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WOMEN IN RECOVERY



Methods

Rapid review of evidence: 45 papers, only five Scotland 
specific and mostly from the USA, 



CONTEXT: 
The ‘facts’ on 
substances 
and impact 

• 1,277 alcohol deaths in Scotland in 2023 (National Records of 
Scotland, 2024). Women accounted for a third of all deaths (416). 
Figures more than tripled in 40 years. Alcohol specific deaths 4.5 
times higher in the most deprived areas. 

• Alcohol is responsible for 1 in 8 deaths in breast cancer for women 
aged 36-64 (Alcohol Focus Scotland, 2024), it impacts reproductive 
health and linked to unwanted pregnancies, 

• 1,172 drug misuse deaths overall in 2023, 367 of these were female 
(National Records of Scotland, 2024). People in most deprived 
areas of Scotland are more than 15 times likely to die from drug 
misuse. A significant rise in the number of deaths where cocaine is 
involved from 6-41%. 



Current Evidence on Service Provision
• £161 million allocated to alcohol and drug services in 2023/24, more than double 

the £70.5 million in 2014/15. 

• Most funding goes to NHS specialist services to treat people at crisis point so 
there is limited money to put into preventing people getting ill in the first place 
(Audit Scotland, 2024). 



Need for a Gendered Perspective

• Research on recovery has largely been on men in treatment and there is a need instead for 
a gendered perspective of recovery (Patton, 2024; Jadovich et al. 2024). 

• What is meant by ‘recovery’ is not well defined (Gesser, 2024). 

• Concept of recovery or social capital often used. 



Pathways into Substance Use and Reasons 
Underpinning Use for Women

• Impact of violence and victimisation across the life course is striking (Patton, 2024; Jones et al. 2024). 

• More likely to come from families where addiction was prevelent (Fonseca et al. 2021). 

• Reasons for initiating use linked to coping strategies to deal with depression, anxiety, PTSD, internalised 
shame linked to abuse (ibid). 

• Greater prevalence of eating disorders and a way of numbing trauma (Robinson et al. 2022). 

• Living with an abusive partner who may even be pressurising them to continue to use (Fusco et al. 
2024). 

• 70-90% of women being sexually exploited have substance use issues (Gesser, 2024). 



Pathways Into 
Substance Use 

and Reasons 
Underpinning 

Use for Women

• Women become exceptionally isolated and experience 
a lack of self-worth (Lamb, 2022). 

• Impact of bereavement and loss of children (Jeffrey and 
Nugent, 2024). 

• Link between overdose and child protection 
proceedings in Scotland has been affirmed in previous 
research, and the need for good co-ordination of care 
(Perinatal Mental Health Network Scotland, 2021). 



Effects of Substance Use for Women
• Physiologically women respond differently to substances than men, drugs cause a greater damage to 

their heart and vascular system and are more likely to die (Fusco et al. 2024). 

• Women get intoxicated with alcohol quicker than men and more intense in women taking estrogen 
contraceptives (Fonseca et al. 2021). Impact of cocaine also affected by menstrual cycle (Fusco et al.). 

• Impact of substances on women’s lives, much quicker (Jones et al. 2024). 

• Women who abuse drugs get sicker more quickly and suffer higher rates of liver problems, diabetes, 
anaemia, and gastrointestinal disorders than men (Fonseca et al. 2021). 

•  Higher risk of infertility, repeat miscarriages and infection (ibid). 

• Women are more likely to become involved in sexual exploitation practices (Harris et al. 2024).



Barriers to Recovery for Women

• Impact of domestic violence and being controlled (Patton, 2024). 

• Low self-esteem. 

• Feelings of guilt, shame and stigma (Levi et al. 2024). 

• Staff shortages in mental health (Figure 8 Consultancy Services, 2022). 

• Third and statutory sector needing to work better in partnership (ibid). 

• Lack of childcare and fear of losing children (Nugent and Jeffrey, 2024). 

• Subgroups, e.g. LGBTQ+, neurodiverse particular challenges. 



Motivations for Change

• Pregnancy (Patton, 2024)

• When abusive relationships become harmful to children (Fusco et al. 2024). 

• Rarely women taking account of themselves.



Pathways into 
Recovery for 

Women

• Importance of positive connections and networks 
(Hubberstey et al. 2019). 

• Doing a ‘geographical’ (Patton, 2024).  

• Stable quality housing (ibid). 

• Sense of belonging. 



Support that Makes a Positive Difference
• Women only spaces (Harris et al. 2024). A third of ADPs have no specific support for women in place 

(Audit Scotland, 2024). 

• Gender-responsive and trauma informed (Purunen & Vis, 2017). 

• Supporting women to build self-esteem (Hunter et al. 2014). A buddy system (Jeffrey and Nugent, 
2024). 

• Externalising the substance as being the problem (Lamb, 2022). 

•  Non-judgemental and compassionate staff (Hiliard et al. 2023). 

• Online groups (Jeffrey and Nugent, 2024). 

• Services working together to provide holistic support, e.g. Aberlour’s mother and child recovery 
house in Falkirk. 



Sustaining Recovery

• Building new positive relationships, both within and outside of recovery, achieving a sense 
of belonging (Patton et al. 2024). 

• Recovery for women is relational, whereas for men it is more about meeting their physical 
needs (Abreu et al. 2022). 

• A ‘revision of the self’, for example finding sober identity, a positive identity which is a 
source of pride, as opposed to shame (Lamb, 2022). Building self-esteem. 

• Connecting with other women who have had similar experiences and being able to speak 
openly (Greenfield et al. 2007). 

• Economic autonomy (Pahwa et al. 2019). 



CONCLUSION

• It is vital services work together to help women address their needs holistically. Siloing does not work 
(Centre for Justice Innovation, 2023). 

• Women only spaces are vital (Jeffrey and Nugent, 2024). 

• Services that provide access to childcare would be helpful (Jeffrey and Nugent, 2024). 

• Support for women who have lost children or have suffered bereavement is an area that needs more 
attention (Jeffrey and Nugent, 2024). 

• Relationship building and trust with workers takes time (Centre for Justice Foundation, 2023). 

• Peer support is very successful (Centre for Justice Innovation, 2023)



CONCLUSION

• Pregnancy can be a turning point, and women require non-judgemental support that understands 
their needs and strengths to make the changes they want to make possible. 

• More outreach services could help women make the connections they want to make (Jeffrey and 
Nugent, 2024). 

• Services should be trained in recognising or screening for domestic violence. Women need specific 
support to get out of violent and abusive relationships (Patton, 2024). 

• Women need to build holistic identities in the wider community to sustain recovery (Collison and Hall, 
2021). 



Questions
1. What are the key 'ingredients' that bring women together?

2. What do they get from coming together?

3. What are the challenges to coming together?

4. What helps women to move beyond the meeting stage to become more 

formalised groups?

5. For the next stage of the research one approach we had thought about was 

to understand what makes women's groups currently set up ‘work’. Is this 

something you could help with or want to be a part of?
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