


Introductions

Interconnections

Barriers

Promising Practices



Question(s) you have around these 
issues?

Experience working with women 
impacted by violence, substance 

use, or both?

Who is in the room?







Substance 
Use

Violence in 
Relationships

coping

coercion

abuser’s 
excuse

vulnerability to 
predatory behaviour



Among women who use substances, over two-
thirds have been physically, emotionally, or 
sexually abused at some point in their lives [1]. 

One in ten women in the general population are 
currently experiencing abuse [2].  One in four 
women who use substances are currently 
experiencing abuse [3]. 

In a study of 80 women who had used alcohol 
during pregnancy, 100% had been seriously 
sexually, physically or emotionally abused, and 
80% still lived with men who did not want them 
to stop drinking [4].



People with PTSD are 3-5 times more 
likely to use alcohol or drugs [5]. 

More than 70% of those with Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder are women [6].

Studies show that the problematic use of 
substances almost always starts after
experiences of violence or abuse [7,8]. 

In a survey of women in BC Transitional 
Houses, the number one reason women 
gave for using alcohol was to cope [9].

















PARTNER’S 
CONTROL

SHAME AND 
STIGMA

SERVICE 
BARRIERS

?



Representation of women’s responsibility in the 3 ‘cases’:

Mental illness Woman abuse Substance use
Out of woman’s Within her Deliberate
Control control

Media representation of mothers who use substances and those who experience 
mental ill health and partner violence (Canadian print media May 1999 to May 
2000) 

Representation of the system’s responsibility in the 3 ‘cases’:

Mental illness               Woman abuse Substance use
System failing Limited system Not system’s 

failure fault

[10]





“We live in a world where most people still subscribe to 
the belief that shame is a good tool for keeping people 
in line. Not only is this wrong, but it’s dangerous.”

“Guilt is ‘I did something bad’, shame is ‘I am 
bad’. Guilt can be a motivator for improving behavior 
but shame corrodes the part of us that believes we can 
change and do better.”

“Shame is the fear of disconnection, the fear that we're 
unlovable and don't belong… Disconnection when 
coupled with the shame of believing that we are 
disconnected because we are not worthy of connection 
creates a pain that we want to numb.” [12]

“Shame is a tool of oppression, not change… You can't 
fix a problem by targeting its victims.” [13]













Lack of Integration 

Closed Doors: Excluding women from service 

Jumping Through Hoops: Limited and exclusionary 
policies (length of stay, sobriety, ‘stability’, subjective 
criteria) 

Mandates and policies that ignore women and their 
safety needs

Lack of women-only, women-centred services 

Lack of flexibility in service provision 

Not enough outreach                                             [19]























UNDERSTANDING 
THE 

CONNECTIONS

WORKING TO 
DECREASE SHAME 

& JUDGEMENT

DECREASING 
BARRIERS TO 

SERVICES

CREATING 
INTEGRATED 

SERVICES

?

















Violence-Informed Practice and 
Policy (VIPP)

Women-Centred Care, Gender-
Informed 

Harm Reduction 

Focus on Safety and Health 

Service Integration                      [28]



Seeing women as experts on their own experience and involving them in the development of 
the support they receive, as well as their treatment plans.

Using a holistic approach to recognize each woman as a whole person. Take women’s lives into 
consideration and acknowledge the connection between abuse, substance use and mental 
health. 

Helping to build collaborations between the various sectors.

Reducing barriers to ensure greater accessibility for women to resources.













Are there things you could change in your practice or 
organisation to better support women experiencing abuse 
in their relationships AND substance use?

What more could we do together in our rural areas to 
support women struggling with these issues?
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