LESSON TITLE: SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND DEPENDENCE








INSTRUCTOR: Should have a knowledge of the biopsychosocial systems perspective of addiction-related illnesses.  The instructor should be a CADAC or equivalent, social worker or other mental health professional.





TEACHING METHOD: Teaching lecture, guided discussion, homework.





REFERENCES: Educating Yourself About Alcohol & Drugs, Marc Schuckit, MD. Drug & Alcohol Abuse, Marc Schuckit, MD.





INSTRUCTIONAL AIDS: Handouts, transparencies.





TIME: One and half hour.





I. LESSON OBJECTIVES: Clients will understand the conditions of substance abuse and dependence from a comprehensive social systems perspective, using their own lives to trace the possible origins and development of their illness.





II. SAMPLES OF BEHAVIOR:





1. Clients will understand addiction from the perspective of social factors such as society’s attitudes towards alcohol, cost and availability of alcohol, peer and family influences and prevalent cultural attitudes towards heavy alcohol use and intoxication.





2. Clients will understand addiction from the perspective of psychological factors such as pre-existing mental illness and/or personality disorders, high levels of personal stress and dual diagnosis of co-existing emotional instability.





3. Clients will understand addiction from the perspective of biological influences such as family genetics that may provide a predisposition towards addiction, bio-cultural components, and medical factors that influence the development of and recovery from alcoholism.





























III. ORGANIZATIONAL PATTERN:  The instructor will introduce the lesson with a brief overview of why it is necessary to understand alcoholism from a systems perspective and how it helps to understand the social, psychological and biological components of addiction rather than viewing alcoholism as a personal failure that results from weakness, ignorance and deviant character as was thought in the past.  


	Next, the instructor will review social factors that pertain to the development of alcoholism and the importance of the client’s efforts in cognitively reprogramming society’s messages about excessive alcohol use.  Then the instructor will discuss psychological forces that play a part in the development and progression of alcoholism and the importance of treating pre- or co-existing mental health diagnoses along with the addiction.  Finally the instructor will review biological influences on alcoholism, stressing family history of substance abuse and a possible genetic component of alcoholism.  The instructor will explain the homework assignment that is designed to help the client understand his/her own biopsychosocial system and insight into possible barriers to recovery that must be addressed in the treatment plan.





MAIN POINTS





Alcoholism does not develop in a vacuum; as a disease, it has identifiable causes, a set of symptoms, and a predictable course of progression.  Alcoholism is not the result of low intelligence, questionable moral character or weak willpower.





While alcoholism is not “contagious”, it does have a biopsychosocial set of causes, including a genetic predisposition, that are common among all patients.





The development or and recovery from addiction is based on social, psychological and biological factors; this “recipe” explains why some people develop alcoholism and some don’t.





By understanding our personal biopsychosocial history from a systems perspective, we can identify factors that influenced the development of our addiction and possible barriers to recovery that we can cope with in our treatment and relapse prevention plans.





IV. TEACHING PLAN





Introduction to the Lesson





Lecture on the Main Points





Guided Discussion





Explanation of the Homework Assignment





Summary








V.


  WHAT IS A “SYSTEM”?�
�



A system explains why things happen and how things work.  The universe is a system - e.g. a methodical way of things happening that causes specific results.  Your body is comprised of lots of different systems that cause you to think, breathe, digest food, feel pain, paint a picture, put on your shoes, etc.  A system is comprised of many parts; these parts work together to make something happen.  If one part doesn’t work or is deficient in some way, the system breaks down and the expected result doesn’t happen.  Each part of the system then influences the other.





Discussion:  Think of your car as a system.  Does any one part cause the car to function properly?  Or do all the parts work together to run the engine and make the care move?





Name some of the systems of an automobile.  What happens when one part of the system breaks down, doesn’t function as well as it should, or is missing altogether?�
�



Now, think of the disease of alcoholism as the result of a system.  Your illness didn’t just appear our of nowhere, striking you at random.  Certain things had to happen, certain conditions had to exist that caused you to develop this illness.  Particular social, psychological and biological factors resulted in you developing the illness of addiction.  These factors don’t stand alone; they are part of a system that produced and maintains the disease of alcoholism.  This lesson helps you look at your life, past and present, as a bio(logical)psycho(logical)social system that explains why you developed this illness and how you can develop the best recovery plan for yourself.  It is also important to understand your recovery from a systems perspective.





When you think of “you” the person, think of you as a part of a system.





������Family	          Extended Family       Friends       Job	    Finances	Culture/Race/Ethnicity	





�����       YOU�
�






Health Hx     Legal Hx     Substance Use Hx      Mental Health Hx       Spiritual Background





All these parts of your personal system played a role in your development of the disease called alcoholism, and all these parts will play a role in your recovery from alcoholism.











REMEMBER:





When you change one part of a system, one of these things happen:





	1. The system does not change.  (stasis)


	2. Other parts of the system change to adapt to new circumstances.





If other parts of the system or the system as a whole does not change when one part changes, the system is in danger of not functioning well or breaking down altogether! (called “entropy.”)





Now, let’s look at what all this psychobabble has to do with you.  First, you, the whole system of “you”, has changed.  You no longer drink.  You have changed part of your system.  What’s going to happen to the other parts of your bio(body)psycho(mind)social(environment) system?  To examine this let’s break your system down into its relevant parts.








VI. GUIDED DISCUSSION: (20 Minutes)





On blank sheets of paper take notes on your own systems analysis.  This is your homework for this lesson; its goal is to help you understand from a systems perspective how your alcoholism developed and how you will need to affect changes within your system in order to recover from alcoholism.  Ask your instructor for copies of these questions if you need to.





YOUR BIOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING





1. Have you had symptoms of alcohol withdrawal?  What kind?  How long did these symptoms last?





2. Did you use other drugs besides alcohol?  What drugs?  How much and how often?  Do you use any prescription medications?





3. How are you eating and sleeping lately?  Do you have any nutritional problems as a result of alcoholism?





4. Are you having cravings to drink?





5. Do you have any physical health problems?  Are any of these problems caused by or worsened by alcohol use?














YOUR EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIORAL FUNCTIONING





1. Do you suffer from other substance-related addictions like using tobacco or caffeine?





2. Do you do other compulsive behavior like excessive gambling, overeating, or multiple sexual encounters?





3. Does your family have a history of drug/alcohol abuse or addiction?





4. Do you have a mental health history of depression, anxiety, loss of contact with reality, personality disorder or other diagnosis?  How about shame, guilt or self-esteem issues?





5. Does your family have a history of mental illness?





6. Hvae your ever thought of or planned to harm yourself or others?





7. Have you had job or school problems due to alcohol use?





8. Have you had problems with the military because of alcohol use?





9. Have you had legal problems due to alcohol use?





YOUR SOCIAL FUNCTIONING


 


1. Do you come from a “drinking” family, culture or religious background?





2. Does your peer group drink?  Do they expect you to drink?  Will they support your not drinking?





3. Are you expected to drink at military functions?





4. Do you have real friends or just drinking buddies?





5. Do your leisure activities involve alcohol?





6. How are your refusal skills, or ability to say “NO” to alcohol?





7. Is your drug of choice easily available to you?





8. Does your spouse drink?  Is your spouse also an alcoholic?





9. What kind of social support system do you have?  Who can you count on to help you with your choice to stay sober?





10. Overall, what is your recovery environment like?  Will your social environment help or hinder your decision to recover from alcoholism?








T


here are two main factors in developing an addiction and recovering from an addiction: heredity and environment.  Let’s take a look at your environment first.








GUIDED DISCUSSION: (10 Minutes)


What is our society’s attitude about drinking alcohol?  How do we view intoxication?  As a drinking nation, do we tend to perpetuate the glorification of drinking and intoxication?  What about the military?  Do we get mixed messages about using alcohol as military personnel?  How does media advertising mislead us about the effects of alcohol use?  How did your social environment effect your development of alcoholism, and what part will your environment play in your recovery?





Now, what about those hereditary (biological, genetic) factors that play a part in the development of alcoholism?





The fact that alcoholism runs strongly in families has been known for hundreds of years.  Until the last couple of decades it was assumed that children of alcoholics become alcoholics themselves because they learned this behavior from their parents.  However, the famous twin studies of the last twenty years indicated something completely unexpected: when identical twins who are children of an alcoholic are raised with one in an alcoholic home and one in a non-alcoholic home, even the twin raised in the non-alcoholic home was prone to develop alcoholism.  This means that children of alcoholics, even if they are raised in a non-alcoholic home, are more at risk to develop alcoholism.





Bottom Line: There is an inherited, genetic component of alcoholism; if your family suffers from it you are more likely to develop it, and so are your children.





Nobody really knows for sure yet just what the “alcoholic gene” is, but we know it exists.  Stranger still, there are many children of alcoholic parents who do not develop the illness.  The exact bio-genetic action of alcoholism is still undetermined, but researchers have determined these things:





( Biological children of alcoholics are more likely to develop alcoholism than children of non-alcoholics.


( Although female children of alcoholics do, in turn, develop this illness themselves, it seems to be passed primarily along the male genetic line.


( If you are male, with a father who is alcoholic, your chances of developing alcoholism are about 400% greater than a male child of a non-alcoholic.  If your paternal grandfather is also an alcoholic, your chances of developing alcoholism rises to 900% greater than male children on non-alcoholics.





Does this mean that your children are doomed to develop alcoholism, no matter what?�
�
		


Absolutely not.  From a systems perspective this means that children of alcoholics should be aware that they carry a genetic predisposition towards developing alcoholism IF they themselves drink excessively and chronically.  This doesn’t mean they shouldn’t drink at all; it merely means that they need to be more careful about the extent of their drinking.





GUIDED DISCUSSION:  Take a look at your family tree and determine where the “alcoholic gene” might lurk.











�


                                      Father				Mother


��


		Grandparents					Grandparents


��


��		Aunts & Uncles				Aunts & Uncles

















A Question for Thought:  Can you develop alcoholism if, within your family line, you have no genetic predisposition?





Answer:  Yes.  Alcohol is, by nature, an addictive psychoactive drug.  Like any other addictive drug, if you use it long enough and in sufficient quantity, you will most likely develop an addiction to it whether you are genetically pre-disposed or not.





Why is it some people have all the social, psychological and biological risk factors and still never develop the disease?  Better still, how is it some people drink to excess for years on end and never develop a true physical addiction to alcohol?





The answers to these questions are still unknown.  Addiction medicine is still a young field of study, and there is much to be learned from a systems perspective about why and how people become alcoholics.  Whatever the reasons you developed this illness, it is most important to avoid the “why me?” type of thinking and move on with your recovery.





VII. SUMMARY





There is a reason why you became an alcoholic, and that reason has nothing to do with you being a “bad” person.  You are the product of your entire biopsychosocial system.  You are made up of many things - e.g. body, mind and spirit.  Your entire system can recover from alcoholism and restore you to a healthy, fully functioning person.


