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POLICY GUIDE    
 

Addiction Services for Women 
 

Prince Edward Island Advisory Council on the Status of Women 
P.O. Box 2000 
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island   C1A 7N8 
902-368-4510 (telephone)   902-368-4516 (facsimile) 
peiacsw@isn.net (e-mail) 
www.gov.pe.ca/acsw (website) 
 

 

At Issue … 
 
While recognizing that women may interact with many types of addictive substances and 
experiences, the PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women has chosen to highlight 
service needs for women addicted to alcohol, drugs, and gambling, along with those who 
are cross-addicted.  In 1999, the Minister of Health and Social Services reported that, 
while women make up one-half to one-third of the addicted population here on Prince 
Edward Island, only 13% of all program admissions are women.  Clearly, a sizable 
number of Island women do not currently receive the service that they require in order to 
overcome their addictions.    
 
Each regional health authority delivers out-patient services that vary from region to 
region.  At present, all regions employ women counselors and one region, East Prince, 
offers women-specific programming.  One provincial addictions treatment facility located 
in Mount Herbert provides short-term residential care in a women’s wing along with co-
ed programming.  Charlottetown’s Lacey House provides nine places in a long-term 
residential program for women only.  Addiction Services develops and evaluates policies 
and programs for each service delivery point. 
  
In the past, much of the information available about substance use and effects was based 
on men’s experiences.  Recent research suggests that the roots of women’s addictions are 
different, their physical interactions with addictive substances are different, their 
addiction patterns are different, and their service needs are different.  The Island’s 
substance abuse withdrawal programs were designed to suit men’s needs.  Now, 
Addiction Services is making modifications with women in mind.  As well, the Province 
has just begun to address the needs of problem gamblers from both genders.  The 
Advisory Council wishes to add its feminist perspective to these efforts.   
 
In 1990 and again in 1999, Island women in recovery identified numerous service needs 
that reflect their particular experiences and requirements.  These include:  developing and 
maintaining self esteem; expressing anger in healthy ways; providing a safe place; 
dealing with abuse experiences; coping with the stigma of being a female addict; 
managing grief and loss; life skills training; childcare during treatment; and dealing with 
non-supportive families.  These needs require serious attention over the next few years.   
 

mailto:peiacsw@isn.net
http://www.gov.pe.ca/acsw/
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Here on Prince Edward Island … 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1966 – present 

The Province takes responsibility for developing treatment programs and facilities.   During 
subsequent administrative and philosophical shifts, women are included in the programs and 
services offered to all clients. 

1983 
The Mason Report recommends a halfway house for chemically addicted women. 

1986 
A private agency, Mann House, opens the Island’s first women’s long-term residential 
program.  It is located in Charlottetown. 

1987 
Mann House begins sponsoring conferences on women and addictions. 

1988 
“Women and Addictions – A Research Report” (Women’s Division, PEI Department of Labour)
describes barriers to women receiving treatment. 

1989 
“Where Will the Children Go – Women, Addictions, and Childcare” (Mann House) 
recommends funding for in-house childcare at all addictions facilities.  Addiction Services 
Review Committee recommends that the Alcohol and Drug Problems Institute (ADPI) 
administer Mann House for the Province.   

1990 
Mann House publishes needs assessment and program outline in “Support Services for 
Women in Recovery from Chemical Dependency on PEI, NINE-TO-FIVE: A DAY PROGRAM 
DESIGN.”  Mann House closes. ACSW supports community campaign against closure.  
ADPI opens Lacey House to provide long-term recovery programs for addicted women.   

1991 
“Future Directions for Addiction Services for Women on Prince Edward Island” (Peat, Marwick,
Stevenson, & Kellogg) makes numerous recommendations, including the requirement for a 
childcare needs assessment.  The report supports the Mann House closure. 

1992 
“Child Care and Services for Women with Chemical Addictions” (Department of Health and 
Social Services) summarizes physiological and psychological differences between chemically 
addicted men and women.   

1993 
Administration changes occur as five regional health authorities become service managers.   

1997 
East Prince Health region shares experience with piloted Women’s Recovery Program. 
ACSW attends meeting. 

1998 
The Province offers training to regions on the Women’s Recovery Program.  Provincial 
Addiction Services Review makes recommendations regarding the unique needs of women. 

1999 
“Needs Assessment for Chemically Dependent Women on Prince Edward Island” (Lacey 
House, Department of Health and Social Services) surveys women in recovery and identifies 
service obstacles and needs.  The Province announces expansion of programs in five health 
regions to meet needs of target groups, including women, and the construction of a new 
provincial addictions center that includes a women’s section.  ACSW attends the press 
conference.   

2001 
Province gives budget approval for the newly developed Women’s Mobile Treatment Program
and for a gambling treatment program.   Queens health region responsible for program 
implementation. 
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Across Canada … 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Our Analysis … 
 
 “Addiction to alcohol, drugs, and gambling is a disease just like cancer, diabetes, and 
hypertension.”  That statement summarizes the core belief that drives the provincial 
programs that have helped Island addicts, mostly men, find and maintain sobriety over 
the past thirty years.  Does a woman experience her addiction as a single, medical issue 
that can be solved by abstinence?  Not according to the research results compiled by the 
Women’s Health Bureau of British Columbia, a province that has pioneered women-
specific programming. 
 
This research body reports that the woman addict likely developed adverse health 
consequences such as liver cirrhosis and pulmonary disease over a shorter period of time 
and with lower alcohol or drug consumption levels than a male addict.   
 
Aware of negative social stigmas, she probably feels intense guilt and shame about her 
substance use or gambling habit.  More than likely, she experienced sexual, physical, or 
emotional abuse as a child.  She is apt to have other mental health problems such as 
anxiety or an eating disorder.  She may have contemplated suicide or a drug overdose.   
 
She may not find support among some helping professionals who can minimize or 
misdiagnose women’s addictions and, in fact, she may have become addicted while 
taking drugs that her physician prescribed.    
 
If she drank during a pregnancy, her children may be experiencing health problems 
related to fetal alcohol syndrome.  If she is caring for children, she probably calls herself 
a bad mother and worries that she would lose custody if anyone in authority ever learned 
about her addiction.  If she contemplates entering a program, she wonders who will care 
for her children and she may, therefore, delay the process.   
 
 

! 67% of Canadian women drink alcohol, making it the most commonly used drug by 
women; 14% use prescription pain medication; 5% use sleeping medication and 
tranquilizers; 3% use cannabis; less than 3% use illicit drugs.  (“Women’s Use of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drugs in Canada”, 1996) 

 
! 10 – 20% of all those using alcohol and other drugs experience problems with use, 

ranging from negative consequences to dependence.  (Alcohol and Other Drug 
Problems and BC Women, 2000) 

 
! The Addiction Research Foundation calls services to women in Canada “woefully 

inadequate.”  (1998) 
 
! “Gender specific or gender-sensitive programs were noted as being promoted, 

developed, or available in all regions, except PEI, where this was identified as a 
continuing need.”  (“Substance Abuse:  Treatment and Rehabilitation in Canada”, 1999)
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Our Analysis (conclusion) 
 
Dealing with addiction means dealing with many issues at many levels.  The addicted 
woman will feel great pain and she will need considerable support.   The 1990 report, 
“Support Services for Women in Recovery from Chemical Dependency,” (Mann House) 
stresses that a woman’s experiences with addiction cannot be separated from her 
experience as a woman in our society and culture.  She, therefore, requires individualized 
services within an atmosphere of mutual support and within the context of her close 
relationships.  The Women’s Recovery Program offered in East Prince serves as an 
excellent model for programming that recognizes that the addicted individual is, first and 
foremost, a complex woman on her own life path. 
 
Women’s service needs will not disappear.  A 1996 student drug use survey showed that 
young women were drinking alcohol at the same rate as young men, something that has 
remained unchanged since 1990.  Use of other drugs is at the same rate or slightly higher 
or lower.  A gambling prevalence study released in 1999 shows that, although the typical 
addict is male, there are women in the province who have gambling problems. 
 
Our Recommendations …  
 
The PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women recommends that the Province of PEI 
take these actions: 

• Appoint to the Provincial Advisory Committee for Addiction Services at least one 
woman who has experienced addiction and a recovery process. 

• Implement “Addiction Services Review” (1997) recommendations regarding the 
unique needs of women: have a provincial coordinator to systematically address 
the barriers that prevent women with addictions from seeking help; and develop a 
partnership with Public Health Nursing to address the issues associated with 
pregnant women and substance abuse. 

• Adopt a provincial program philosophy that recognizes the particular needs of 
women and their holistic treatment requirements. 

• Offer a full continuum of services for women in each of the five health regions 
that includes group programs, individual counseling, drop-in counseling, and 
childcare that is designed to help children manage during the parent’s recovery.  

• Ensure access to women counselors and women-only therapy groups at all service 
delivery points. 

• Provide programming that addresses self-esteem building and recovery from 
abuse trauma at all service points. 

• Address potential language, cultural, or disability-related barriers. 
• Provide staff training on new programming approaches. 
• Continuously evaluate the programming in the regions, at the Provincial 

Addictions Centre, and at Lacey House. 
• Market specialized women’s programs in ways that attract women and make them 

feel comfortable about accessing the service. 
• Use a portion of revenue from gambling for addiction prevention and treatment. 
• Conduct public education programs about women and addictions that actively 

address negative social stigmas regarding women’s addictions. 
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