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The University of Sydney

Lesbian, bisexual, and queer (LBQ) 

women report disproportionately higher 

rates of alcohol use, smoking, and 

vaping…



The University of Sydney

National/probability studies from US: 3-7 times higher odds 

of past year alcohol dependence; less likely to abstain; more 

likely to report heavy episodic drinking, drinking to intoxication, 

drinking related problems; more likely to report lifetime and past 

year treatment; more likely to have co-occurring alcohol use and 
drug use disorders

National/probability studies from Australia: higher rates of 

high risk drinking and daily drinking; higher rates of treatment 

seeking; earlier initiation

Meta analysis of studies from North America, Europe and 

Australasia: risk of alcohol dependence 4 x higher

Alcohol use/problematic use differences are well documented



The University of Sydney

National/probability studies from US: higher rates of 

smoking, higher rates of daily smoking; 2 times higher odds of 

smoking; smoking regularly at a younger age; higher past 

month dependence (age variations)

National/probability studies from Australia: more likely to 

report past year and ever smoked; 3 times more likely to 

currently smoke; earlier initiation

Smoking differences are well documented



The University of Sydney

National/probability studies from US: 3-5 times higher odds 

of past-year marijuana use; 2-3 times higher odds of illicit drug; 

great risk of drug dependence or any substance use disorder; 

National/probability studies from Australia: more likely to 
have used marijuana (3x) and to report weekly or more frequent 

marijuana use; significantly higher odds of using illicit drugs ; 

more likely to have ever injected drug (1/10)

Other drug use/problematic use are well documented
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The University of Sydney

What does LGB(T) research tell us about LBQ women's AOD 

use?



The University of Sydney

Research consistently shows that LBQ women have distinct and 

elevated patterns of alcohol use compared to heterosexual women, 

while differences between heterosexual and gay/bisexual men are 

inconsistent.

“The effects of sexual minority status on substance use and 

substance dependence were consistently larger for women than for 

men …. unlike findings from general population studies in which 

rates of substance use and substance dependence are typically 

higher among men, in this study rates of substance use and 

substance dependence for sexual minority women not only 

exceeded those of heterosexual women, but in some cases also 

exceeded those of sexual minority men” McCabe 2009

LBQ women varying from normative gendered patterns of 

substance use, whereas GBMSM are not
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The University of Sydney

Smoking among women in Australia



The University of Sydney

P1: A lot of the commercials, usually it’s a parent or someone 

that might potentially leave their kids behind or I don’t like 

using the word burden but being a burden to their family 

‘cause they’re sick and you look after them, like whether 

that’s what happens or not like the commercial is trying to 
say this is what will happen. Yeah

P2: You should quit for people that care about you

P1: For your family, yeah

I’m not very close with my family, so when they bring stuff like 

that up it doesn’t speak to me. The whole family – there’s 

always a huge family and then it’s like the birthday and then 

you’re coughing and I’m like, well, I’ll never be in that situation

LBQ women not seeing themselves in anti-smoking mass media



The University of Sydney

L1: she was smoking and the little child came out and saw her 

and asked her for something.  

Q: How did that make you feel in terms of your own smoking?

L1: I wouldn’t – luckily I don’t have children.

L2: That’s what I was thinking. I saw it too and I thought, oh, I 
don’t have kids

Oh my God, please don’t make it about our kids and our fucking 

husbands

LBQ women not seeing themselves in anti-smoking mass media



The University of Sydney

R1: I think part of the reason I’m resistant to quitting right now, like sure I want to 

get healthy and stuff but that image of the healthy woman makes me so 

angry like that – do you know what I’m talking about? Yeah like drinking kale 

juice and running in the pure sunshine and like perfectly toned and like 

feeling so fucking happy all the time. […]

[…]

R2: What’s marketed is ridiculous, it’s like there’s no alternative message 

besides you’re either a middle-class beacon of health who’s never, ever 

done anything wrong in her life or you’re a trash.  Yep.  But I don’t aspire to 

her. I don’t aspire to be anyone like her. So that’s why it doesn’t work for me.

LBQ women not seeing themselves in anti-smoking mass media



The University of Sydney

How would LBQ women like campaigns to engage them? 

L1: Someone at a dance party; I love dancing and I go to dance 

parties, and if I gave up smoking I know I can dance longer 

and more actively, so for me it would be me going crazy on the 

dance floor going, gees, I’m glad I gave up because now I can 

dance all night and do all these things without worrying that 
I’m - - - […] 

L2: Or now I can really laugh. Because when you smoke a lot –

now, sometimes when I really want a big laugh, it’s, oh, I’m 

going to risk dying of laughing. Now, I can have a good laugh 

without running out of breath; things like that. That’s what I’d 
like to see.
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The University of Sydney

Stigma-related stressors -> substance use is a response to – a 

way for women to cope with or escape – psychological distress 

or social isolation produced through the experience of 

discrimination and marginalisation related to their sexuality. 

Substance use as an embedded social practice

Social bonding 

Identity expression 

How do we explain differences between LBQ and heterosexual 

women? 
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The University of Sydney

Well-established gendered expressions facilitated by smoking

Smoking often makes me feel tough, particularly if I’m on the 

street wearing all black, my Blundstones [work boots], having a 

ciggy, maybe wearing a flanno [flannel shirt]. That expresses a 
certain kind of femininity which is like ‘Don’t fuck with me’ and I 

feel powerful doing that.

I love smoking cigarettes. There are these under the counter 

European cigarettes that are long and skinny. They make me 
feel elegant. It makes me want to buy one of those Audrey 

Hepburn long cigarette holders. It’s so classy.

Smoking as an expression of gender



The University of Sydney

Gendered performance of vaping less clear 

- A feminine practice, associated with fun, colourful, linked with 

stereotypical expressions of femininity (especially for trans 

women)

- Sweet and fruity flavours seen as feminine, while strong or 
savoury flavours were seen as masculine

this comic book-esque beautiful woman emerging from a cloud 

that smells like cotton candy. It’s something that would only 

exist in a dream

Vaping as an expression of gender



The University of Sydney

Beers that are associated traditionally with men. If I saw a woman 

drinking that in a bar I might question if she was queer. So maybe 

things like VB or Fosters, and especially the way that you drink it 

like in a can versus in a glass or just like chugging it, like in a very 

masculine-coded way.

A lot of dykes will be drinking beers, you’re not going to find a lot of 

masc-presenting lesbian or bisexual women who have the fun fruity 

cocktails. 

I think it’s also about the glass, the shape of the glass. Like a 

cocktail glass is just such a feminine shape, you know […] I drink 

beer. I like whiskey. I like the glassware associated with those 

drinks. 

Drinking as an expression of gender
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It was so much more important to me in maybe my first 18 

months of transitioning that I wasn’t going to drink certain things 

anymore, because I was like ‘men drink that, that’s a thing that 

a guy would drink’, like beer or whiskey or like brown liquors. I 

associate that with my brothers and my dad because they love 
to drink scotch, they’re always drinking beers and craft beer 

especially. 

…but when I drink wine I feel like quite a sexy, sultry woman, so 

yeah I guess in some way it does make me express my gender 

to an extent. 

Drinking as an expression of gender



The University of Sydney

Vapes offer lots of opportunities for identity expression: 

Like sometimes I see the queerest fashion and without a doubt 

there will be a cloud of vapour like following this person, right? 

Because they’re strutting and vaping

Smoking and vaping […] it’s kind of part of people’s aesthetic, I 

guess. There’s a particular vape flavour that is very queer 

coded, very much associated with, especially bi women, I think, 

but the queer community in general. I think it’s watermelon

Vaping as an expression of (queer) sexuality
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The first time I had a vape, I was on the dance floor at [gay 

nightclub] on Oxford Street and a drag queen handed me a 

vape. You don’t say no in that situation, you say thank you

When [my girlfriend and I] are sharing the vape we are often 
kissing, so that’s why we vape a lot together. It’s kind of like 

flirting or something. By sharing the smell, smelling the same, 

it’s kind of like a space only for us.

I would try other people’s vapes, even during COVID times. I 
mean, you can bum [ask for] a cigarette from a workmate, but 

you’re not going to use their vape. That’s a bit more kind of 

personal. that’s more reserved for friends. Yeah, there’s 

definitely an intimacy to it.

Vaping as queer sociability
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QSOX briefing papers
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Rethink the Drink (Thorne Harbour Health)



The University of Sydney

Quit Flicks (Quit Vic and Thorne Harbour Health)
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Smoke Free Still Fierce (ACON)
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Smoke Free Still Fierce (ACON)
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What do all these campaigns have in common?

Community-focused 
approach

Culturally relevant 
imagery, music, 

experiences, identity

Lived experience, peer 
stories, solidarity 

Positive framing - life 
affirming, doing things 

of personal 
significance; not 

judgmental or shaming

Community cares Humour 
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Whose business are LBQ women? LBQ women can be easily 

missed if they are simply seen as a subset of women, they are 

equally likely to disappear as a subset of LGBT. We need to 

disaggregate quantitative data and develop research that 

attends to gender and sexuality.

We need to shift beyond simple risk-based messaging and 

develop strengths-based campaigns that recognise the complex 

role of substances in LBQ women’s lives – and the social 

implications for women when we ask them to / they want to 
change their use, cut down or quit. 

Take home messages:



Thank you for the opportunity to share these insights with you today. 

My deep gratitude to the:

QSOX team at La Trobe, especially Ruby Grant

SWASH team, especially Rachel Deacon

Everyone at ACON, and especially the women’s program

UnLEASH team at UNSW, especially Mo Hammoud   
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