - What social-cultural factors are involved in drug 

trafficking in women? it can be observed that the social-cultural factors that have an impact on 

women's involvement in drug trafficking are the political system adopted, discrimination on the basis 

of race, the cultural peculiarities of each region, geographical positioning, socio-economic status, but 

also the socio-family environment. 

Society's focus on criminal and less on restorative policies has facilitated the imprisonment 

of women who have committed drug trafficking but could not control the criminal repression. 

Although this type of policy ensures that potential sources of crime are reduced, full control is not 

possible, nor can we speak of eradicating the criminal phenomenon. 

If in the United States of America discrimination based on race (black population) facilitated 

this measure, in the case of Europe the cultural peculiarities and the perception of the concept of 

freedom led women to a large extent to commit this type of crime. 

In northern Europe, where the educational level is higher, drug trafficking is much lower, 

and in the southern part of Europe the incidence of drug trafficking in women is much higher. At the 

same time, if in the rural area the main factor that causes women to get involved in drug trafficking 

is the lack of employment and a low educational level, in the urban area, the influence of the 

membership group is significant. 

It is obvious that, not only the educational level of the person concerned, influences this 

behaviour, but also of the family, in this case of the parents. Thus, whether it is a high level, which 

causes parents to be more concerned with professional activity, at the expense of spending time with 

their own child and careful monitoring him, or it is a low level, which reduces the chances of 

providing an appropriate family model for the development of prosocial values. 

At the same time, the absence of roles and statuses, the absence of children or 

responsibilities, emphasizes this perception of freedom taken to the extreme, the idea of living the 

moment, regardless of the consequences, becoming a priority in this type of situation. Freedom, led 

to the extreme by disregarding moral principles, leads women to follow different models in the 

membership group and to engage in such illegal acts. 

As well, the influence of large cities and nightlife facilitates both trafficking and drug use. 

The existence of a space that can represent an opportunity for drug use leads to the emergence of drug 

trafficking. In Romania, the influence of the sociofamilial environment, the lack of studies or the 

existence of jobs in the vicinity of the home, leads women to get involved in this type of criminal 

acts, allowing them to obtain financial income. 
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Regarding the second question of the study – What personal factors are found in the choice 

to commit this crime? the studies analysed have shown that age, occupation, lifestyle and therefore 

personal values are the main personal factors found in women involved in drug trafficking. Lifestyle 

characterized by the manifestation of risk behaviours such as drunk driving, prostitution, the 

commission of criminal acts in a repeated manner and therefore the existence of the criminal history, 

support this involvement of women in drug trafficking. 

Since lifestyle is the strategic option adopted by a person, the activities to which he or she 

will decide to turn will be those that will guide decisions, behaviours and living conditions. In this 

context, the appropriation of a system of anti-social values, such as disregard for the rights of others 

and lack of morality, is nothing more than a tribute to the beliefs and representations he or she has 

formed about the world and life, and by virtue of which he or she chooses, behaves and acts. The 

decision to be part of criminal groups, especially those that commit human trafficking and money 

laundering, is part of this lifestyle, based on occupations against the legal system, but which constitute 

financial sources of living. 

In the case of young women, especially in the case of teenage girls, the group of friends, and 

the entourage are elements that influence this value system. The need to be accepted, to be like others 

or to be the center of attention, causes them to enter a vicious circle, in which drug trafficking 

correlates with drug use. Therefore, the younger women are, the greater their likelihood of drug 

trafficking. 

The third question – What are the psychological factors that cause women to commit drug 

trafficking? refers to indicators of psychological disorders, perceived level of self-efficacy, ability to 

control their own reactions, but also to addictive behavior. The presence of signs of psychological 

disorders such as depressive mood, suicidal ideation, anxiety, emotional lability, emotional and 

behavioural imbalance can often be psychological factors that facilitate women's involvement in drug 

trafficking. 

Negative self-assessment of one's own chances of success, failure to accept weaknesses and 

flaws, and severe self-criticism are the basis of a lack of balance. At the same time, feelings of guilt, 

fear or negative beliefs about oneself contribute to a generalized state of anxiety and dependent 

personality structure. 

High levels of stress and a state of emotional vulnerability can lead to depressive states, 

negative emotional states, as well as involvement in different risk behaviors. These include drug 

abuse. A woman addicted to drugs may be at high risk in terms of involvement in drug trafficking, as 

there is a certainty that she will be able to benefit from the physical element that ensures pleasure and 

determines the momentary well-being, namely the drug. 

The absence of coping strategies, poor concealment capacity and low level of self-control 

lead these women, in certain situations, to adopt drug trafficking as a compensatory mechanism. 

Although this psychological vulnerability is very common in women who traffic drugs, the category 

of women demonstrating outstanding skills in the coordination of these crimes should not be omitted. 

On the one hand, women who commit drug trafficking, can belong to the category of those 

who do not trust themselves, are easily influenced, have a poor ability to adapt to new situations and 

are hesitant in their behaviour, and on the other hand there is the category of those who lack empathy, 

guide their behaviour according to their financial objective, tend to overestimate their capabilities, 

disregard moral values and have good problem-solving skills. 
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General conclusions 

 

In order to be able to stop this phenomenon, it is necessary first of all to apply measures to 

raise awareness at the level of society, the consequences and risks that drugs have. Media prevention 

campaigns, but especially those aimed at schools from disadvantaged backgrounds, can facilitate this 

awareness of risks. At the same time, creating a closer link between school and family, by supporting 

parenting sessions by school specialists, guiding parents in adopting  parenting style and advising in 

difficult situations, can be a method that reduces the involvement of adolescents in this drug world. 

The following measures may be included in this group: increasing the employment 

opportunities of people with low levels of education, developing the social support system for women 

who do not receive family help or who are victims of domestic violence, and the existence of national 

programs for free psychological counselling. 

It aligns with the elements that may contribute to the decrease in the relapse rate and the 

programmes carried out in prisons with women convicted of trafficking and illicit consumption of 

dogs and the identification of networks to ensure the different needs of prisoners. At the same time, 

another factor aimed at the reintegration of women into the community may be the analysis and 

intervention on social networks, which supported their criminal activity in the past. 

In Romania, the causes of the growth of the female population convicted of drug trafficking 

also include the insufficient development of social services, which is why measures of a criminal 

nature are applied, rather than social measures towards women who break the law. The absence of 

organisations to support women in difficulty and to act towards helping them adapt to society is also 

a sensitive matter for drug-related crimes. 

As well, alternating criminal and restorative justice policies can positively influence this 

approach. The development of centres for drug users, depending on existing cases, can contribute to 

a decrease in the recidivism rate by including them in a specialised programme. 

 

Study limitations 

 

This article has several limitations. Because 25% of the studies had access to the abstract 

only, as full access required buying them for a fee, this can influence the results in a negative way. 

Secondly, the low number of researches on this subject has reduced the chances of highlighting 

several aspects leading to an understanding of this phenomenon. 

In the future, a possible metaanalysis that analyzes studies in a differentiated manner, i.e. 

qualitative studies separate from quantitative ones, can bring significant information and a much 

higher level of knowledge. 
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Table 1 

 

Analyzed studies and adjacent conclusions for the keyword - women 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

James, Gosho, & Wohl, (1979).  University of Washington,        

Seattle, Washington. 

Drug-addicted women 

and  prostitutes. 

268 

Findings: For all women addicted to heroin, drug resale and prostitution were the usual means of support. 

Bränström & Andrésson, (2008). Sweden. Women with criminal 

records. 

14.400 

Findings: The particular effects of drug policy. 

Gilfus, (1993). University of Wisconsin,  

Madison. 

Incarcerated women. 20 

Findings: Victimization of women - a factor influencing criminal activity. 

Murphy, Stevens, McGrath, Wexler, 

& Reardon, (1998).  

Tucson, Arizona. Abused women. 98 

Findings: The victim profile of women involved in crime. 

Stevens, Andrade, & Ruiz, (2009). Tucson, Arizona. Women drug users. 200 

Findings:Specific psychological factors involved in drug trafficking. 

Haselschwerdt, Maddox, & Hlavaty, 

(2020). 

California. Abused women. 23 

Findings: The role of vulnerability elements. 

Dodge & Pogrebin, (2001). University of Colorado, 

Denver. 

Incarcerated women. 54 

Findings: Collateral effects of women's incarceration. 
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Table 2 

 

Analyzed studies and adjacent conclusions for the keyword – drugs 

 
Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Alantes, Fraile, & Page, (2002). University of Valencia, 

Spain. 

Women involved in 

crime. 

50 

Findings: Risk behavior in drug trafficking. 

Radosh, (2008). Department of Womens 

Studies, Western. 

Women involved in drug 

trafficking. 

40 

Findings: The racial element in drug trafficking. 

Moloney, Hunt, & Joe-Laidler, (2015). San Francisco, California. Women involved in drug 

trafficking. 

253 

Findings: Perception of advantages and disadvantages in drug trafficking. 

Hughes, Chalmers, & Klimoski, 

(2018). 

National Drug and Alcohol 

Research Center, Australia. 

Women drug users. 1000 

Fondevila, Massa, & Meneses-Reyes,  

(2020). 

Mexico city, Mexico. Women drug users. 1000 

Findings: Involvement of women in drug trafficking-related crimes. 

Hutton, (2005). Victoria University of 

Wellington, New Zealand. 

Women drug users. 3 

Findings: Drugs and risk behaviors in drug trafficking. 

Flynn & Hoffer, (2019). Case Western Reserve 

University, Cleveland, 

Ohio.  

Women drug users. 52 

Findings: Social implications of drug trafficking in women 

Chatwin, (2003). England and Europen 

Union. 

Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

- 

Findings: The impact of political systems on drug trafficking. 

Chatwin, (2016). Swedan and Netherlands. 

 

Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

- 

Findings:  Impact of cultural peculiarities on drug trafficking. 

Bellis et al. (2008). European countries.  Women drug traffickers. 1314 

Findings: The connection betweeen adrenaline and drug trafficking. 

Measham, (2004). Lancaster University, UK.  

 

Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

- 
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Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Findings: The impact of nightclubs in the phenomenon of drug trafficking. 

Nucu, (2018). Romania. Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

- 

Findings: Effects of geographical positioning in drug trafficking. 

Ţical, (2019). Romania.  Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

- 

Findings: Economic motivation in drug trafficking. 

Giommoni, Aziani, & Berlusconi,  

(2017). 

Italy. Women involved in drug 

use and trafficking. 

50 

Findings: The connection between social proximity and drug trafficking. 

Mounteney, (2016). European countries. Women drug users. 15.000 

Findings: The connection between dependent behavior and drug-trafficking. 

Beaver et al. (2016). Saudi Arabia. Women drug users. 500 

Findings: The role of the entourage in drug use and trafficking 

Denoth, Siciliano, Iozzo, Fortunato,  

& Molinaro, (2011). 

Italy. Teenage drug users. 33. 

185 

Findings: The role of the entourage in drug use and trafficking. 

Stanciu & Cotruş, 

(2014). 

Romania. 

 

Teenage drug users. - 

Findings: The role of social factors in drug use and trafficking. 

Baciu, (2018). Romania. Students. 30 

Findings: Favorite places for drug use. 

Baciu, (2019). Romania. Students. 459 

Findings: The influence of the membership group on drug use. 

Baciu, (2017). Romania. Drug users. - 

Findings: Informing the company about drug use 
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Table 3 

 

Analyzed studies and adjacent conclusions for the keyword – traffic 

 

Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Johnson & Young, (2002). United States of America. Abused women. 5 

Findings: The psychological implications of the victim. 

Schemenauer, (2012).  Columbia. Women drug traffickers. 100 

Findings: Confidence in one's own ability to conceal 

Whitney, (2016). Ecuador. Women drug traffickers. 16 

Findings: The psychological implications of the victim. 

Jørgenrud et al. (2018).  Norway. Women with a history of 

addiction. 

5031 

Findings: Risk behaviors in drug trafficking. 

Ludwick, Murphy, & Sales, (2015). San Francisco. Women drug traffickers. 160 

Findings:Perception of the advantages and disadvantages of drug trafficking by women. 

Calafat et al. (2009). European countries. Women with a history of 

addiction. 

1363 

Findings: Risk behaviors in drug trafficking. 

Dotherte, Jacinto, Sales, & Murphy, 

(2009). 

California. Women with a history of 

addiction. 

80 

Findings:The implications of addictive behavior. 

 

 

Table 4 

 

Analyzed studies and adicent conclusions for the keyword – addiction 
 

Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Grace, (2017). England. Women who committed 

drug trafficking. 

89 

Findings: Addiction - survival strategy. 

Robbins, Martin, & Surratt, (2009). U.S.A.  Women drug users. 50 

Findings: Intervention - measure to prevent relapse 

Bui & Morash, (2010). U.S.A. Incarcerated women. 20 
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Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Findings: Involvement of the probation service in the return process. 

Sánchez, Fearn, & Vaughn, (2018). Spain. Women with a history of 

addiction. 

100 

Findings: The use of substances in prison can be a barrier to the rehabilitation objectives of these women. 

Wexler, Cuadrado, & Stevens,  

(1998). 

South Florida. Women with a history of 

addiction. 

83 

Findings: The presence of psychological disorders in addictive behavior. 

Brownstein, Baxi, Goldstein, & Ryan,  

(1992). 

New York. Women in communities 

dealing with drug 

trafficking. 

414 

 Findings: Increased risk of suicide. 

 

 

Table 5 

Analyzed studies and adjacent conclusions for the keyword – relapse 
 

Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Fowler, Dinitto, & Webb, (2005). U.S.A. Women drug users. 51 

Findings: Individual intervention in addicted behavior. 

Olson, Stalans, & Escobar, (2016). Loyola University, 

Chicago. 

Incarcerated women. 60 

Findings: Risk factors for relapse. 

Bergseth, Jens, Bergeron-Vigesaa,  

& McDonald, (2011). 

Chicago. Incarcerated women. - 

Holtfreter & Morash, (2003). U.S.A. Incarcerated women. 402 

Findings: Means to stop recidivism in drug use and trafficking. 

Dandnord & Griffiths, (2006). New York. Convicted people. - 

Dignan, (2004). Glasgow. Convicted people. - 

Szabo, (2010). Romania. Convicted people. - 

Braithwaite, (2002). England. Convicted people. - 

Findings: The importance of the political system at the level of society. 

Oancea & Micle, (2015). Romania. Convicted people. - 

Findings: The importance of dealing with antisocial attitudes. 
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Authors, year of publication Place of study Study population N 

Taylor, (2015). Philadelphia, U.S.A. Incarcerated women. 40 

Findings: Influence of the support environment by gender. 

Micle, Oancea, Saucan, & 

Dragomirescu, (2013). 

Romania. Convicted persons. 100 

Findings: Inability of subjects to select important information. 
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