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What are the processes that enable 

change to happen? 

Policy change in Ireland:

historically slow and gradual, ambiguous in nature and 
featuring ‘long periods of almost total acquiescence 
interspersed with frenzied burst of activity’

(Butler, 2007: 141)



Policy and intervention change in three 

domains

Local

Domestic violence 
and substance 
use – how a 
women’s refuge 
changed

Regional/National

Boxing Clever –
the 
research/interven
tion interface

International

Iceland, drug use 
and gender 



Local: Cuan Saor Women’s Refuge

 Domestic violence service based in Clonmel, Co 

Tipperary

 Provides self-contained refuge 

accommodation, support and advocacy, 

outreach, court advocacy and support, 

counselling, 24 hour helpline, children’s support, 

play therapy, parenting support and the Pattern 

Change programme.  (10.4 FTE staff).

 Over the past 5 years engaged in policy, 

practice and inter-agency change in 

addressing co-existing domestic violence and 
substance use. 



Why change?

 Ongoing presentation of women 
with dual issues.

 Refused accommodation to 
women actively using.

 Collaborative approach with 
women embedded in service –
conflict with presenting issues of 
substance use, sex working and 
sexual exploitation.

 Change in context – availability of 
substances & mobile technology



Cuan Saor Approach

Policy

• Organisational policy

• Informing women

• Routine screening 
question

• Data collection

Practice

•Harm minimisation

•Women actively using are 
accommodated

•Managing risk

•Inter-agency

•Advocating

•Child-focussed

•Addressing stigma and 
shame

Presenting issues

•Poly-drug use

•Long standing alcohol use

•IDU

•Trauma histories

•Intergenerational patterns

•Child welfare and 
protection

•Sexual exploitation 

•Risky sexual behaviour

Collaborative relationship with women; dual needs of children and 

mothers



Learning points

 Achieved with very limited resources.

 Importance of good training and leadership within 

the organisation.

 Naming the unspeakable within the staff 

team….dealing with ‘the fear’…..

 Opening conversations with clients – “Some of the 

women/young women I have worked with….”

 Developing fearlessness….challenging silo approach.

 Embedding skills transfer.

 Training, allies and advocates. 

 Reactions from women sustained change.

 Research and publications followed.



Regional - Boxing Clever

Boxing Clever is a twenty week integrated educational,
substance use recovery and fitness programme that
aims to support participants to develop more resilient
identities, while encouraging educational achievement,
physical wellness and reduction in harmful or risky
behaviours.

 Based in the community.

 Run in partnership by BYAP and the Health Services
Executive (HSE) Rehabilitation Integration Service.

 Educational study for two QQI minor awards in Health-
Related Fitness (Level 4) and Community Addiction
Studies (Level 5)

 Physical training; boxing skills and tailored fitness
training.

 Research study in 2014/15 to explore the impacts of
Boxing Clever for one cohort of participants



Policy and practice implications – beyond an individualistic 

frame

 Substance use treatment  

historically considered within 

individualistic frame –

engage and intervene at an 

individual, an inter-personal, 

a social and a community 

level. 

 Elements identified as 

constituting recovery capital 

for participants broad - from 

the development of 

communication skills to 

having a sense of belonging 

within the wider community. 

 Support people to see themselves 
differently- in their behaviours, 
physical presentation and self 
perception- in this case 
embodying the ideals of an 
athlete and a student rather than 
an addict or recovering addict. 

 Focus less on the drug use and 
more on the capacity of the person 
to develop abilities and talents in 
the realm of sport, boxing, 
education.



Current status

 Boxing Clever continues to run every year in 
BYAP

 Now also running in Limerick, Cork, the 
midlands and across a range of locations 
wider Dublin. HSE and/or Sport Ireland 
support. 

 Amended and developed to suit local 
population 

 Inclusion of sport and exercise into other 
treatment approaches eg Coolmine

 Four of the participants who were involved in 
the programme or film have now completed 
their undergraduate Diploma in Community 
Drug and Alcohol Work 



What factors supported change? 

 Research publications

 Report publication

 Policy briefing

 Short film 

 Evidence, applicability and 

resourcing



Gender 

and drug 

policy in 

Iceland



In progress…

 Longstanding treatment centre

 Drug strategy ended in 2020

 Mixed gender detox and treatment

 NGO and health services led harm reduction (needle exchange, low 

threshold responses)

 Two major conferences to consider gender and drug use in 2019 and 2023



Practice and policy – how do we start a process of change? 

• What are the drugs?

• Who is using them?

• For whom is this 

problematic?

• How do we know?

• What responses and 

interventions do we 

need?

• How do we know these 
are working?

• Prevalence data

• Treatment and 
intervention data

• Government led 

substance use strategy

• Integration with mental 

health strategy 



Concluding thoughts…..

 Change can be practice 
driven or research 
driven……but 
practice/research interface 
may be key.

 Progress is often gradual, 
requires drivers - individuals, 
organisations or funders - who 
may require tenacity

 Policy change in a strategy 
vacuum is challenging. 
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