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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 5in a series of 6 and sets out the co-produced insights gathered.
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This report examines women in the justice system and substance use. It draws on insights from
experts and stakeholders working in this field who met in January 2026, alongside 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.

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

Women in and at risk of coming into the justice system have a high prevalence of mental health
issues, substance use, domestic and child abuse, stigma, dual diagnosis and require gender-
specific and trauma-informed services with holistic healthcare approaches (Williams, 2025).
The average daily population of women in prison has increased by 8% in 2024-2025 to 345
(Scottish Sentencing and Penal Policy Commission (SSPPC), 2026). It is worth noting that the
2002 report A Better Way was calling back then to have the number of women in prison reduced
from 170 to 100, and despite further reports, the numbers have persistently increased.

Women arriving to prison are more likely to come from the most deprived 20% of areas in
Scotland than men (55% of women compared with 48% of men) (Scottish Government, 2022).
Substance use is highly prevalent among women in custody. Around half of women in the most
recent Scottish Prison Survey said they used drugs prior to coming to prison and a third had
used illicit drugs in prison, a third said they were drunk at the time of their offence (Scottish
Prison Service, 2025).
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The impact of imprisonment on families is severe. Only 17% of children whose mothers are in
prison live with their fathers in the community, highlighting the significant disruption caused to
family life (Scottish Government, 2024). Women do not get the same support as their male
counterparts and are essentially left alone to get on with their sentence (Diffley Partnership and
KSO Research, 2025). Concerns have also been raised about prison practices that
disproportionately affect women. The HM Chief Inspector of Prisons has called for the end of
routine body searching of women and for alternative screening methods to be adopted.

Women may be being up tariffed because prison is seen as a way for women particularly with
mental health issues to get the help they need due to a lack of provision in the community, not
taking account of the negative impact of the severity of this punishment and lasting impact on
lives (Nugent, 2024). Despite the presumption against short sentences, of the 798 women who
received a custodial sentence in 2023-2024, 88% received a custodial sentence of a year or
less (SSPPC, 2026). The SSPPC has now called for the presumption against short sentences of
ayear to be extended to two years. The concern, however, is that women could be sent to
prison for longer.

The Community Custodial Units offer women greater autonomy and a more positive
experience, but they are still essentially mini prisons. This option is only available to a few, and
it doesn’t stop the unjustified overreliance on prison (Burman et al. 2025; SSPPC, 2026). High-
quality community sentences remain underused (SSPPC, 2026) and do not take into account
the needs of women, for example, childcare provision. There is increasing recognition of
women in the justice system having support needs, including neurodiversity, but this is
frequently lacking, even at the point of court appearance (Watchmam, 2025). The financial
burden of supporting loved ones in prison also falls disproportionately on women and families
living in poverty, further entrenching disadvantage (Nugent, 2024).

Costs and Value

Imprisonment costs approximately £47,140 per person per year, compared with around £5,000
for a community sentence (Scottish Government, 2025). Although comprehensive data on the
cost of caring for children affected by maternal imprisonment is limited, the average cost of
residential care for a child was £150,000 per year in 2010, and is likely to be significantly higher
today (Audit Scotland, 2010). In contrast, investment in treatment and prevention delivers
strong returns. Alcohol treatment generates an estimated return of £3 for every £1 invested,
rising to £26 over ten years. Drug treatment delivers a return of £4 for every £1 invested,
increasing to £21 over ten years (Public Health England, 2018).

Examples of Good Practice

Highbury Community Advice Service: Provides free advice and support to people attending
court, including signposting to services for chronic conditions. Although not women-specific,
women with complex needs report high levels of satisfaction (Watchman et al., 2025).

Tomorrow’s Women Wirral: Independent charity supporting women to make permanent,
positive lifestyle changes through targeted interventions, ongoing support and specialist advice
within a women-only safe environment, inclusive of women within the criminal justice system
and those on the periphery of offending.

Willow Project: Women can access a wide range of gender-specific and trauma-informed
support as part of their Community Payback Order, working one-to-one and in groups, provided
by social work, nursing, and psychology, and connecting to holistic support.
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Glen Isla and Glen Cova Project, Angus: A gender specific and trauma-informed service for
women aged 16 and over who have been affected by trauma, including those who are at risk or
are in the justice system, offering a wide range of holistic support.

Tomorrow's Women Glasgow (TWG): An innovative and unique justice centre in the Gorbals
area of Glasgow designed for women with complex needs involved in the justice system. It
works to reduce reoffending by focusing on trauma-informed care, providing support for mental
health, addiction, and housing in a non-prison environment.

Jericho House, Residential Rehabilitation: A women-only recovery space providing intensive
and holistic, gender responsive and trauma-informed support that is not time-limited.

Child Impact Assessments: Advocated for by organisations such as Families Outside, these
assessments encourage courts and services to consider and mitigate the impact of
imprisonment on children.

Women’s Problem-Solving Court: Operating in Glasgow and Aberdeen, these courts adopt a
relational and restorative approach, with sentence deferral reviewed by the same sheriff and
coordinated social work support.

Women’s Risk Needs Assessment (WRNA): The Women’s Risk Needs Assessment (WRNA) is
a gender-responsive, trauma-informed assessment tool designed specifically for use with
criminal justice-involved women.

The Effective Women’s Centres Partnership: Promoting a ‘one stop shop’ approach for
women to get person-centred, trauma informed and gender responsive support.

Hope Street in Southampton: A residential community where women live with their children.
Hope Street offers a community alternative for women on community orders, remand, or post-
release. Several evaluations and research studies have documented the positive outcomes for
women who engage with women’s centres, including decreasing reoffending.

Recommendations

Itis recommended that:

e The presumption against short sentences is effectively implemented with community
sentences, also taking account of the specific needs of women and being person-
centred. It is important that these sentences adopt a flexible, creative approach so that
women receive the support they need and want. There also needs to be systematic
ways for Sheriffs to learn about what is available, so that the full range of options is
utilised. The time for further review is now over; we need action. Judicial independence
is important, but taking into account the needs of these women, justice is not being
served in the current sentencing process.

e Thereis aneedto recognise the inter-connected needs women present, so instead of
viewing substance use in isolation, recognising the links to other health needs and
circumstances, such as domestic abuse, and having a more integrated approach to
health care (Williams, 2025). There should be mandatory training for police and social
workers to understand these needs fully and inform their approaches.

e Sentencing should include child impact assessments to take account of the impact of
imprisonment on the wider family and in line with the principles set out in ‘The Promise.’

e Women’s Centres are an effective way to help women get support earlier. Scotland
needs to move away from investing in different forms of prison and instead investin
community support. Women often value the support they get through criminal justice
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social workers, but report that had they had similar support earlier, they would not have
come into the justice system, and we need to take this view seriously (Nugent, 2024).
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