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[Ed. Note: This article was originally published in the Newsletter of South African Social Workers in Private Practice in 2012 and the AMI/TIRA Newsletter, Vol X., No. 1 in 2013.]
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Introduction

This article briefly reflects the extent to which substance dependency and traumatic events, which may lead to a diagnosis of a post-traumatic stress disorder, are becoming a feature of life all over South Africa. Many social workers are familiar with current evidence-based approaches and are skilled at adapting them to local cultural and contextual conditions. Exploring and continuing learning various evidence-based approaches to render more effective services are an important aim of social work practice. Metapsychology and Traumatic Incident Reduction (TIR), an Applied Metapsychology technique, are introduced to challenge social workers to render more integrated and effective services.





The prevalence and comorbidity of substance dependency and PTSD

[Ed. note: comorbidity is defined as two medical or psychological conditions present in the same person at the same time]. Looking at statistics about substance dependency, as well as the high tendency of being a victim of trauma in South Africa, is it evident that social workers are confronted and challenged on a daily basis to improve their knowledge and skills in this regard.

In South Africa, drug consumption is twice the world norm (CDA-2011) and 15% of South Africa’s population has a drug problem (CDA-2011). Over 30% of the South African population have an alcohol problem or are at risk of having one and alcohol affects 17.5 million of South Africans. Studies show that people who start drinking before the age of 15 are four times more likely to become alcoholics than people starting to drink later in their life. The recently-released United Nations World Drug Report had named South Africa as one of the drug capitals of the world. When it comes to the abuse of alcohol and usage of dagga, this country is rated to be one of the top ten narcotics and alcohol abusers in the world (Addiction Drug Alcohol Statistics, S. A. 2012).

[Ed. note: wild dagga is a broadleaf evergreen shrub native to South Africa known for its medicinal and mild psychoactive properties (leonurine)]

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a significant public health problem in South Africa (Edwards, 2005:125). Over a third of the South African population has been exposed to some kind of violence (Kaminer, Grimsrud & Myer et al, 2008:1589). According to the South African Crime Statistics (2010), South Africa has the most assaults, rapes and murders with firearms per capita.

Of the people living with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, 22-43% have a lifetime prevalence rate of substance use disorders and the rate for veterans is as high as 75% (Jacobsen, Southwick & Kosten, 2001).

Psychiatric comorbidity is common among substance dependence clients. PTSD is a highly symptomatic anxiety disorder of acute onset after a major distressing life-event. In clinical practice, clients suffering from drug addiction invariably report the occurrence of psychologically stressful episodes, with frequencies of PTSD ranging from 30% to 60% (Strey, Pulcherio & Sartiet al, 2009:462). This study found that amongst substance dependence clients in treatment, the prevalence of PTSD is estimated to range between 10% and 40%. Integrated treatment produces better outcomes for individuals with co-occurring mental and substance use disorders. Without integrated treatment, one or both disorders may not be addressed sufficiently.
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