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FACT SHEET: The Prince Edward Island Advisory Council on the Status of
Women wants Addiction Services to better meet the unique needs of women who
experience addictions to alcohol, drugs, gambling, and cross-addictions.  

What is an addiction?

The Advisory Council has not found one universally accepted definition of addiction but,
typically, when people use this term, they are referring to a physical and psychological
dependence on a substance and/or an experience.  Someone with an addiction
demonstrates their dependence by becoming mentally and emotionally preoccupied
and by behaving compulsively. 

How many Island women presently receive services to help overcome their
addictions?

The Advisory Council does not have access to any statistics other than those that were
reported by the Minister of Health and Social Services in 1999.  The Minister revealed
that 13% of all program admissions were women and estimated that women constitute
between one-third to one-half of the Island’s addicted population.  To be considered
equitable, program admission numbers would need to be representative of the addicted
population.  In other words, one-third to one-half of program participants would be
women.  

How many Island women do not access services to overcome their addictions?

It is difficult to provide an exact number.  The Advisory Council can conclude from the
Minister’s estimates that anywhere from 20 - 43% of women who could use the service
presently do not access it.

A second way to create estimates is to extrapolate from Canadian data gathered for the
study “Women’s Use of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drugs in Canada” and then work
with the assumption that 10 - 20% of all women who use alcohol and other drugs
experience problems with use, ranging from negative consequences to dependence, as
reported in “Alcohol and Other Drug Problems and BC Women.”  Such an exercise
produces these estimates:
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Addictive
Substance

Percentage of
Canadian Women
Using Substance

Island Women Using 
Substance (estimate)

Island Women Experiencing
Difficulty with Substance
(estimate)

Alcohol 67% 47,000 5,000 - 10,000 

Prescription Pain
Medication 

14% 9,800 1,000 - 2,000

Sleeping Medication 5% 3,500 350 - 700

Cannabis 3% 2,100 200 - 400

Illicit Drugs 3% 2,100 200 - 400

This exercise does not produce precise data but it provides estimates regarding the 
numbers of women who could potentially require service.

Why don’t Island women use Addiction Services as fully as Island men?

On two occasions, Island women addicts have provided their perspectives on what
makes it difficult for them to address their addiction and what they require from the
service system.  In 1990, they responded to a needs assessment conducted by Mann
House and in 1999, they responded to another one conducted by Lacey House.

In the latest study, A Needs Assessment for Chemically Dependent Women on Prince
Edward Island, women identified these top ten obstacles for seeking treatment:

1. Guilt/shame
2. Denial of the problem
3. Social stigma of being a female alcoholic/drug addict
4. Lack of knowledge for accessing treatment
5. Not able to discuss in a mixed-gender group
6. Family responsibilities
7. Fear of losing children
8. Child care responsibilities
9. Abuse issues preventing seeking treatment
10. Families unsupportive of treatment

This list illustrates the reality that when women attempt to address their addiction, they
face unique internal, family and social pressures along with practical concerns about
the care of their children.
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What kind of service do Island women want?

In 1999, Island women addicts listed their overall treatment needs.  From most
important to least important, the top ten were:

1. maintaining sobriety/being drug free
2. developing and maintaining self-esteem
3. developing self-confidence
4. expressing anger in healthy ways
5. providing a safe place
6. dealing with abuse experienced in the past
7. becoming employable
8. coping with the stigma of being a female addict
9. managing grief and loss
10. life skills training

Island women have indicated that they want programming that views them as a whole
person rather than simply focussing on their addictive behaviour.

What are the major issues for an Island woman addict?

In very high percentages, the women interviewed in 1999 identified these major issues
in their lives:

1. a history of alcohol and/or drug addiction in their families
2. lack of support from their families
3. concurrent mental health problems
4. experience with abuse that led to feelings of low esteem

Here in Canada, the Addiction Research Foundation published its first comprehensive
study of women’s use of alcohol and other drugs in 1996.  Its researchers stated, 
“Treatment for women is woefully inadequate.  In general, treatment has been
developed by men to treat men’s problems”.  

Because the East Prince Health Region runs the only women-specific programming on
the Island and that programming is based on a British Columbia model, the Advisory
Council paid particular attention to work conducted by the Women’s Health Bureau in
that province.
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The Bureau outlines these gender-specific differences and the need for women-centred
care:

• Women develop a wide range of adverse health consequences from the use and
misuse of alcohol and other drugs from the use and misuse of alcohol and other
drugs over shorter periods of time and with lower consumption levels than men
do.

• In the forefront of psychosocial influences on women’s use and misuse of
substances is the stigma arising from societal attitudes towards substance use
and women.

• Women experience high rates of sexual and physical violence both as a
precursor and consequence of alcohol and other drug involvement.

• As many as two-thirds of women have a co-occuring mental health problem.

• Women often encounter denial and experience negative and punitive attitudes
among helping professionals.

All service-providers recognize  these two basic realities:

1. Women’s bodies are different
2. Women’s daily lives are different

All programming directed towards women addicts needs to at least recognize these two
realities.  

Will these service needs continue in the future?

Yes.  According to a 1996 student drug use survey, young Island women are drinking
alcohol and using drugs at the same rate as young Island men and, therefore, face
similar possibilities for developing addictions.  A recent gambling prevalence study did
not provide numbers according to gender, but it shows that women can be problem
gamblers.  And, given the number of Island women who have not had their needs met
to date, there must be a service backlog.  
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