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This report forms part of a wider programme of work undertaken by the Scottish Recovery
Consortium (SRC) over the past 18 months. Through a national baseline {Recovery
Communities Research}' involving communities across Scotland, women consistently
identified significant gaps in the support available to those affected by alcohol- and
drug-related harm, as well as barriers to accessing meaningful recovery pathways.

Introduction

To build a clearer understanding of the current landscape, SRC delivered a programme of work
examining both the evidence base? and national policy® through a gendered lens. Our national
conference in June 2025* underscored the urgency of addressing gender-specific challenges
and highlighted strong interest across Scotland and the wider UK in progressing this agenda.

Between August 2025 and February 2026, SRC brought together more than 140 people and
organisations from across the country, creating the conditions for deeper exploration of the
intersecting challenges faced by women affected by drug- and alcohol-related harm. This is
report 3in a series of 6 and sets out the co-produced insights gathered.
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This report examines the impact of domestic abuse on women and its strong links to substance
use. It draws on insights from experts and stakeholders in this field who met in January 2026, as
well as findings from a rapid review of relevant research. The report identifies key gaps in
current provision, highlights examples of emerging good practice, and sets out
recommendations for policy and service improvement. Its overall purpose is to advocate for
systemic change so that women’s specific needs are better recognised and addressed. In
particular, it calls for more gender and trauma-responsive approaches and improved training
for services, enabling professionals to identify domestic abuse better, recognise its connection
to substance use, and support women to access help earlier.

Right-Based Approach and the Charter of Rights

Overview

This work is underpinned by a clear commitment to human rights and the principles set out in
Scotland’s Charter of Rights for People Affected by Substance Use®. The Charter affirms that
every individual has the right to access to timely, high-quality support and to be treated with
dignity and respect. The Right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health,
and the Right to an adequate standard of living, provide specific protections that women should
enjoy.

Furthermore, the fundamental human rights principle of non-discrimination tells us that groups
who face the greatest barriers to having their rights realised should be prioritised.

For women, access to these rights is particularly critical. Women affected by drug and alcohol
harm often experience intersecting inequalities—including trauma, poverty, domestic abuse,
stigma, and involvement with child protection or the justice system—which can create
significant barriers to support. Too often, services are not designed with women’s needs in
mind, resulting in gaps in access, safety, and continuity of care.

The Women in Recovery (WiR) work recognises that improving outcomes for women requires
more than service provision—it requires a rights-based, gender-responsive, and trauma-
informed approach. This means ensuring that women are not only able to access support but
that their voices are heard, their experiences are understood, and their rights are actively
upheld in all aspects of policy and practice.

Embedding rights within this work is not optional—it is fundamental. It is central to the role of
the Scottish Recovery Consortium (SRC) and its partners in driving systemic change, reducing
inequalities, and ensuring that all women are supported to recover in ways that are safe,
respectful, and empowering.

Impact and Gaps in Provision

Domestic abuse remains widespread. The police recorded 63,867 incidents of domestic abuse
in 2023-24, with most incidents (84%) not having been previously reported to the police
(Scottish Government, 2024). This highlights the scale of hidden abuse and the barriers many
women face in seeking help.

Women who are trapped in relationships experiencing domestic abuse have often been victims
of abuse in their childhood and across the life course (Patton, 2024, Jones et al. 2024).
Perpetrators of abuse often have similar histories of childhood trauma, mental ill health, and
substance use. These shared experiences can shape patterns of intimacy and dependency that
keep abusive relationships in place (Gadd et al., 2019).

Scottish Recovery Consortium, 2/1, 30 Bell Street, Glasgow, G1 1LG
Charity Number: SC041181 Telephone Number: 0141 552 1355



SCOTTISH
RECOVERY
— CONSORTIUM

The relationship between trauma, mental health, and substance use is particularly stark.
Women with a history of abuse who are diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
are almost 15 times more likely to engage in daily problematic alcohol orillicit drug use than
women without PTSD (Sullivan et al., 2016, cited in Goodrum et al., 2022). Women in abusive
relationships are also three times more likely to have attempted suicide in the past year
(Agenda Alliance, 2024).

Women across classes are affected. Economic abuse is a common feature of domestic abuse.
Women often have their finances controlled or restricted, limiting their independence and
ability to seek help (Fusco et al., 2024). Women who are unable to access £100 at short notice
are three and a half times more likely to experience domestic abuse (Agenda Alliance, 2024),
highlighting the strong links between poverty, abuse, and vulnerability. The main cause of
homelessness in Scotland for women is domestic abuse (Scottish Government, 2024b). A third
of women who have gone on to become homeless had reached out to domestic abuse services
within the previous six months, and this is an important ‘window of opportunity’ for women and
their families to get the help they need (Mullaney, 2024).

Some groups of women face heightened vulnerability. Women of colour and women with
disabilities are especially vulnerable to abuse (Mirza et al. 2025). Women living in rural areas
stay in abusive relationships longer and are half as likely to report the abuse at all (National
Rural Crime Network in 2019; Nugent, 2021). Women with children are often concerned about
their children being removed and struggle to ask for help (Agenda Alliance, 2024).

Women frequently internalise blame for their situation, experiencing low self-esteem and a lack
of self-worth. Feelings of shame are often turned inward, with substances used as a coping
mechanism to manage trauma and distress (Lamb and Kougiali, 2024). Some women do not
even realise they are being abused.

Coercive control remains poorly understood and difficult to evidence. Despite changes in
legislation, it is still often misunderstood by the public and within services, including law
enforcement (Lombard and Proctor, 2023; Myhill et al. 2023). Survivors report feeling
disempowered within the criminal justice process, citing poor communication and a lack of
information about their cases (Lombard and Proctor, 2023). There is also insufficient
recognition of the impact of domestic abuse on children who live in these households (Gadd et
al., 2019). Supervised contact is assumed to be safe and may not always take children's needs
into account (Burman et al. 2023; Gadd et al. 2019).

There are concerns that there is a rise in misogyny among young men because of harmful,
influential messaging being consumed through social media (Over et al. 2025; Milne et al.
2024). Addressing these wider cultural factors is essential to preventing future abuse. An
independent strategic review of funding and commissioning of violence against women and
girls recommended that funding should be on a statutory footing and the need for specific
attention to be given to training on advocacy for sheriffs (Scottish Government, 2023).

Examples of Good Practice

Awareness raising and staff training:

Fife Violence Against Women Partnership have trained housing staff to spot signs of domestic
abuse and take a discreet and proactive approach to supporting those affected to get the help
they need. In Clackmannanshire, training has been extended to boiler service engineers,
recognising their unique access to homes and potential role in the early identification of abuse.
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The Women’s Hub in Dundee brings women together to support one another and provides on-
site services so women can get the help they need. North Ayrshire Women’s Aid has developed
aWomen’s Hub, where women support each other, engage in a programme of activities, and
advocate for change. Jericho House in Greenock is one of the few women-only residential
rehabilitation centres in Scotland, and, as yet, there have been no referrals made as a diversion
from prison.

Women only spaces

Embedding Lived Experience

The organisation Authentic Voice has been working with Dundee Council to ensure that lived
experience is engaged with meaningfully, and for example, that women with experience of
domestic abuse use their experience to help shape pathways to support.

Rapid Rehousing: North Ayrshire Women’s Aid were able to convert some housing into homes
for women and their families leaving abusive relationships, so they were able to bypass having
to be in temporary accommodation at all.

Support for children: Fife Women’s Aid have a ‘Join the dots’ service, supporting young people
and their families who have been affected by abuse to speak openly about their experiences
individually and as a family, and to learn about healthy relationships. CEDAR is a twelve-week
programme that families can do to break the silence about abuse.

Tackling misogyny: The ‘Imagine a Man’ YouthLink Scotland has developed training to build
positive masculinity among young men. This free resource is accessible online. The Educational
Institute for Scotland (EIS) has also been focusing on tackling online misogyny through a
programme, ‘Many Good Men: Changing the Story About Online Misogyny.’ This is also free to
access, with free training also provided.

Safer Together Model: Many local authorities in Scotland have adopted this internationally
acclaimed model, which takes a rights-based approach to safeguarding children, with the core
belief that children affected by abuse do best when they can stay with their protective parent,
and that the abuse is not of their making.

Whole family support: The charity Circle provides long-term, strengths-based support to
families affected by substance use. Their whole-family approach addresses individual needs
while offering emotional and practical support to keep families safely together.

Recommendations

It isrecommended that:

e Domestic abuse, substance use and recovery services work more closely togetherin a
coordinated way, ensuring that women and families receive support that reflects their
needs and choices. Pathways of care for survivors of abuse should be ensured (Burman
etal. 2025).

e Thereis training on domestic abuse across services to widen the ‘window of
opportunity’ of support, and so services understand abuse better so that women are not
‘blamed’ for staying in relationships, and there is more account taken of post-
separation abuse.

e Services adopt a whole-family and gender responsive approach wherever possible,
recognising that domestic abuse affects children as well as adults.
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e Service providers recognise the intersections between domestic abuse, culture,
disability, migration status, and wider structural inequalities, and adapt responses
accordingly (Mirza et al. 2025).

e Civiland criminal court processes take domestic abuse into account, with cases clearly
flagged on court databases. Sheriffs, judges, and legal practitioners should receive
training on domestic abuse and its impact on the whole family. Any decisions about
child contact must prioritise children’s rights and actively seek their views (Burman et
al. 2023).

e Women should be given a named police officer for their cases, and civil actions should
not be promoted as a matter of course as an alternative to criminal charges, as this
undermines the justice system and ignores the financial burden on women to pursue
this (Lombard and Proctor, 2023).

e The proposed change in law is being taken forward so that perpetrators can be removed
from the family home.

e Education about healthy relationships is embedded within the primary school
curriculum as part of early prevention.

e Support services for people affected by domestic abuse are placed on a statutory
funding footing to ensure long-term sustainability and consistency of provision.
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