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MENTAL ILLNESS
Overall, mental illness affects both women 

and men equally, and about half of all Ameri-
cans will meet the criteria for a diagnos-
able mental disorder over the course of their 
lives.39However, specific types of mental disor-
ders vary by sex. For instance, women are more 
likely than men to experience an anxiety or 
mood disorder, such as depression, while men 
are more likely to experience an impulse-control 
or substance use disorder.

A major depressive episode (MDE) is defined 
as a period of 2 weeks or longer during which an 
individual experiences either depressed mood or 
loss of interest or pleasure in daily activities and 
at least four other symptoms that reflect a change 

in functioning, such as problems with sleep or 
eating.2 In 2009–2011, an estimated 9.9 million 
women aged 18 years and older, comprising 8.5 
percent of that population, reported experienc-
ing an MDE in the past year, compared to 5.5 
million, or 4.9 percent of, men.

The prevalence of past-year MDE varied 
by race and ethnicity. Among women, for ex-
ample, non-Hispanic White and non-Hispanic 
multiracial women were most likely to report 
experiencing past year MDE (9.6 and 10.9 per-
cent, respectively), while non-Hispanic Asian 
women were least likely to do so (4.6 percent).  
Past-year MDE was also more common among 
women below retirement age, affecting 9 to 11 
percent of women under age 65, compared to 

2.7 percent of women aged 65 and older (data 
not shown).

Although women were more likely than men 
to experience a past-year MDE, men were nearly 
twice as likely as women to experience a past-
year substance use disorder (11.9 versus 6.0 
percent, respectively). Substance use disorder 
encompasses both abuse and dependence on al-
cohol or illicit drugs.40 Women who experienced 
past year MDE were three times as likely to re-
port a substance use disorder than those who did 
not (15.8 versus 5.0 percent, respectively), while 
men who experienced a past-year MDE were 
nearly 2.5 times as likely as their non-affected 
counterparts to report a substance use disorder 
(26.3 versus 11.1 percent, respectively).
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Past-Year Substance Use Disorder,* by Sex and Past-Year
Major Depressive Episode,** 2009–2011
Source II.3: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, National
Survey on Drug Use and Health

*Past-year substance use disorder defined as abuse or dependence on alcohol or illicit drugs; abuse
relates to social problems due to substance use, such as problems with work, family, or the law;
dependence relates to health and emotional problems, such as tolerance or withdrawal; all estimates
are age-adjusted. **Past year major depressive episode is defined as a period of 2 weeks or longer
during which there is either depressed mood or loss of interest or pleasure and at least four other
symptoms that reflect a change in functioning, such as problems with sleep and eating. 

*A past-year major depressive episode is defined as a period of 2 weeks or longer during which there is
either depressed mood or loss of interest or pleasure and at least four other symptoms that reflect a
change in functioning, such as problems with sleep and eating; all estimates are age-adjusted. **The
sample of non-Hispanic Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islanders was too small to produce reliable results.

Past-Year Major Depressive Episode* Among Adults Aged 18
and Older, by Race/Ethnicity** and Sex, 2009–2011
Source II.3: Substance Use and Mental Health Services Administration, National Survey
on Drug Use and Health
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