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UNDERSTANDING THE BARRIERS WOMEN FACE IN ACCESSING SERVICES
THROUGH THE EYES OF PEOPLE WITH SHARED LIVED EXPERIENCE 

FEMALE PEER PROJECT:

The female staff and volunteers at the Hepatitis C Trust’s Wessex Peer Programme designed a community workshop bringing together women with a range of  lived/learned experience
and other key organisations within their community. The workshop set out to explore the unique challenges that local women face when accessing health and HCV support, and to start

designing and implementing work to engage and increase testing among underserved women.

 “Our hope is that by increasing the availability of female peer support, and working with women’s agencies
within the communities, we will be able to engage with women who might not otherwise be reached, or who
would be fearful of coming forward. The value of shared lived experience is without parallel when it comes to
empathy, relatability, and understanding and we believe that this will help us to provide the best support
possible to vulnerable women, while helping to facilitate more open dialogue around Hepatitis C.”
SOPHIE, SENIOR PEER EDUCATOR

For someone who has accessed a lot of services over the years, I have had lots of different keyworkers
allocated to me in that time, but I've not always felt heard.

The times I have been able to open up is when I don't feel judged by the person. So although it's not
always essential, it's definitely helpful knowing that the worker has had a similar experience to me. That
relatability is really important. AMANDA, SENIOR PEER EDUCATOR

“It's about feeling safe and free from judgement.”“It's about feeling safe and free from judgement.”

“It is essential that women feel safe when accessing care and support
and are not in fear of judgement or breach of trust.”
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“Education and awareness to social workers is key to reduce stigma.”“Education and awareness to social workers is key to reduce stigma.”

My background is slightly different from the rest of the team. Until my recent employment with the Hep C Trust, my previous roles
have been in social work. From listening to our peer lived experience, it’s so apparent to me that there are missed opportunities for
valuable learning for a social worker. Hearing the women's stories there a strong theme of distrust of services out of fear. I wish I had
the opportunity to listen to a lived experience talk in my early career, as this would have been valuable in truly understanding the
struggles that women who use drugs face. IZZY, PEER SUPPORT LEAD

 The idea of designing some work that looks specifically at women’s support needs originally came from INHSU. One of the topics discussed
at the conference in 2023 was gender disparities and how women face unique challenges when it comes to accessing healthcare and
hepatitis C testing and support. 
From this, I started thinking about the wonderful women that we have in our Wessex team and how we could design some streams of work in
our local communities to reach women who are otherwise unlikely to get tested. NATASHA TOPHAM, WESSEX PEER PROGRAMME MANAGER
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RELATIONSHIP BUILDING
The Female Peers have been building up relationships over the last 6 months
with community services, to have a presence in female only spaces and
become a familiar face for the women accessing these services. This is with
the aims of offering Hep C awareness and testing. In Portsmouth the Female
peers will be having a presence in Womens Project that recognises the needs
for female only provisions by offering a multi agency approach. 

EDUCATION FOR SOCIAL WORKERS

HEP C AWARENESS TRAINING
The female team have delivered Hep C Awareness training and lived
experience talks to local services in Bournemouth and Portsmouth which
have female only provisions. This includes a Womens Hostel, and a
council run womens service. 
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An identified common theme from the women with
lived/ living experience is the fear of social services
involvement. This creates a barrier for the women
to access health care, drug and alcohol services
and Hep C testing and support. We are extremely
excited to be delivering a 3 hours session in a local
University to a group of trainee social workers in
December 2024. The aims and objectives will be to
present “lived experience talks” from the female
peers to share some of their past challenges of
being women in addiction. This will be followed by
a Q&A panel for the students to ask questions and
create a discussion.  We hope that this will help
provide some valuable learning.

FEMALE TELEPHONE SUPPORT

Having the availablity of female peers
trained in offering telephone support
to women starting treatment has
been really valuable. We know that
regular telephone contact increases
good outcomes, and having female to
female peer support improves this
further.
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OUTCOMESOUTCOMES

I am really passionate about addressing women’s health inequalities, due to my own past experiences.
Shame and stigma was definitely a barrier in the past. I strongly feel that the best people to reach out to
vulnerable women are those who have similar lived experiences.” NADINE, SENIOR PEER EDUCATOR 
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“Women face unique challenges when it comes to accessing healthcare.”“Women face unique challenges when it comes to accessing healthcare.”


