
Substance abuse is the medical term used to describe a pattern of using a substance (alcohol or drug) that causes 
significant problems or distress. Substance abuse is a recognized medical brain disorder and refers to the abuse 
of illegal substances, such as marijuana, heroin, cocaine, or methamphetamine. It may also be the abuse of legal 
substances, such as alcohol, nicotine, or prescription medicines. Alcohol is the most common legal drug of abuse.
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Frequently abused substances include:
•	 Alcohol
•	 Marijuana
•	 Prescription medicines, such as pain med-

icine, stimulants, or anxiety medicine
•	 Methamphetamine
•	 Cocaine
•	 Opiates
•	 Hallucinogens
•	 Inhalants

Causes
Public laws determine what kind of drug use 
is legal or illegal. Cultural and societal factors 
determine what are acceptable or allowable 
forms of drug or alcohol use.

Substance abuse and dependence are caused 
by multiple factors including:
•	 Genetic vulnerability
•	 Environmental stressors
•	 Social pressures
•	 Individual personality characteristics
•	 Psychiatric problems such as depression, anxiety and 

post-traumatic stress disorder

Risk factors
The following factors may also increase a person’s risk for 
alcohol or drug abuse:
•	 Genetics
•	 Family history and drinking patterns
•	 History of trauma
•	 Lack of parental supervision
•	 Co-occurring mental health conditions, like depression 

or post-traumatic stress disorder

•	 Early age when experimentation and/or drinking began
•	 Availability of alcohol
•	 Poverty
•	 Peer pressure and/or rejection
•	 Child abuse or neglect

Signs and symptoms
The following are the most common signs, symptoms and 
behaviour of a person having a problem with drug or alco-
hol abuse.
•	 Use or drink larger amounts of alcohol or drugs or over 

longer periods of time than planned.
•	 Often want to or unsuccessfully try to cut down or con-

trol the use of drugs or alcohol.
•	 Spend a lot of time to get, use, or recover from the use 

of drugs or alcohol.
•	 Crave, or have a strong desire to use drugs or alcohol.
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•	 Ongoing drug or alcohol use that interferes with work, 
school, or home duties.

•	 Use drugs or alcohol even with continued relationship 
problems caused by the use.

•	 Give up or reduce activities because of drug or alcohol 
use.

•	 Take risks, such as sexual risks or driving under the 
influence.

•	 Often use drugs or alcohol even though it causes or 
adds to physical or psychological problems.

•	 Develop a tolerance or have the need to use more 
drugs or alcohol to get the same effect. Use the same 
amount of drugs or alcohol, but without the same effect.

•	 Suffer from withdrawal symptoms if not using drugs or 
alcohol. Or use alcohol or another drug to avoid such 
symptoms.

•	 Lack of interest in things the person used to love.
•	 Change friends a lot.
•	 Stop taking personal care.
•	 Spend more time alone than in the past.
•	 Eat more or less than normal.
•	 Sleep at odd hours.
•	 Switch quickly between feeling good and bad.

Diagnosis
A family doctor, psychiatrist, or qualified mental health pro-
fessional usually diagnoses substance abuse. Clinical find-
ings often depend on the substance abused, the frequency 
of use, and the length of time since it was last used.
Clinical findings may include:
•	 Weight loss
•	 Constant fatigue
•	 Red eyes
•	 Little concern for hygiene
•	 Laboratory test abnormalities
•	 Unexpected abnormalities in heart rate or blood pres-

sure
•	 Depression, anxiety, or sleep problems

Treatment
A treatment plan for drug abuse or dependence will be de-
termined by the treating doctor or health professional based 
on:
•	 Age, overall health, and health history
•	 Extent of the symptoms
•	 Extent of dependence
•	 Type of substance abused
•	 Tolerance for specific medicines, procedures, or ther-

apies
•	 Expectations for the course of the condition

During treatment, a person goes through detoxification. De-
toxification is a set of interventions used to keep a person 

safe as they adjust to a lack of alcohol or drugs in the body. 
Medical detoxification is extremely important for someone 
dependent on alcohol because withdrawal can cause de-
lirium and potentially life-threatening seizures, along with 
other symptoms.

Treatment with cognitive behavioural therapy (a form of psy-
chological treatment) and possibly medication should follow 
detoxification. Treatment centres and psychiatric hospitals 
are designed to provide support in the form of individual 
therapy, as well as group therapy and educational classes 
on drug addiction. During therapy sessions, a person can 
explore the reasons behind excess alcohol consumption, 
as well as how to overcome their abusive behaviour.

Prevention
1. Understand how substance abuse develops
Substance abuse starts by:
•	 Use of addictive drugs (illicit or prescribed) for recre-

ational purposes.
•	 Seek out intoxication every time a person uses alcohol 

or drugs.
•	 Abuse prescription medication.

2. Avoid Temptation and Peer Pressure
Develop healthy friendships and relationships and avoid 
friends or family members who pressure a person to use 
substances. It’s often said, “we become most like those 
we surround ourselves by,” meaning if a person surrounds 
themselves with people who abuse drugs and alcohol, they 
are more likely to abuse drugs and alcohol as well. Peer 
pressure is a major part of life. Develop a good way to just 
say no, prepare a good excuse or plan ahead of time to 
keep from giving into peer pressure.

3. Seek help for mental illness
Mental illness and substance abuse often go hand in hand. 
A person dealing with a mental illness such as anxiety, de-
pression or post-traumatic stress disorder should seek pro-
fessional help from a family doctor, psychiatrist or mental 
health specialist. 

4. Examine the risk factors
Look at a family history of mental illness and addiction. Sev-
eral studies have shown that this disease tends to run in 
the family, but it can be prevented. Awareness of biological, 
environmental, and physical risk factors help to overcome 
the disease.

5. Keep a well-balanced life
Practice stress management skills to overcome these life 
stressors and help with a balanced and healthy life.
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Develop goals and dreams for the future. These can help 
focus on what a person wants and help realize that drugs 
and alcohol will simply get in the way and hinder achieving 
these goals.

What is covered as PMB level of care?
Alcohol and substance abuse are included in the PMB 
Regulations under the Diagnosis and Treatment Pair 182T 
- Abuse or dependence on Psychoactive substances, in-
cluding alcohol.

The PMB Regulations determine that the diagnosis, treat-
ment and care of the condition be funded by the medical 
scheme in full.

The treatment component for PMB is limited to Hospi-
tal-based management for up to 3 weeks/year. The follow-
ing should be funded as PMB level of care:
•	 All clinically appropriate diagnostic tests.
•	 Consultation with the family doctor, psychiatrist or men-

tal health professional for diagnosis.
•	 3 weeks of in-hospital treatment per year.

Follow-up consultations with the family doctor, psychiatrist 
or mental health professional (this does not include psycho-
therapy but is only to review medical treatment).This forms 
part of the care component of the specific PMB category.

A designated service provider (DSP) should be used to pre-
vent any co-payment on the PMB funding. If the member 
chooses not to use a DSP, the medical scheme may charge 
a co-payment as defined in the medical scheme rules.
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Contact information:
information@medicalschemes.co.za

Hotline: 0861 123 267
Fax: 012 430 7644

The clinical information furnished in this article is 
intended for information purposes only and profes-

sional medical advice must be sought in all in-
stances where you believe that you may be suffering 

from a medical condition. The Council for Medical 
Schemes is not liable for any prejudice in the event 
of any person choosing to act or rely solely on any 
information published in CMScript without having 

sought the necessary professional medical advice.
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