
Executive Summary
The number of women reporting drug and alcohol use in Ireland is rising steadily. In addition to this 
worrying trend there are concerns that women are less likely than men to attend drug and alcohol 
treatment services. International evidence suggests services struggle to respond to the complex 
needs of women who use drugs and alcohol. Such needs include stigma, domestic violence, sex work, 
pregnancy, maternal responsibilities, comorbid mental health difficulties and lack of family support.

To explore these important issues further this 
timely study aimed to gain insight into the 
experience of women with drug and alcohol 
treatment needs in two regions in greater Dublin, 
Ballyfermot and Tallaght. The study employed a 
combination of qualitative methods including in-
depth qualitative interviews with women attending 
drug treatment services and key stakeholders, 
a live online community consultation and an 
online submission forum. The interviews were 
transcribed verbatim and transcripts anonymised. 
Thematic analysis was conducted and emerging 
themes generated. Twenty-two women and 22 key 
stakeholders participated in in-depth interviews, 
28 participants attended the online consultation 
and 25 individuals contributed to the online forum.

The 22 women attending treatment services 
ranged in age from 21-61 years. Half of them were 
attending the service less than two years, while 
three women were with the services for more 
than 20 years. Almost all of the women reported 
experiencing significant trauma at some point 
in their lives such as domestic violence, abuse, 
parental drug use, poverty and bereavement/ loss. 
Over half of the women associated their experience 
of trauma with their drug and alcohol use. Eighty-
two per cent of the women were mothers, many of 
whom reported concerns around losing custody of 
their children. Barriers to accessing and attending 
drug treatment services identified by the women 
included age, stigma, lack of childcare facilities and 
lack of information regarding available services.
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Recommendations

The data collected from key stakeholders 
concurred with the themes that emerged from 
the interviews with the women. In addition to the 
key stakeholders’ concerns regarding the level of 
trauma experienced by the women and the barriers 
to accessing treatment they reported an increase in 
the number of women who were caring for children 
with special needs adding to the complexity of 
their situation and ability to access treatment 
services. The key stakeholders also noted that 
existing treatment services are disjointed and 
require reconfiguration.

Improvements in interagency communication 
and team working was identified as a priority 
in order to provide holistic care to women. The 
key stakeholders reported the lack of experience 
among some professionals as concerning. Both 
the women and the key stakeholders strongly 
advocated for the development of gender specific 
treatment services tailored to women’s needs 
around pregnancy, childcare, domestic violence, 
sex work, co-occurring mental health issues and 
homelessness. Both groups believed recovery and 
peer support should be integral components of 
such gender specific services.

The following are the report’s recommendations 
based on the international evidence base and 
the study’s findings. The recommendations are 
intended to inform wider policy and practice at 
local and national level.
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Develop an adequate trauma 
informed response for women 
who use drugs

Establish gender transformative, 
integrated treatment and 
support services for women who 
use drugs

Establish a working group 
between Ballyfermot and 
Tallaght Local Drug and Alcohol 
Task Forces and the child and 
family agency (Tulsa)

Develop pathways for women to 
sustain recovery 

Expand pathways to education 
and training for women

Support women to rebuild 
and sustain healthy family 
relationships


