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• Stigma

• Prejudice

• Anger

• Misunderstanding



To feel 

good
To have novel:

feelings

sensations

experiences

AND

to share them

To feel 

better
To lessen:

anxiety

worries

fears

depression

hopelessness

People use drugs to…



Seeking safety

• Complex trauma, posttraumatic stress disorder and 

substance use disorder are like parts of a prism—

different lenses from which to see into clients’ often-

tragic past …
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Najavits, L. M. and D. Hien (2013). "Helping vulnerable populations: A comprehensive review of the treatment 

outcome literature on substance use disorder and PTSD." Journal of Clinical Psychology 69(5): 433-479.
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PTSD symptomatology which 

develops after childhood rape 

may be one of many variables 

that affect alcohol abuse patterns 

in women …

(interviewed 4,009 women)



Significant changes to DSM-V:

• Adjustment disorders are re-conceptualized as stress-response syndromes that occur 

after exposure to a distressing (traumatic or non-traumatic) event

• DSM V criteria for PTSD are more explicit:

• directly experiencing

• witnessing in person the events as it occurred to others

• learning that the event occurred to a close family member/friend and in cases of actual or 

threatened death the events must have been violent or accidental

• experiencing repeated or extreme exposure (first responders, child welfare, firefighters)

• Does not apply to exposure through electronic media, TV, movies or pictures unless 

the exposure is work related



Trauma and PTSD

Are now 4 symptom clusters instead of 3:

1. Presence of intrusive symptoms

2. Avoidance symptoms

3. Negative alterations in cognitions or mood

- amnesia, distorted cognitions, persistent 

negative emotional state

4. Marked alterations in arousal and reactivity

- includes irritable behavior and angry 

outbursts
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Trauma and PTSD

• PTSD can be reliably diagnosed in 

children 6 years and younger:

• Intrusive memories may not appear 

distressing and may be expressed as play 

reenactment

• Social withdrawal

• Extreme temper outbursts
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Trauma informed care

• Practice

• Realises the impact of trauma & 

• Understands the paths to recovery

• Recognises the signs of trauma in clients, families, staff and others

• Responds by integrating knowledge into practice and policy

• Resists re-traumatisation 
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LaCoursiere, R. B., Godfrey, K. E., & Ruby, L. M. (1980). Traumatic neurosis in the etiology of alcoholism: 

Viet Nam combat and other trauma. The American Journal of Psychiatry, 137, 966–968.



• Examined the health records of 565,024 veterans 
– 48% of returned service personnel 2001 – 2009

• 11% substance use disorder
– 10% alcohol 
– 5% drugs
– 3% both
– 90% had PTSD / anxiety / depression
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Some local (unpublished) data
• Medical student interviewed 32 patients

– 31 had a trauma history

• 8 separate types of trauma 

• All the women had experienced sexual assault
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• 95% of the sample reported a trauma history

• 41% met criteria for current PTSD. 
• 50 % women 

• 32% men 

Untreated PTSD is a prognostic indicator for poor outcome
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(n=126) 



432 patients with SUD – 36.6% had PTSD 

• I drank to stop my negative feelings and to not be burdened by them. I 

don’t allow myself to feel anything and I use alcohol to get rid of my 

feelings.

• When I use, I think about nothing, not about the negative things, the 

things that happened, the memories… At that moment, I feel great! But 

it only lasts for a short time and I feel depressed when it’s over.
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• … all the patients reported self-medicating behavior and craving after trauma intrusions 

• … they perceived no other means of coping with a difficult situation.



Avoidance

Hypervigilance

Re-
experiencing

Sleep 
Impairment

• Thompson CE, Taylor FB, McFall ME, Barnes RF, Raskind MA. Nonnightmare distressed awakenings in 
veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder: response to prazosin. J Trauma Stress 2008;21:417–20





Interest in novel therapies



Psychedelic research



MDMA

• Developed by Merck in 1912

• Some toxicological studies in 1927

• In 1952 Dr Albert van Schoor tried it on flies 

• ‘flies lie in the supine position and then death’

• Resynthesised at Merck in 1959

• First illicit seizures 1970 (Chicago)

• First psychotherapy 1978

• Banned 1985



TGA Expert Panel - MDMA 

• PTSD 

• may affect 1-2% of Australians at any one time 

• up to 12 % over their lifetime

• Significant benefit with MDMA assisted 
psychotherapy at doses of greater than 100 mg

• MDMA was well tolerated in all the studies

• Serious events were rare and occurred almost 
entirely in the placebo arm or were unrelated to 
the therapy.
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