Substance Dependence
(see www.nami.org for a more specific definition). 

Veterans who return home and are having difficulty adjusting, often use drugs and alcohol to “self” medicate. They are often not willing to admit that they are having trouble and will make efforts to ease their symptoms. Some veterans use alcohol to “relax” and any “upper” (caffeine, nicotine, amphetamines, etc.) to help them stay awake and/or alert.

Excessive and prolonged use of depressants and stimulants begin to add to existing problems. Deeper problems cannot be addressed if the veteran is excessively self-medicating.

Also, many times, the veteran will use excuses to take substances. However, a good rule of thumb is that if ANY substance begins to ADD problems to work, family, social, etc., then they ARE a problem.

Effective help for substance dependence can be found in 12 step groups like Alcoholics Anonymous (www.alcoholics-anonymous.org and Narcotics Anonymous www.na.org) . Many VA Hospitals also have Substance Dependence programs.

It is often a “rule of thumb” that the Substance Dependence must be addressed first before addressing other mental health issues.

Adding any type of medication to a person that is substance dependent can often intensify, mask and prolong the problem.

If the use of alcohol or substances is disrupting your family on a regular basis, if you feel like you are walking on “egg-shells” and WANT the veteran in your life to use a substance so he/she will “calm down”, then those are good indications that the veteran has a substance abuse problem that needs addressed… and that you may need the help of AlAnon or other 12-step groups that help with co-dependency.

