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Introduction
	 Access to care is characterized as the opportunity to reach and 
obtain appropriate healthcare services to satisfy a perceived need [1]. 
In 2021 an estimated 39.5 million people worldwide were reported to 
have Substance Use Disorders (SUDs), but fewer than 1 in 5 people 
received SUD treatment [2]. One theme of the worldwide data is that 
women are underrepresented in treatment compared to men. For ex-
ample, almost 1 in 2 people who use amphetamine-type substances is 
a woman, but only 1 in 4 people who receive treatment are women 
[2]. As women face significantly more barriers than men when seek-
ing SUD care, the authors call for the identification of pre-existing 
fast and simple solutions to improve access to accurate information 
about SUD treatment as a first step to accessing care.

	 More than 20 years ago the Pan American Health Organization 
articulated the following priorities for Latin America and the Caribbe-
an: the development of national policies and a regulatory framework 
for information technology; addressing inequity of digital access; and 
assisting countries in becoming skilled at taking full advantage of 
new technologies and reaching appropriate decisions regarding the 
selection and deployment of alternative information technologies [3]. 
It is estimated that 76% of the population in Latin America and the 
Caribbean uses the Internet [4]. Thus, a large proportion of this popu-
lation can access information about different services, if it is available 
online.

	 A summary of reviews which explored the barriers and facilita-
tors to SUD treatment identified barriers as limited treatment slots 
for patients, inconsistent funding sources and stigma experienced by 
minoritized patients. Strengths identified in the treatment programs 
included accessibility of treatment resources, flexibility and compe-
tence in the delivery of services, and cultural relevance of services 
[5]. Mothers with SUDs face more structural barriers than other 
patients seeking treatment. Specific barriers typically encountered 
include unavailability of treatment resources, conflict between treat-
ment programming and the mother’s role, and the absence of treat-
ment planning for expectant mothers [6].

	 An analysis of 28 qualitative studies reported obstacles to ac-
cessing treatment that included shame and stigma associated with  
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Abstract
	 Women seeking treatment for Substance Use Disorders (SUDs) 
face many barriers to obtaining care. Fewer than 20% of people with 
SUDs worldwide receive needed treatment, and the opportunities 
to access treatment are highly unequal, especially for women. It is 
urgent to provide easy, fast, and universal tools to facilitate access 
to information and treatment for women with SUDs. Online access to 
information about available treatment programs and services helps 
to meet this informational need. However, despite a 76% internet us-
age rate in the Caribbean region, online information about treatment 
services for women is severely limited in this part of the world. We 
offer a solution to promote visibility of treatment services as a first 
step in facilitating access to treatment.

Methods: Relying on data from the Directory of Caribbean Sub-
stance Use Prevention, Treatment, and Rehabilitation Focused Insti-
tutions of the OAS-CICAD, 2020 (hereafter referred to as “the Direc-
tory”), this study investigated the digital presence of 82 Substance 
Use Disorder (SUD) treatment programs and institutions across 14 
Caribbean countries.

Results: Data indicated a limited online presence for 82 surveyed 
programs and institutions in the Caribbean. This poor online visi-

bility poses challenges for individuals seeking treatment, especially 
for women. These data suggest that there is a need for the creation 
of essential information guidelines for treatment programs to allow 
the general public and potential female patients conducting online 
searches to easily and safely identify treatment programs.

Conclusion: In the Caribbean, the limited online information re-
garding SUD treatment services creates a substantial barrier to all 
individuals, including women, in need of this help. We provide an 
easy-to-implement guide to standardize information for online visi-
bility that may help support potential patients to find treatment in the 
Caribbean.

Keywords: Caribbean; Digital accessibility; Drugs; Stigma; Sub-
stance use disorder; Treatment; Women
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substance misuse, the difficulty of getting assistance, the limited 
availability and variety of programs, the high expense of therapies 
and medications, and worries around confidentiality [7]. As stated, 
the research clearly indicates that easy, quick, and confidential access 
to information about treatment for SUDs is an urgent necessity for 
women living with these disorders.

	 In the Caribbean basin the main substances used in the last 30 
days by persons referred for SUD treatment assessment were: alco-
hol 62% (2,797), marijuana 55% (2,474), tobacco 43% (1,936), crack 
cocaine 31% (1,383), and cocaine powder 8% (365). Both males and 
females reported the same rank-order pattern of use [8]. While sub-
stance use affects both men and women, women represent just 10% 
of individuals seeking SUD treatment in this part of the world [8]. 
While systematic data on treatment access and entry, disaggregated 
by sex and gender, are lacking for every country in the Caribbean, an 
important study of female commercial sex workers in Guyana found 
that 88% (119) of respondents reported regular alcohol consumption 
while looking for clients; 22% (27) said they smoked cocaine; and 
42% (51) reported use of cannabis [9].

	 Barriers which impede women from accessing treatment for SUDs 
are numerous, and include family responsibilities, relational factors 
including gender-based violence, mental health challenges, and am-
bivalence regarding abstinence [10,11]. Higher levels of perceived 
stigma for women compared to men with SUDs is another overar-
ching barrier to treatment across cultures [12]. Women who use sub-
stances often face double stigmatization. First, for the substance use 
itself. Second, for not fulfilling normative gender and family roles 
[13].

	 In Trinidad and Tobago, a study determined the critical incidents 
that contribute to the initiation of substance use. Twenty women 
attending rehabilitation centers were selected at random and inter-
viewed. Intrinsic factors identified for initiation of substance use in-
cluded low self-esteem, introversion, loneliness, using substances as a 
coping mechanism and medical issues. Extrinsic factors for initiation 
of use included family, social, and environmental factors, relationship 
issues, child abuse, peer pressure and lack of access to women-ori-
ented treatment programs. Furthermore, the study found that women 
with substance use disorders commonly experienced being labeled as 
promiscuous and immoral. These factors are believed to decrease the 
probability that women will seek and access treatment [14].

	 A basic first step in reducing barriers for women to access SUD 
treatment is to ensure they have information about available treatment 
services. Because most potential patients seek information about 
treatment online [15], digital visibility of available resources could 
provide women with a private, low-cost, secure way to find the right 
support [16]. The purpose of the present study was to explore the 
question of whether the SUD treatment programs reported in the Di-
rectory could be located with a simple internet search. If they could be 
located, then to what extent was information about treatment services 
provided.

Materials and Methods

	 For the present paper, the countries listed in the Directory were 
included. These 14 countries are Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Dominica, Saint 
Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, St. Lucia, Surina-
me, and Trinidad and Tobago [8] (Table 1, Panel A).

	 The digital search was conducted between April 30, 2023, and 
June 15, 2023, using Google Chrome, Facebook, and Instagram in 
Rosario, Argentina. In Google Chrome the keywords used were the 
name of each country plus the name of the institution listed in the 
Directory. The online searches also included the name of each country 
plus keywords such as ‘drug use treatment center,’ ‘drug treatment,’ 
and ‘treatment for drug use.’ On Facebook, the name of each institu-
tion listed in the Directory was searched for in the general search bar. 
Facebook Marketplace was also searched for the name of the country 
plus ‘drug treatment center.’ On Instagram, the keywords used were 
the name of each country plus the name of the institution stated in the  

Panel A

Countries
People using the 

Internet (% of the 
population)

    Treatment
Centers with 

online presence

Total Treat-
ment Centers

1. Antigua and Barbuda 96% 1 3

2. Bahamas 94% 2 5

3. Barbados 86% 4 9

4. Belize 62% 0 2

5. Grenada 78% 0 3

6. Guyana 85% 2 7

7. Haiti 39% 1 9

8. Jamaica 82% 6 8

9. Dominica 81% 0 3

10. Saint Kitts and 
Nevis

79% 3 7

11. St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

85% 1 1

12. St. Lucia 78% 1 1

13. Suriname 66% 1 5

14. Trinidad and To-
bago

79% 15 19

Totals 78% 37 82

Panel B
Essential Information to Guide Prospective Patients in Choosing a SUD Treatment 
Program Online

1 Organization’s name

2
Location of the organization (Country, City, Address, and 
Map)

3 A photo of the treatment program and surroundings

4
Population served (e.g., women only; women and men; 
women with children; LGBTQ-friendly; dually-diagnosed 
patients)

5 Languages available (e.g., Braille, sign-language)

6

Services offered and Evidence-based practices used to treat 
SUD (e.g., detoxification, outpatient treatment, residential 
treatment, peer-support, psychiatry services, group ther-
apy, individual therapy, daycare for children of patients, 
medical services, etc.)

7 Religious focus, if applicable, and any related requirements

8 Length of the program and costs of treatment

9 Admission criteria and contact information

Table 1: The percentage of the population in the Caribbean using the 
internet, treatment centers with an online presence and recommendations 
for improving digital information for substance use disorder treatment 
centers.
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Directory. This study did not include human subjects and is exempt 
from ethics approval. This research was conducted entirely through 
internet searches and desk reviews of relevant documents.

	 The outcomes of interest examined in this study were: (1) digital 
presence which was defined as evidence of any information about 
the center online; (2) minimal digital footprint which was defined as 
evidence stating only the name of the center and the city where it is 
located and 3) people using the Internet (% of the population), which 
was determined by data retrieved from the International Telecommu-
nications Union [4].

Results
	 As seen in Table 1, Panel A, there are 14 Caribbean countries with 
82 SUD treatment programs. Internet usage in these countries ranges 
from 96% to 39%, with an average internet penetration rate in these 
countries of 78%. The total number of SUD treatment centers with a 
digital presence was 37.

	 The search included a total of 82 treatment programs from 14 
countries offering treatment services as reported in the Directory. Our 
findings revealed that 55% (45) of the treatment centers have no dig-
ital presence, and that the remaining 45% (37) have a minimal digital 
footprint, stating only the name of the center and the city where it is 
located. Of these 37 programs with a minimal digital footprint, none 
had an internet presence specific to their work but were instead repre-
sented either by the official webpages of larger institutions with which 
they are affiliated or by Facebook pages. These webpages do not men-
tion substance use disorders or treatment resources. Thus, none of 
the 37 programs provided any information about services offered, the 
population treated, the type of treatment, costs, length of stay, avail-
ability of childcare services, or the admission process. In sum, the 82 
programs surveyed have an overall lack of information available on-
line to allow a potential patient to find treatment resources and make 
a judgment about seeking admission.

	 This limited digital presence for SUD treatment programs across 
the Caribbean region stands in stark contrast to the average estimated 
internet use in this part of the world, which is 76% of the population 
[4]. To support the availability of treatment information, the authors 
have created a proposed template that program leaders can use in 
posting about their programs’ services on the Internet (Table 1, Panel 
B).

Discussion
	 The Caribbean region mirrors most other parts of the world in the 
scarcity of SUD treatment services. This relative lack of SUD treat-
ment resources is compounded by the absence of a meaningful digital 
footprint for the majority of programs surveyed in this study. Consid-
ering that women already experience significantly more barriers than 
men when seeking SUD treatment, any improvement in the digital 
visibility of SUD treatment programs could significantly augment 
women’s access to treatment. Harmful substance use has significant 
implications for the person themselves, their family, friends, work 
colleagues and the wider community. The fact that prospective pa-
tients in the Caribbean cannot reliably locate online information about 
SUD treatment represents a low-cost, low-investment opportunity for 
substantial public health improvement.

	 We urge SUD treatment providers in the Caribbean to take ad-
vantage of the near-ubiquitous presence of the Internet to advertise  

their services. If essential information about treatment resources can 
be found via a simple internet search, more people, including women, 
with SUDs will be able to consider taking steps to access appropriate 
care. This in turn may lead to a reduction in morbidity and mortality 
associated with SUDs in the Caribbean basin.

	 A limitation of this study is the fact that this was a desktop search 
and other treatment programs or information may be available beyond 
the scope of this review.

	 Future studies should examine the ways women in the Caribbe-
an seek treatment for SUD and how they acquire information about 
treatment programs. Studies could also systematically test different 
formats for treatment information to see which are most useful to the 
potential patient.
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