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Abstract 

There is a huge organisational change project going on in Finland concerning the health- and social service system 
but the situation of the most vulnerable groups of customers has been left aside. People who are using illegal 
drugs encounter strong prejudices and resistance among social and health service providers regarding their 
involvement or receiving services. Drug users who have severe health, financial and housing problems might 
become turned away from service front desks or defined as unsuitable customers without explanations. 

Our presentation discusses experiences of inequality from women substance users’ standpoint in the context of 
social and health care services. The data consists of 10 group discussions with 13 different women and was 
gathered between summer 2015 and autumn 2016. The group work was part of a wider project that aimed to 
reach the most marginalized women substance users and to help them receive the social and health services they 
need. The projects’ supporting group was open to any women who are able to stay awake and conscious during 
the sessions and do not behave aggressively. Also the group discussions concerning the purpose of research were 
open to everyone. The transcribed data consist of 350 single-spaced A4 sheets. 

As a methodological perspective we lean on the institutional ethnography (by Dorothy Smith) which takes for its 
entry point the experiences of specific individuals whose everyday activities are in some way hooked into, shaped 
by, and constituent of the institutional relations under exploration. The purpose is not to generalize about the 
group of people, but to find and describe social processes, so-called ruling relations that have generalizing effects. 
Our research questions consider women’s personal but socially shaped experiences: what kind of meanings the 
experiences of inequality have in women’s group discussions and how the ruling relations effect women’s everyday 
life according to their stories? 

According to our preliminary findings, the most commonly shared inequality experiences were feelings of being 
stigmatized as a drug user who is not worth of care and treatment. The service system might work “legally right” 
and at the same time categorize some individuals or groups as unsuitable for services. The conclusion should be 
that there is something wrong in the system. Still, in women’s everyday life, these ruling relations lead to 
outsiders’ positions, disappointment and losing the faith for getting any better. 

Our paper addresses the conference theme Connections, diversities and controversies between social work 
research and policy makers, practitioners or service users. The paper is a part of the research project 
“Transforming welfare service system from the standpoint of women in vulnerable life situations” (Academy of 
Finland, project no 294407, 2016-20). 


