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1. Purpose 
To support continued learning and reflection following the 2025 SRC National Recovery 
Conference, a series of briefings on key themes has been developed. These concise documents 
focus on the key insights, discussions, and calls to action that emerged from each of the six 
workshops held during the event. They are designed to make learning accessible, actionable, 
and relevant for recovery communities, practitioners, policymakers, and partners across 
Scotland. Each briefing captures the voices of lived and living experience and offers practical 
recommendations for shaping inclusive, trauma-informed, and community-led recovery 
systems. The full report, presentations and video from the conference can be accessed at 
https://scottishrecoveryconsortium.org/national-recovery-conference/ 

2. Background and introduction  
Between 2024 and 2025, the Scottish Recovery Consortium (SRC) directly engaged with 
communities, recovery organisations, and key partners across Scotland to explore the current 
recovery landscape in Scotland. Through this national conversation, it became clear that while 
recovery is thriving in many places, significant gaps remain in connection, representation, and 
influence. 
 
Throughout our conversations, a clear and unified message emerged: there is a direct call for a 
national space where people can come together. This platform would unite recovery 
communities, researchers, organisations, stakeholders, and policy makers—creating a shared 
environment for collaboration, learning, and innovation. It would be a place to collectively 
explore and shape the future of recovery in Scotland, grounded in lived experience and mutual 
purpose. 
 
The conference was a direct response to local and national discussions and requests.   
Scottish Recovery Consortium believes that bringing local and national discussions together 
was essential because: 
 

• Local voices hold lived wisdom. Recovery communities, grassroots organisations, and 
individuals with lived experience understand what works—and what doesn’t—at a 
practical, day-to-day level. 

• National platforms shape systems. Policy makers, researchers, and strategic partners 
influence funding, practice, and service design. Decision-makers must actively centre 
the lived and living experiences of individuals and communities in recovery policy and 
practice, ensuring that those directly impacted are shaping the direction and outcomes 
of national strategies.   

• Shared spaces build shared solutions. When local and national perspectives meet, 
we create opportunities for collaboration, innovation, and alignment. We move from 
parallel conversations to collective action. 

• Trust is built through visibility. When people see their experiences reflected in national 
dialogue—and see action taken as a result—it builds confidence, credibility, and long-
term engagement. 

• Recovery is both personal and political. It happens in communities, but systems 
shape it. We need both levels working together to create lasting change. 

https://scottishrecoveryconsortium.org/national-recovery-conference/
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The SRC conference created a national space where recovery could be explored together—not 
in silos, but in solidarity. It was a space to listen, learn, and lead - together. 

3. Introduction 
The conference was split into two distinct parts: 

• Presentations  
• Workshops 

Presentations – Exploring Recovery from All Angles 

The presentations at the SRC conference were designed to offer a comprehensive view of 
recovery - from global insights to grassroots action. This included: 
 

• International and national evidence: Presenters shared the latest research and policy 
developments shaping recovery across the world, highlighting best practices, emerging 
trends, and the evolving understanding of what supports long-term recovery. This 
presentation was delivered by Professor David Best: Beyond Treatment – Why recovery 
deserves its own conversation and why lived experience must lead it.  

• The Scottish context: Through the work of the Scottish Recovery Consortium, 
attendees examined how recovery is being shaped in Scotland—what’s working, where 
the gaps are, and how lived and living experiences should inform national strategy and 
local innovation. Andy Perkins and Wulf Livingston delivered this presentation: Mapping 
Recovery – Understanding Scotland’s diverse and unique recovery landscape.  

• Community recovery in action: Perhaps most powerfully, the presentations 
showcased real-life examples of recovery happening on the ground. These stories and 
case studies brought theory to life, demonstrating the strength, creativity, and resilience 
of Scotland’s recovery communities.  This presentation was delivered by Eddie Gorman: 
Recovery in Action – The Harbour Approach to Empowerment and Community Healing.  

Together, these presentations created a space where evidence, experience, and action could 
meet - offering a shared understanding of recovery that is both informed by evidence and 
grounded in the voices of those living it every day. 
 
Workshops: Co-creating the Future of Recovery in Scotland 

The workshops at the SRC conference provided a vital space for delegates from Scotland and 
the UK to gather insights, share experiences, and reflect on their reflections. These sessions 
were not just about discussion - they were about co-creation, helping to shape the next phase 
of SRC’s work by grounding it in the realities of lived and living experience. 
 
Each workshop focused on a key area of recovery, reflecting the diversity and complexity of 
Scotland’s recovery landscape: 
 

1. Recovery Typologies Research: A key area of development led by SRC, this research 
aims to understand better the diverse pathways and expressions of recovery across 
Scotland. Delegates contributed to early thinking on how recovery is defined, 
experienced, and supported in different contexts, laying the groundwork for a more 
inclusive and evidence-informed national framework. Andy Perkins, Figure 8, facilitated 
this workshop.  
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2. Women in Recovery: This session explored the unique challenges faced by women, 
including trauma, stigma, caregiving responsibilities, and the need for gender-
responsive, safe spaces. Delegates shared how women’s voices can be better amplified 
and supported within recovery systems and services. Dr Briege Nugent facilitated this 
workshop.  

3. Participation and Engagement at National and Local Levels: Workshops explored 
how to ensure meaningful involvement in decision-making processes. Delegates 
emphasised the need for clear roles, transparent communication, and ongoing 
feedback loops to ensure that participation leads to real influence, not tokenism. This 
workshop was facilitated by Derek Watt, SRC.  

4. Recovery in Prisons: This workshop highlighted the importance of embedding recovery 
within the justice system. Discussions focused on continuity of care, peer support in 
custody, and the need for recovery-informed environments that support reintegration 
and reduce stigma post-release. Lisa Millar, SRC, facilitated this workshop.  

5. Leadership in Recovery: This session focused on building pathways for people in 
recovery to take on leadership roles - whether in peer support, advocacy, or 
organisational development. Delegates discussed how to nurture leadership that is 
inclusive, supported, and rooted in lived experience. Gary Rutherford of ARC Fitness 
facilitated this workshop.  

6. Lived Experience in Research: Delegates explored how people with lived and living 
experience can shape research agendas, co-produce knowledge, and challenge 
traditional hierarchies in evidence gathering. These conversations reinforced the value 
of research done with, not just about, people in recovery. Ana-Maria Bliuc, University 
of Dundee, facilitated this workshop.  

Together, these workshops fostered a vibrant and inclusive environment where lived experience 
guided learning, informed strategy, and shaped future action. The insights gathered will directly 
contribute to SRC’s ongoing commitment to building a recovery movement that is community-
led, evidence-informed, and rooted in connection—with people in recovery at the centre of 
every conversation. 
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3.2 Workshop 2 – Women in Recovery – Briege Nugent 

Mapping Recovery: Understanding Scotland’s Diverse Recovery Landscape 

This participatory workshop invited women in recovery, practitioners, and allies to explore the 
unique challenges women face on the path to recovery – from trauma and stigma to caregiving 
responsibilities and systemic barriers.  Grounded in the latest research commissioned by 
Scottish Recovery Consortium, the session presented key findings and an open space for 
dialogue, reflection, and co-creation.  Together, the aim was to examine what’s working, what’s 
missing, and what’s needed to support and strengthen women’s recovery journeys in Scotland.  
Participants helped shape what a more inclusive, responsive, and empowering recovery 
landscape for women across the country could look like.  
 
Dr Nugent presented the research findings, and several key questions were explored and 
discussed in the workshop. The following are the key themes that emerged from the 
discussions.  Each group captured their key points on post-its and flipchart, which were then 
brought back to the whole room for feedback and discussion. The session concluded with a 
brief reflection, highlighting common themes and identifying next steps for addressing the 
needs of women in recovery in Scotland.   
 

Question 1 – What are the key ingredients that bring women together? 

1. Safety and Trust 

Summary - Creating spaces where women feel safe, respected, and free from judgment is 
fundamental to fostering connection and healing. This begins with trust—a trust that is built 
over time through consistent, compassionate, and respectful engagement. Women-only 
environments, including dedicated buildings and staff, offer a sense of security and belonging, 
allowing women to be themselves without fear of stigma or intrusion. 
 
Confidentiality is key. When women know that what they share will be held in confidence, they 
are more likely to open up, be vulnerable, and engage in meaningful dialogue. Non-judgmental 
spaces—where women are met with empathy rather than assumptions—create the emotional 
safety required for healing and growth. 
 
These environments must also be trauma-informed, recognising the impact of past 
experiences and offering support models such as ‘Seeking Safety’ and EMDR that help women 
address trauma in a structured, compassionate way. When women feel safe enough to be 
vulnerable and supported enough to begin healing, they are empowered to connect with others, 
build relationships, and take steps forward in their recovery journey. 
 
2. Accessibility and Practical Support 

Summary - Ensuring that women can access support and opportunities begins with removing 
the practical barriers that often stand in the way. Empowering women to get there—through 
help with transport costs, flexible scheduling, and childcare support—is a vital first step. When 
events and services are held during practical hours, such as within the school day, and when 
children are welcomed or childcare is provided, it sends a clear message: your 
responsibilities are recognised and respected. 
 
Accessibility also means adapting to the realities of women’s lives, including caring roles and 
other commitments. By offering flexibility in how, when, and where support is delivered, 
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services become more inclusive and responsive. Whether it’s through hybrid options, drop-in 
formats, or personalised approaches, these practical supports make participation not only 
possible but meaningful, ensuring that no woman is left behind because of circumstances 
beyond her control. 
 
3. Connection and Community 

Summary - Creating spaces where women feel safe, respected, and free from judgment is 
essential to building trust and encouraging openness. Women-only environments, trauma-
informed approaches, and confidential, non-judgmental settings provide the foundation for 
healing and connection. 
 
Equally important is ensuring accessibility through practical support—such as providing 
transport assistance, flexible scheduling during school hours, and welcoming children. These 
considerations empower women to participate fully by recognising and adapting to their 
everyday responsibilities. 
 
At the heart of it all is connection and community. Meaningful relationships, peer support, and 
shared experiences - whether through informal social events or structured peer-led groups, 
online or in person - foster a sense of unity and belonging. Together, these elements create the 
conditions where women can thrive, support one another, and build lasting recovery. 
 
4. Emotional Support and Understanding 

Summary - At the heart of meaningful support is the need to feel heard, understood, and 
valued. Emotional support begins with validation - acknowledging a woman’s experiences, 
emotions, and struggles without judgment. Whether she is navigating addiction, bereavement, 
abuse, or other forms of trauma, the simple act of being listened to with empathy can be 
profoundly healing. 
 
Women often carry deep layers of loss and grief, and having space to express these feelings, 
alongside others who understand, creates a powerful sense of connection. The need for 
understanding is not just about being heard - it’s about being truly seen. When women feel that 
their stories matter, they begin to rebuild self-worth and resilience. 
 
Offering advice is essential, but it must be grounded in compassion and tailored to each 
woman’s unique journey. Emotional support is not a one-size-fits-all approach - it’s about 
walking alongside someone, offering strength when needed, and creating a space where 
healing can begin. 
 
5. Empowerment and Growth 

Summary - Empowerment begins with encouragement—the belief that every woman has the 
strength and potential to grow, heal, and lead her own journey. Central to this is choice: the 
freedom to decide what matters, what feels right, and what direction to take. Asking “What do 
you want to do?” rather than prescribing a path fosters ownership and identity, allowing 
women to shape their own recovery and future. 
 
There are no expectations, only opportunities. By creating space for women to build self-
esteem, confidence, routine, and structure, we lay the groundwork for lasting change. 
Growth is not linear, and support must be flexible and responsive, especially in moments of 
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transition—such as following a diagnosis—when post-diagnostic support can be vital in 
helping women understand themselves and move forward with clarity and strength. 
 
Empowerment is not something given - it’s something nurtured. When women are supported to 
take the lead in their own lives, fundamental transformation becomes possible. 
 
6. Activities and Engagement 

Summary - Engagement through shared activities plays a vital role in building connection, 
confidence, and joy. Whether it's creative workshops, group outings, or informal gatherings, 
doing activities together fosters a sense of belonging and helps women rediscover fun in safe, 
supportive environments. The right space and atmosphere—welcoming, inclusive, and 
comfortable—are essential to making these experiences meaningful. 
 
But engagement doesn’t end when the activity does. Continued support outside of groups, 
through consistent communication and follow-through, helps maintain momentum and 
reinforces the relationships built during sessions. Staying connected between meetings 
ensures that women feel supported, seen, and part of something lasting. 
 
Activities are more than just events - they are opportunities for healing, growth, and joy. When 
thoughtfully designed and consistently supported, they become powerful tools for recovery and 
empowerment. 
 

Question 2 – What do women get by coming together?  

1. Emotional and Psychological Wellbeing 

Summary - Emotional and psychological well-being is nurtured when women are supported to 
feel seen, valued, and accepted exactly as they are. When women are listened to with 
compassion, understood without judgment, and loved unconditionally, it creates a powerful 
sense of self-worth and belonging. These experiences help women reconnect with their 
authentic selves, offering the relief of feeling “normal” and the freedom to say, “take me as I 
am.” 
 
Through consistent encouragement, women begin to rebuild self-esteem and confidence, 
taking pride in their progress and recognising their strength. This journey is not just about 
healing - it’s about rediscovering hope, both in themselves and others. When women are 
surrounded by compassion and given space to grow, they begin to believe in their potential 
again. 
 
Ultimately, emotional well-being is about more than just feeling better—it’s about feeling 
whole and knowing that they are not alone on the path to recovery. 
 
2. Connection and Belonging 

Summary - Connection and belonging are vital to women’s recovery and wellbeing. Many 
women arrive feeling isolated, disconnected not only from others but often from themselves. 
Creating spaces that foster connection and reconnection—to community, to identity, and to 
purpose—helps women feel less alone and more supported. 
 
These spaces offer more than just company; they provide companionship and the opportunity 
to build friendships, both old and new. Through shared experiences and mutual 
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understanding, women begin to feel included, not as outsiders, but as valued members of a 
group where they are seen, heard, and accepted. 
Being part of something - a group, a movement, a shared journey - cultivates a deep sense of 
belonging. It allows women to experience unity with others who understand their path, and to 
feel connected in ways that are both emotional and practical. 
 
Importantly, these spaces also allow women to identify with one another, often challenging 
and rewriting past relationships with other women that may have been shaped by trauma, 
mistrust, or competition. In these environments, women are not compared or judged—they are 
equal, standing side by side in solidarity and mutual respect. 
 
This sense of connection is not just comforting - it is transformative. It helps women rebuild 
trust, rediscover joy, and realise that they are not alone in their journey. Through connection, 
they find strength. Through belonging, they find hope. 
 
3. Peer and Community Support 

Summary - Peer and community support are potent drivers of healing, resilience, and long-
term recovery. At the heart of this support is peer connection - the ability to relate to others 
through shared experiences, shared learning, and shared knowledge. When women come 
together in spaces where their stories are understood and valued, they find not only comfort but 
strength in one another. 
 
This kind of support goes beyond emotional connection. It includes practical advice and 
guidance, whether that’s navigating parenting challenges, accessing services, or simply 
learning from someone who’s been there before. Parental advice, in particular, is often best 
received from those who understand the unique pressures and joys of motherhood in recovery. 
 
Community support also means working in collaboration with other services and 
organisations. When services are aligned and responsive, women receive more consistent, 
holistic care. This network of support reinforces the message that they are not alone - and that 
help is available from many directions. 
 
What makes peer and community support truly transformative is the constant positive regard 
women show for one another. In these spaces, they build each other up, celebrate each 
other’s progress, and hold space for setbacks without judgment. It’s a culture of mutual 
respect, encouragement, and shared hope - where every woman is both supported and 
supportive. 
 
4. Empowerment and Identity 

Summary - Empowerment and identity are central to a woman’s journey of recovery, healing, 
and self-discovery. True empowerment begins when a woman is supported to find her voice - 
to speak her truth, share her story, and know that her voice matters. In spaces where women 
are truly heard, they begin to reclaim their sense of self and step into their power. 
 
This process is not just individual—it is also collective. When women come together and speak 
as one, they form a collective voice that challenges stigma, influences change, and uplifts 
others. This shared strength reinforces each woman’s own identity and reminds her that she is 
not alone. 
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Empowerment also means the freedom to be themselves - without judgement, expectation, or 
pressure to conform. It’s about reconnecting with what makes them unique, and for many, it’s 
about regaining their female energy - a sense of strength, intuition, and creativity that may 
have been lost or suppressed through trauma or societal expectations. 
 
Through this journey, women begin to rebuild a strong, authentic sense of identity—one that is 
rooted in self-worth, shaped by their lived experiences, and supported by their community. 
Empowerment is not just about confidence; it’s about transformation. It’s about stepping into 
who you are, unapologetically, and knowing that your presence, your story, and your voice have 
power. 
 
5. Practical and Educational Benefits 

Summary - Access to practical and educational opportunities plays a vital role in supporting 
women’s recovery, confidence, and long-term well-being. By offering new skills and 
experiences, women are empowered to explore their interests, build independence, and take 
steps toward personal or professional goals. 
 
Support begins with the basics - practical help, especially with childcare, ensures that women 
can attend sessions without added stress or barriers. From there, access to resources, 
training, and activity-based learning opens doors to growth. Whether it’s through wellness 
groups, creative workshops, or skills-based training, these opportunities help women build 
confidence, structure, and a sense of purpose. 
 
Women’s community groups - such as music, keep fit, walking groups, and book clubs - offer 
more than just activity. They provide space for connection, creativity, and shared learning in a 
relaxed, supportive environment. These groups also create a platform for women to engage in 
wider conversations about issues that matter to them, including mental health, menopause, 
education, and housing. 
 
Importantly, these spaces are not just about learning - they’re about belonging. They offer 
women the chance to grow at their own pace, discover new passions, and feel part of a 
community that values their voice, their journey, and their future. 
 
6. Safe and Inclusive Spaces 

Summary – Creating safe and inclusive spaces is essential for women to feel secure, 
respected, and empowered to engage fully in their recovery and personal growth. A 
confidential, safe environment—where women know they are protected emotionally and 
physically—lays the foundation for trust and openness. Safety and security encompass not 
only physical conditions but also emotional ones, where women feel free to express 
themselves without fear of judgment or harm. 
 
A truly inclusive space embraces a non-judgmental attitude, where every woman is welcomed 
as she is, with her experiences, identity, and voice fully respected. These spaces must also be 
accessible, offering easy entry points such as online groups for those who may face barriers 
to attending in person, whether due to geography, mobility, or personal circumstances. 
 
For many women, having a voice away from men is crucial. Women-only spaces provide a 
unique environment where they can speak freely, explore their identity, and build relationships 
without the dynamics that may have contributed to past trauma or discomfort. 
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Importantly, when challenging situations arise, these spaces provide a calm and respectful 
setting where issues can be discussed and resolutions found in a safe manner. This reinforces 
a culture of mutual respect, accountability, and care—ensuring that the space remains 
supportive and empowering for all who enter. 
 
7. Joy and Fun 

Summary - Joy and fun are essential parts of healing and recovery. In spaces where women 
feel safe, supported, and seen, there is room not only for reflection and growth—but also for 
lightness, playfulness, and connection. Laughter becomes a shared language, a release, and a 
reminder that even amid challenge, joy is still possible. 
 
Hugs, whether literal or symbolic, represent warmth, comfort, and human connection. They are 
gestures of care, solidarity, and affection that help women feel held by each other and by the 
community around them. 
 
These moments of joy are not trivial - they are transformative. They help build trust, deepen 
relationships, and create memories that anchor women in the present and give them hope for 
the future. In recovery spaces, fun is healing, and joy is resistance—a way of reclaiming life, 
together. 
 

Question 3 – What are the challenges to coming together? 

1. Emotional and Psychological Barriers 

Summary - For many women, the path to recovery and connection is not only shaped by 
external challenges but also by profound and often invisible emotional and psychological 
barriers. These barriers can be overwhelming and complex, rooted in past experiences and 
reinforced by societal stigma. 
 
A lack of self-esteem and confidence can make it difficult to believe they are worthy of 
support or capable of change. Shame, fear, and anxiety - often linked to mental health 
struggles - can create a powerful internal resistance to seeking help. The fear of not fitting in, 
of being rejected, judged, or not believed, can prevent women from entering spaces that are 
meant to support them. 
 
For some, there is a fear of punishment or mistrust of services, especially if past experiences 
have been negative or traumatic. Simply entering a new space can feel daunting, triggering a 
flood of emotions and uncertainty. The pressure of having to deal with feelings, especially 
those long buried, can be overwhelming. Many women cope by masking - hiding their true 
selves to feel safe or accepted. 
 
These barriers are often rooted in childhood trauma and core beliefs that tell them they are 
not enough, not safe, or not deserving. In recovery spaces, these beliefs can be challenged - but 
they can also be resurfaced, bringing old wounds back to the surface. The fear of admitting 
they need help can be one of the most challenging hurdles to overcome, especially in a world 
that often expects women to be strong, silent, and self-sufficient. 
 
Understanding these barriers is essential to creating compassionate, trauma-informed 
environments. Only by acknowledging the weight of what women carry can we begin to build 
spaces that truly support healing, trust, and transformation. 
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2. Social and Cultural Pressures 

Summary - Women’s experiences of recovery, identity, and wellbeing are profoundly shaped by 
social and cultural pressures that often go unspoken but are widely felt. In a patriarchal 
society, where male dominance continues to influence systems, expectations, and norms, 
women are frequently positioned as caregivers - expected to help others, not themselves. This 
traditional view, often described as “spinning so many plates,” places immense pressure on 
women to manage households, care for others, and maintain emotional strength, often at the 
expense of their own needs. 
 
Cultural and religious expectations can further reinforce these roles, with some women feeling 
that they are “meant to be maternal” or that seeking help is a sign of weakness or failure. For 
others, language barriers, age-related stigma, or the influence of religious or cultural norms 
can create additional layers of isolation and misunderstanding. 
 
These pressures are compounded by the lack of a compassionate ethos in many systems and 
services, where women are too often met with suspicion or dismissal. The enduring stereotype 
of the “hysterical woman” continues to undermine women’s credibility and emotional 
expression, making it harder for them to be taken seriously or to access the support they need. 
 
Together, these social and cultural forces can create a powerful sense of invisibility, shame, 
and fear. Recognising and challenging these pressures is essential to creating inclusive, 
empowering spaces where women are not only supported - but truly seen, heard, and valued 
for who they are. 
 
3. Practical and Logistical Challenges 

Summary - Women’s experiences of recovery, identity, and wellbeing are profoundly shaped by 
social and cultural pressures that often go unspoken but are widely felt. In a patriarchal 
society, where male dominance continues to influence systems, expectations, and norms, 
women are frequently positioned as caregivers - expected to help others, not themselves. This 
traditional view, often described as “spinning so many plates,” places immense pressure on 
women to manage households, care for others, and maintain emotional strength, often at the 
expense of their own needs. 
 
Cultural and religious expectations can further reinforce these roles, with some women feeling 
that they are “meant to be maternal” or that seeking help is a sign of weakness or failure. For 
others, language barriers, age-related stigma, or the influence of religious or cultural norms 
can create additional layers of isolation and misunderstanding. 
 
These pressures are compounded by the lack of a compassionate ethos in many systems and 
services, where women are too often met with suspicion or dismissal. The enduring stereotype 
of the “hysterical woman” continues to undermine women’s credibility and emotional 
expression, making it harder for them to be taken seriously or to access the support they need. 
 
Together, these social and cultural forces can create a powerful sense of invisibility, shame, 
and fear. Recognising and challenging these pressures is essential to creating inclusive, 
empowering spaces where women are not only supported - but truly seen, heard, and valued 
for who they are. 
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4. Relationship and Safety Concerns 

Summary - Creating safe, welcoming spaces is essential for women affected by abuse, 
control, and trauma. When safety is compromised—whether emotionally, physically, or socially 
- accessing support becomes not just difficult, but dangerous. Understanding these barriers is 
the first step toward building services that genuinely meet women where they are. 
 
Support begins with recognising the impact of domestic abuse and coercive control. For 
many women, partners actively prevent them from attending appointments or engaging with 
services. This control isolates them from help, reinforcing fear and dependence. Without 
freedom of movement or choice, even the idea of seeking support can feel out of reach. 
 
Fear of social work involvement - especially the risk of losing children - adds another layer of 
silence. Many women worry that being honest about their situation could lead to judgment or 
intervention. This fear, whether based on experience or perception, can stop women from 
speaking up, even when they desperately need support. 
 
Even within service settings, co-dependency and the presence of controlling partners can 
create unsafe environments. Men waiting in reception areas or lingering nearby can exert 
subtle pressure, making it impossible for women to speak freely. These spaces, meant to be 
supportive, can instead feel monitored and unsafe. 
 
Group settings offer connection and peer support, but mixed-gender groups can be 
intimidating or even triggering. The fear of encountering an ex-partner or someone connected 
to past trauma can prevent women from attending altogether. For many, the risk of re-
traumatisation outweighs the potential benefits. 
 
Privacy concerns and the emotional challenge of opening up to strangers also play a 
significant role. Sharing personal experiences in unfamiliar environments can feel 
overwhelming, especially for those who have experienced betrayal, manipulation, or judgment 
in the past. 
 
Importantly, safety is not just about physical protection - it’s about emotional security, trust, 
and dignity. When women feel safe, they can begin to speak, connect, and heal. Services must 
be designed with trauma-informed care, confidentiality, and flexibility at their core, offering 
women the space to grow at their own pace, free from judgment or fear. 
 
5. Interpersonal Dynamics 

Summary - For many women, engaging in group settings or community spaces brings both 
opportunity and challenge. While these environments can offer support, connection, and 
shared experience, they can also surface complex interpersonal dynamics that impact 
confidence, trust, and participation. 
 
Support begins with acknowledging the reality of trust issues. Many women come from 
backgrounds where relationships have been marked by betrayal, competition, or exclusion. 
Entering a new group - especially one made up of other women - can feel risky, emotionally 
charged, or even unsafe. 
 
Judgment, rivalry, and competitiveness can emerge in subtle ways, often shaped by past 
experiences or social conditioning. Women may feel compared to others or find themselves 
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comparing, which can lead to feelings of inadequacy or defensiveness. These dynamics can be 
particularly challenging in environments where vulnerability and openness are encouraged. 
 
Community cliques and long-standing social ties can also create barriers to effective 
communication. Newcomers may feel like outsiders, unsure of how to fit in or whether they’ll 
be accepted. For some, the presence of strong personalities or dominant voices can make it 
hard to speak up or feel heard. 
 
It’s essential to recognise that some women are wary of other women - not out of dislike, but 
due to past hurt, exclusion, or competition. These feelings are valid and deserve space in the 
conversation about what makes a group feel safe and inclusive. 
 
Importantly, interpersonal dynamics are not just about conflict - they’re about connection. 
When women feel seen, respected, and valued, they can begin to rebuild trust, form meaningful 
relationships, and experience the power of community. Creating spaces that are facilitated 
with care, grounded in empathy, and open to difference is crucial to fostering a sense of 
belonging and mutual respect. 
 
6. Identity and Belonging 

Summary - For many women, the journey toward recovery and empowerment is deeply tied to 
a sense of identity and belonging. Feeling understood, accepted, and supported is not just 
comforting - it’s essential. Yet, many women face invisible barriers that make it difficult to 
connect with others or even understand their own needs. 
 
Support begins with recognising the impact of undiagnosed neurodiversity. Women who 
experience sensory sensitivities, social anxiety, or cognitive differences may struggle to engage 
in traditional support settings. Without a diagnosis or language to describe their experience, 
they may feel misunderstood or out of place. 
 
Hormonal changes, including those related to menopause, menstruation, or postpartum 
shifts, can also affect mood, energy, and emotional well-being. These changes are often 
overlooked or dismissed, leaving women to navigate complex physical and emotional 
symptoms without adequate support. 
 
Isolation, whether physical or emotional, is another significant barrier. Many women feel 
socially disconnected, unsure of where to turn or who to trust. This isolation can be 
compounded by a lack of awareness, including not knowing what support is available or 
being unaware of their rights to access help, advocacy, or protection. 
 
Life experiences—including trauma, addiction, poverty, or discrimination - shape how women 
see themselves and how they believe others see them. These experiences can lead to 
internalised shame or a sense of not belonging, especially in spaces that feel judgmental or 
exclusive. 
 
Even language can be a barrier. The definition of “clean”, for example, can carry loaded 
meanings in recovery communities, sometimes implying moral judgment rather than personal 
progress. For women navigating addiction or trauma, these terms can feel alienating or 
stigmatising. 
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Significantly, identity and belonging are not fixed - they evolve. When women are given space to 
explore who they are, without pressure or judgment, they begin to reclaim their voice and their 
value. Services must be designed to honour difference, dignity, and choice, creating 
environments where every woman feels she matters - just as she is. 

Question 4 – What makes a women’s group work?  

1. Safe, Supportive, and Inclusive Environment 

Summary - For women’s groups to thrive, the foundation must be built on safety, trust, and 
mutual respect. When women feel secure and valued, they are more likely to engage, share, 
and support one another. A well-functioning group is not just about the activities - it’s about the 
environment that holds them. 
 
Support begins with safe spaces - places where women know they are protected, heard, and 
respected. This includes clear safeguarding practices, confidentiality, and the absence of 
men, which can be essential for women who have experienced trauma. A female facilitator 
helps foster a sense of understanding and relatability, creating a space where women feel seen, 
supported, and valued. 
 
A comfortable, open environment is key. This means more than just physical comfort - it’s 
about emotional safety too. A clear remit, along with group rules and boundaries, helps set 
expectations and reduce anxiety. When women understand the structure and purpose of the 
group, they can participate with confidence. 
 
Respecting group boundaries, such as maintaining confidentiality, ensuring equal 
participation, and avoiding dominance, is essential. Facilitators must be skilled in managing 
dynamics and ensuring that all voices are heard and considered. Awareness and sensitivity to 
different backgrounds - including culture, class, parenting status, and trauma history - helps 
create a space where no one feels excluded or judged. 
 
Mutual issues screening, such as being mindful of topics like parenting loss, ensures that 
discussions are handled with care and compassion. This level of thoughtfulness builds trust - 
not just in the group, but in themselves and each other. 
 
At the heart of a successful women’s group is a non-judgmental atmosphere, where every 
woman is treated with dignity and respect. When women feel safe to be themselves, they can 
begin to connect, grow, and support one another in meaningful ways. 
 
2. Empowerment and Identity 

Summary - At the heart of every successful woman’s group is the power of women 
empowering women. When women come together in a space that values honesty, shared 
experience, and mutual support, they begin to lift each other up - building confidence, purpose, 
and a renewed sense of self. 
 
Support begins with connection and identification. In a group where women share similar life 
experiences, challenges, or goals, a strong sense of shared identity emerges. This creates a 
foundation of understanding and trust, where women feel seen, heard, and accepted for who 
they are. 
 
Through this connection, women begin to empower each other - offering encouragement, 
celebrating progress, and holding space for vulnerability. These relationships are not just 
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supportive; they are transformative. They help women regain confidence, rebuild self-esteem, 
and begin to see new possibilities for themselves. 
 
A women’s group also offers a place to flourish - a space where women can be productive, 
explore their interests, and rediscover their strengths. Whether through creative expression, 
learning new skills, or simply being present, women begin to reconnect with a sense of 
purpose. 
 
Importantly, these groups offer more than just support - they offer hope and inspiration. 
Seeing others grow, overcome, and thrive can be a powerful motivator. It reminds women that 
change is possible, that they are not alone, and that they, too, have the strength to move 
forward. 
When women feel empowered, they begin to reclaim their identity - not just as survivors, but as 
individuals with dreams, talents, and value. A women’s group that fosters this kind of growth 
becomes more than a service - it becomes a community of possibility. 
 
3. Peer and Lived Experience Support 

Summary - One of the most powerful aspects of a women’s group is the presence of peer 
support - women supporting women through shared understanding, compassion, and lived 
experience. These connections create a sense of belonging that is hard to replicate in more 
formal or clinical settings. 
 
Support begins with shared lived experience. When women come together with common 
backgrounds - such as experiences of domestic abuse, trauma, or recovery - they don’t have to 
explain or justify their feelings. There is an unspoken understanding that builds trust and 
connection from the start. 
 
Peer-led and lived experience-run groups offer a unique kind of support. Facilitators who 
have walked similar paths bring empathy, insight, and authenticity to the space. Their presence 
shows what’s possible and helps others feel seen, heard, and believed. 
 
In these groups, women listen to each other, care for each other, and nurture each other. 
The support is mutual and non-hierarchical - everyone has something to give and something to 
gain. Whether it’s through shared stories, quiet understanding, or even a simple hug, these 
moments of connection are profoundly healing. 
 
Importantly, peer support is not just about shared pain - it’s about shared strength. It’s about 
women lifting each other up, celebrating progress, and holding space for one another through 
setbacks. These relationships foster resilience, hope, and a sense of community that extends 
beyond the group itself. 
 
When women feel connected through lived experience, they begin to rebuild trust - not just in 
others, but in themselves. A women’s group grounded in peer support becomes a place of 
safety, solidarity, and transformation. 
 
4. Skilled and Consistent Facilitation 

Summary - Behind every successful woman’s group is a strong, steady presence - someone 
who holds the space, guides the process, and ensures that every woman feels safe, heard, and 
respected. Skilled and consistent facilitation is essential to creating a group environment 
where women can truly thrive. 
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Support begins with a strong facilitator - someone who is not only confident and capable but 
also compassionate and grounded in trauma-informed practice. A good facilitator knows how 
to manage group dynamics, hold boundaries, and respond sensitively to the needs of each 
woman in the room. 
 
Consistency is just as important as skill. When the same facilitator is present week after week, 
it builds trust and stability. Women know what to expect, who they’re speaking to, and that the 
space will be held with care and professionalism. 
 
A skilled workforce - trained in trauma, mental health, and group facilitation - ensures that the 
group is not only safe, but also purposeful and empowering. Having supportive staff available 
when needed adds another layer of safety, especially for women who may need one-to-one 
support or a quiet moment away from the group. 
 
Staff attitudes matter. Warmth, respect, and non-judgemental listening go a long way in 
helping women feel welcome and valued. Facilitators who lead by example, often women 
from within the group itself, can inspire others and model what empowerment looks like in 
action. 
 
A thoughtful balance of workers, including facilitators, support staff, and peer leaders, helps 
ensure that the group runs smoothly and that no one feels overlooked or unsupported. 
Together, they create a space where women can grow, connect, and begin to rebuild their 
confidence. 
 
5. Activities and Engagement 

Summary - A vibrant women’s group is built not only on support and safety, but also on 
engagement, creativity, and shared experiences. Meaningful activities bring energy, purpose, 
and joy to the group, helping women reconnect with themselves and each other in new and 
empowering ways. 
 
Support begins with creative and practical activities—from crochet and quilting to cooking 
skills and peer-led learning. These sessions offer more than just skill-building; they provide 
structure, focus, and a sense of achievement. Women are given the chance to create, 
contribute, and learn in a relaxed, supportive environment. 
 
Wellness activities such as meditation, sound baths, acupuncture, and mindfulness help 
women reconnect with their bodies and emotions. These practices offer calm, grounding, and 
healing - especially for those navigating trauma, stress, or recovery. 
 
Activity-based groups—whether focused on wellness, creativity, or skill-sharing—encourage 
participation and build confidence. They offer a gentle way into group life, especially for women 
who may be anxious about talking or sharing in more formal settings. 
 
Importantly, women’s groups also need space for fun, laughter, and lightness. Days out, 
shared meals, and moments of joy help build bonds and remind women that healing can 
include happiness. These experiences create memories, strengthen relationships, and bring 
balance to the emotional work of recovery. 
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Community-based groups, such as music sessions, keep-fit classes, walking groups, and 
book clubs, extend the sense of connection beyond the group itself. They offer opportunities for 
women to explore interests, stay active, and feel part of something bigger. 
 
When women are engaged in meaningful activities, they begin to rediscover their strengths, 
passions, and sense of self. A women’s group that offers a variety of ways to participate 
becomes a space not just for support - but for growth, creativity, and joy. 
 
6. Accessibility and Practical Support 

Summary - For a women’s group to be truly inclusive and effective, it must be accessible. 
Practical support is not an added bonus - it’s a foundation. When barriers like childcare, 
transport, or cost are removed, women are free to focus on what matters: connection, healing, 
and growth. 
 
Support begins with childcare. Many women are primary caregivers, and without access to 
childcare facilities, attending a group isn’t possible. Providing on-site childcare or support 
with arrangements ensures that women can participate without added stress or guilt. 
 
Free transport is another key factor. Whether due to cost, distance, or safety concerns, 
transport can be a significant barrier. Offering travel support - such as bus passes, taxis, or 
group transport - makes attendance more realistic and reliable. 
 
Food and refreshments also play an essential role. Providing lunch, snacks, or hot drinks 
helps create a welcoming, nurturing environment. It also acknowledges that many women may 
be facing food insecurity or juggling multiple responsibilities without time to eat. 
 
Access to free period products and contraception supports women’s dignity and wellbeing. 
These small but essential provisions demonstrate care and respect, helping to reduce the 
financial and emotional burden of managing basic health needs. 
 
Timing matters too. Groups that are scheduled around school hours or caregiving 
responsibilities are more likely to be attended and sustained. Accessibility isn’t just about 
physical space - it’s about time, energy, and life context. 
 
When practical needs are met, women can show up fully. They can focus on themselves, 
engage with others, and take steps toward healing and empowerment. A women’s group that 
removes barriers and meets women where they are becomes a space of possibility, not 
pressure. 
 
7. Health and Gender-Specific Support 

Summary - Women’s groups thrive when they address the full spectrum of women’s lives - 
including their health, bodies, and gendered experiences. Creating space for gender-specific 
support helps women feel understood, validated, and empowered to take care of themselves 
in a holistic manner. 
 
Support begins with access to women’s health resources, including medical information, 
referrals, and safe conversations about physical wellbeing. Whether it’s discussing menstrual 
health, contraception, or gynaecological care, these topics are often overlooked or under-
addressed in general settings. A women’s group that includes this support helps bridge that 
gap. 
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Talking openly about gender-specific issues—such as menopause, hormonal changes, and 
reproductive health - creates a sense of solidarity and shared understanding. These 
conversations help normalise experiences that are often stigmatised or dismissed, and give 
women the language and confidence to advocate for their health. 
 
Equally important is the opportunity for time away from parental or caring responsibilities. 
Many women carry the weight of caregiving, often without breaks or recognition. A women’s 
group that offers space to focus solely on themselves - without the demands of others - can be 
deeply restorative. It allows women to reconnect with their own needs, identity, and well-being. 
 
When women’s health and gendered experiences are acknowledged and supported, the group 
becomes more than a meeting - it becomes a sanctuary. A place where women can care for 
themselves, learn from each other, and feel seen in every part of their journey. 
 
8. Community and Shared Purpose 

Summary - A women’s group becomes truly powerful when it fosters a sense of community—a 
space where women feel connected, included, and part of something meaningful. When 
women come together with a shared purpose, the group becomes more than a service - it 
becomes a source of strength, belonging, and collective growth. 
 
Support begins with community learning and sharing. Women bring a wealth of knowledge, 
experience, and insight to the group. When that knowledge is shared—through conversation, 
storytelling, or skill-building—it creates a culture of mutual learning and respect. 
 
Shared responsibility and accountability help build ownership and trust. When women are 
involved in shaping the group, whether through planning, facilitation, or supporting others, they 
feel invested. This shared leadership strengthens the group and empowers everyone involved. 
 
Connection and friendship naturally grow in spaces where women feel safe and valued. These 
relationships offer emotional support, encouragement, and a sense of being understood. For 
many, the group becomes a vital social lifeline, reducing isolation and building confidence. 
 
Inclusion is at the heart of community. A group that welcomes difference - across age, 
background, ability, and experience - creates a richer, more supportive environment. Every 
woman should feel that she belongs, that her voice matters, and that she is part of something 
bigger than herself. 
 
When a group is purpose-driven, it gives women direction and motivation. Whether the focus is 
on healing, learning, advocacy, or creativity, having a shared goal brings energy and cohesion to 
the effort. It reminds women that they are not alone - and that together, they can create change.  
 
A women’s group grounded in community and shared purpose becomes more than a meeting - 
it becomes a movement. A place where women grow individually and collectively, and where 
every contribution helps build something lasting. 
 
Conclusion: Building a Recovery Landscape Rooted in Safety, Connection, Hope, and 
Empowerment.  
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The reflections and insights gathered 2 offered a powerful and affirming space for people to 
share, reflect, and co-create a vision for a more inclusive and empowering recovery landscape 
in Scotland. The discussions revealed a clear and consistent message: when women are 
provided with safety, trust, and genuine connection, they not only heal - they thrive. 
 
Participants highlighted the importance of trauma-informed, women-only environments where 
emotional safety, confidentiality, and mutual respect are foundational. Practical supports - 
such as childcare, transport, and flexible scheduling - were seen as essential, not optional, in 
enabling meaningful participation. Emotional support, peer connection, and opportunities for 
empowerment were repeatedly identified as transformative elements of recovery. 
 
Key learning surface that highlighted the many barriers women face, from emotional and 
psychological hurdles to cultural expectations, safety concerns, and systemic inequalities. Yet, 
despite these challenges, the strength, resilience, and solidarity among women shone through. 
The value of peer-led spaces, skilled facilitation, and shared purpose was evident in every 
conversation. 
 
Ultimately, the session underscored that women’s recovery is not just about individual 
healing—it is about collective empowerment, community connection, and systemic change. 
The insights gathered here must inform future policy, practice, and funding decisions. Women 
know what works. Now, it is time to listen, act, and build the recovery landscape they deserve. 
 
Calls to Action – Women in Recovery  
For the Scottish Recovery Consortium (SRC) 

1. Champion Women-Only Recovery Spaces 

• Support the development and funding of trauma-informed, women-only 
environments across Scotland. 

• Promote models that prioritise safety, trust, and emotional well-being. 

2. Embed Lived Experience in Leadership 

• Create leadership pathways for women with lived experience. 

• Support peer-led and peer-run groups through training, mentoring, and visibility. 

3. Support Practical Access 

• Advocate for funding to cover transport, childcare, and flexible scheduling. 

• Provide toolkits and guidance for inclusive, accessible group design. 

4. Facilitate National Learning 

• Share best practices from women’s groups across Scotland. 

• Host forums or learning exchanges focused on gender-responsive recovery. 

For the wider Sector 

1. Adopt Trauma-Informed, Gender-Responsive Practice 

• Train staff in trauma-informed care and gender-specific needs. 

• Ensure services are emotionally and physically safe for women. 

2. Prioritise Peer Support 
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• Value and integrate peer mentors into service delivery. 

• Recognise the unique power of shared experience in fostering trust and healing. 

3. Design Inclusive, Flexible Services 

• Offer hybrid and drop-in formats to accommodate caregiving and life demands. 

• Ensure services are culturally competent and neurodiversity aware. 

4. Promote Joy, Creativity, and Connection 

• Incorporate wellness, creative, and social activities into recovery programming. 

• Recognise joy and fun as essential to healing and empowerment. 

For Policy Makers 

1. Fund Women-Centred Recovery Approaches 

• Provide sustainable funding for women-only services and peer-led initiatives. 

• Ensure funding models account for practical barriers like childcare and transport. 

2. Address Structural Inequalities 

• Tackle stigma, gender bias, and systemic barriers in health, justice, and social care. 

• Recognise the impact of child removal, domestic abuse, and poverty on recovery. 

3. Mandate Representation 

• Require lived experience and gender representation in policy design and evaluation. 

• Embed co-production in national recovery strategies. 

4. Support Research and Evaluation 

• Invest in research on women’s recovery journeys, especially in underrepresented 
groups (e.g., rural, neurodiverse, BME women). 

• Use findings to inform policy and service development. 

Next Steps 
1. SRC to convene a national working group on women in recovery. 

2. Sector partners to pilot inclusive women’s recovery models and share outcomes. 

3. Policy makers to review funding and commissioning frameworks for gender equity. 

4. All stakeholders to commit to amplifying women’s voices and co-producing future 
solutions. 

The Scottish Recovery Consortium (SRC), alongside the wider sector and policy makers, is 
called to take decisive action to better support women in recovery. SRC is encouraged to lead 
by championing the development and funding of trauma-informed, women-only spaces that 
prioritise safety, trust, and emotional well-being. It should also embed lived experience in 
leadership by creating pathways for women to lead and supporting peer-led initiatives through 
training and visibility. Practical access must be improved by advocating for funding to cover 
transportation, childcare, and flexible scheduling, while also guiding the design of inclusive 
services. Additionally, SRC should facilitate national learning by sharing best practices and 
hosting forums focused on gender-responsive recovery. 
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The recovery sector is urged to adopt trauma-informed, gender-responsive practices and 
ensure services are emotionally and physically safe for women. Peer support should be 
prioritised, recognising the transformative power of shared experience. Services must be 
inclusive and flexible, accommodating caregiving responsibilities and diverse needs, while also 
promoting joy, creativity, and connection through wellness and social activities. Policy makers 
are called to fund women-centred recovery approaches, address structural inequalities, 
mandate representation of lived experience in policy design, and invest in research that reflects 
the diversity of women’s recovery journeys. As next steps, SRC will convene a national working 
group, sector partners will pilot inclusive models, and policy makers will review funding 
frameworks—all with a shared commitment to amplifying women’s voices and co-producing 
future solutions. 
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