
STANDING BETWEEN TWO WORLDS
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A research project which explored the experiences of 
women on opioid treatment programs. 



Why explore the experience of women 
participating in opioid treatment programs
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Since the generalised implementation of Opioid Treatment Programs in NSW little 
attention has been given to the specific experience of women.

The literature that is available has generally constructed women within a narrow 
focus ( victims of domestic violence, problematic mothers). 

We wanted to know more!



So we asked women who were currently, or 
had previously participated in an opioid 
treatment program
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And workers that supported and/or treated 
them 
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The Women           

 The women who participated lived within the Blue Mountains/ Lithgow 
area 
 15 women were currently participating in an OTP
 7 women had previously participated in an OTP

 The majority of women currently on treatment were aged under 40
 The women who had ceased treatment were generally older in age; 

between 44 and 56 years old. 
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The Workers

 The professionals had experience working with women on opioid 
treatment programs. They worked with services that offered support 
and/or treatment to women in the Blue Mountains and/or Lithgow 
area 
 13 worked in Drug and Alcohol Services (including OTP clinics)
 2 worked in support services
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What the women told us

WWW.UNILAB.ED
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The Benefits of OTP

 Physical stabilisation
 Ability to disengage from drug 

related criminal activity
 Developing a routine
 Better relationships
 Improved financial situation
 Improved quality of life
 Access to professional support
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Challenges of OTP

 Stigma and stereotyping
Health and physical issues
Having to associate with other 

individuals on opioid treatment 
programs
 Lifestyle restrictions which are a 

consequence of being on opioid 
treatment
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Barriers and challenges in accessing 
complementary treatment and support
 Concerns about being judged and stereotyped as a drug user
 Lack of understanding about what the service could offer them
 Concerns about intervention and negative consequences in their lives

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Service not available in area

Service doesn't work with OTP women
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Intervention and consequence concerns

Financial hardship

Concern about judgement/stereotype

Barriers and Challenges Women Identified in 
Accessing Services
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What the workers told us
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The benefits of OTP
•

 Physical stabilisation
 Access to professional support
 Reduce criminal activity
 Reduce engagement in prostitution
 Improved physical health
 Improved physical health
 Improved quality of relationship
 Cost effective treatment
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 Attending to be dosed
 physically attending
 mixing with other individuals on an opioid 

treatment program

 Stigma and negative stereotyping
 The treatment policies, practices and 

medication
 Case Management
 Physical Stabilisation
 Impact of opiate substitution medication

Challenges of OTP
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The barriers and challenges in accessing 
services
 The women’s mental health
 The women’s concern about intervention and consequences
 The women’s access to reliable and affordable transport
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Different Perspectives: women  &  workers

15



The benefits of OTP

Women 
 Physical stabilisation                                     
 Ability to develop routines                                                           
 Improved financial position
 Increased stability and quality of 

personal relationships

Workers
 Physical stabilisation
 Accessibility to professional support
 Reduced criminal activity
 Reduced potential for prostitution 
 Improved physical health
 Improved quality of relationship
 Cost effectiveness of the program, for 

both participants and the community.
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The challenges of OTP

Women
 Negative stereo typing and stigma
 Detrimental physical consequences 
 Associating  with other individuals on 

OTP
 Lifestyle restrictions

Professionals
 Attending a clinic or a chemist for 

dosing (transport availability; the 
restriction of dosing hours; family and 
other responsibilities)
 Associating with other individuals on 

OTP
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The utilisation of treatment and support 
services 
WOMEN
 Drug and alcohol treatment service at 

least once while on an opioid 
treatment program (both individual 
counselling and group participation)
 Nepean Liver Clinic (Hep C testing, 

treatment)

WORKERS
 Community/supported housing
 Private therapist
 Nepean Liver Clinic
 Department of Family and 

Community Services
 Family Support/ Brighter Futures 

Program
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Barriers and challenges in accessing 
treatment and support
WOMEN
 Concerns about being judged and 

negatively stereotyped
 Lack of clarity around what services 

could offer them
 Fear about negative experiences of 

intervention and consequences as a 
result of engagement

WORKERS
 Mental health issues
 Lack of transport
 Concerns about intervention and 

consequences 
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Stigma and Stereotyping

WOMEN
 A secret in many areas of their life. 

Didn’t tell people as they knew it 
would have detrimental impacts 
for themselves and their families, 
in particular their children 
 Impacted their access to support, 

treatment and engage in the wider 
community 
 capacity to mother was constantly 

scrutinised and their recovery 
viewed with suspicion  

“You get treated as less than a 
person. You are judged as an addict. 

Stigma, being put into a group of 
people that are not to be believed and 

are thieves. Being an addict is a 
disadvantage as you are identified by 
your drug use even when you are not 

using drugs”.

“People don’t understand 
treatment and think you 
are a drug user”.

“People, workers still see you as a 
drug user”
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Stigma and Stereotyping

WORKERS
 Significance of Stigma and  

stereotyping. Workers generally 
acknowledge the existence of 
stigma and stereotyping but did 
not viewed it as significant. 
Rather workers identified 
practical challenges as much 
more significant; attending 
clinic, family responsibilities

“The perspective or stigma of OTP it is not 
understood in community and recovery 
community”

“The lack of understanding of the 
impact of pharmacotherapies for
workers and the community”
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STANDING BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

The collage displays conflictual nature of the experience of participating in an opioid treatment program.  
The women spoke about having one foot in the recovery world and another in the drug world as they 
have a drug in their system. Women explained that being  dosed every day, presenting at the clinic 
created feelings of vulnerability and a constant reminder “that you weren’t quite there”. As one woman’s 
contribution to the collage poignantly states ‘Mum and Dad still love you but……..’

‘Standing Between Two Worlds’ – collage created by women participating in the consultation group.
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What can we do with this information

 Experience-Informed Practices 
policies, procedures and program 
development could be informed by, 
and incorporate the experience of 
women on OTP
 Treatment Plans informed by OTP 

Engagement                                
woman’s history and experience of 
opioid treatment would be 
incorporated into the development of 
treatment/support plans 
 Address Stigma and Negative 

Stereotyping  within the community, 
the drug and alcohol sector and other 
support and treatment services

 A Legitimate Recovery Treatment. As 
workers we can be part of a dialogue 
which includes OTP as a legitimate 
recovery treatment. 

 More Research Is Needed women on 
OTP have been seen as a homogenise 
group and their differences and 
diversity have been greatly ignored
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What we learned 
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 That as workers we have  not fully understood the 
experience of women who participate in opioid treatment 
programs, and that we minimised the impact stigma has on 
their lives and their sense of identity.

 That for women the experience of participating in an opioid 
treatment program is a conflictual and complex experience. 

 For a small NGO to undertake research projects which 
requires human ethics approval it is a time intensive and 
often frustrating process.  



A capacity building research project: Dianella 
Cottage

 The purpose of the project was to identify complementary non-
medicated drug and alcohol treatment and support needs of women 
participating in OTP
 The information gained is being used to inform and further develop 

best practice approaches and  service delivery by Dianella Cottage         

25



This project was supported by a grant from the Women’s Alcohol and Other Drugs (AOD) 

Services Development Program: Women’s AOD services Delivery Enhancement Grants. 

Researchers: Jude Sayers
Antonia Ravesi

standpointproject@gmail.com

A program of Lyndon Community
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