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feature: PILOT STUDY

drug depengient
and probatiorms

any room for
complementary
therapies?

A pllot study with dependent drug offenders has proven
the effectiveness of vibrational medicine technigues
integrated with more conventional stress management
approaches. Shirley O’Donoghue, Principal of Lucis

College, reports.

t Lucis College we have been teaching
complementary therapies to
practitioner level for some years and
have been running holistically styled
stiess management groups in partnership with
many different organizations. In March 2003
Surray Police secured funding and commissioned
a pilot study on behalf of The Safer Guildford
Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership. which
is made up of representatives from Surrey Police,

Guildford Borough Council, Surrey County Council,

Guildford and Waverley Primary Care Trust and
Surray Probation Service.

The funding was for initially five and then ten
two-hour complementary therapy sessions
targeted at crack cocaine users as there was felf
to be a lack of provision for this client group.

Although this was new ground for us, we
welcomed the opportunity to pilot our materials
with a ¢lient group with entrenched behaviourial
prablems on a physical, emational, mental and
social |evel due to their persistent drug use and
the associated crime. The overarching aim of the
study was ta increase the confidence and
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competence of participants ta manage stress
holistically,

The objectives of the pilot were to
introduce a range of approaches and techniques
trawn from a variety of complementary therapies,
to promote self-assessment, self-help and
personal respansibility for change, and finally to
reduce the need to resort todrug use asa
response to stress.

Probation Practice
One of the most common approaches to working
with offenders in probation practice is the use of
cognitive behavioural techniques. This is used on
aone to one basis and in groups. The emphasis in
this approach is:working with thoughts and
feelings to bring abaut a change in behaviour as:
well as identifying and working with underlying
belief systems. These beliefs often originate from
early family experiences and are being
unhelpfully repeated in adulthood.

Research suggests that offenders have
particular thinking problems, often struggle to
reflect on their behaviour and tend to be

impulsive. They tend to have rigid, often negative
thinkinig styles and struggle to see other people’s
perspectives Often their values are anti-social
and they have difficulty in critical reasoning skills,
such as recognising mistakes and evaluating and
learning from them. Problem-solving skills tend 1o
be poorly developed or incoherent.

The approach in cognitive behavioural
practice involves a collaborative relationship
between worker and client where the cligit’s



perspective is viewed as a theory to be tested
out. The approach is highly practical with lots of
practice in between sessions and individuals are
encouraged to take responsibility for themselves
and their behaviour.

The work we have been doing on holistic
stress management with dependent drug users
on community sentences has been surprisingly
complementary o the cognitive behavioural
approach of mainstream probation practice.

Effectively we are working with the same areas
but using more varied approaches based on
assessing and managing the subtle energy

system.

Session Content

By increasing offenders’ understanding of their
subtle energy system they are able to assess the
impact their past and present experiences have
had on them in a holistic way.

We work with the chakras because that
encourages a broad approach incarporating mind,
body and emotions. The spiritual dynamic is kept
toa simple level in terms of bellefs and values.
The sessions are very practical and promote
experimentation with a range of tools and
techniques during and in between sessions,
which fits well with the clients’ learning styles.
Even offenders with learning difficulties fare well
due to the practical nature of the sessions. The
self-assessment approach promotes reflection
and disclosure of personal information at the
individual's pace.

The nature and content of the sessions is such
that we rarely discuss drug use as this tends to
be symptomatic of other more fundamental
issues that underlie their dependency. This works

balance the entire subtle energy system, thereby
allowing for a better flow of energy through the
meridians.

Some of the participants have had access to
other therapies, which affect the subtle energy
systemn such as yoga, and tai chi while in prisan
and in community based projects. In these cases
we found generally that individuals were able to
engage significantly more quickly than the others.
We were also able to support the techniques by
relating them to something that they had already
experienced as positive.

We started this project with an open mind
and a willingness to accept negative feedback; so
far all feedback has been extremely positive — but
it is still early days. Although we follow a holistic
approach we have found that the discussions
arising from the exercises usually give the
participants a chance to express emotions and
experiences ina "safe” way by relating them to a
corresponding weakness in a chakra, for example.
Discussion on any mind/body/spirit issue is
usually dictated by the group. We are not there to
supply them with a spiritual belief system, and if
the subject arises we try to give them an
overview and sufficient information for them to
go away and explore any concepts in more detail

&é We are working with the same area, but using
more varied approaches based on assessing and
managing the subtle energy system.??

well in building rapport with clients as individuals
rather than just drug users or criminals. A key
characteristic of the group has been poor coping
skills in the face of stressful situations. Over time
their dependency has developed and has become
their primary coping mechanism whatever the
cost — even loss of liberty. Varied meditation
techniques and working with a variety of
“vibrational” tools which have an impact on the
subtie energy system have enabled some to
experience altered states of consciousness
without resorting ta chemicals. This has proved a
revelation to some participants.

Participants’ Experiences

Our experience has shown that participants’
perceptions and sensitivities to the subtle energy
system, including the chakras, have been
heightened when compared to most people.
Auricular acupuncture has been populiar in work
with drug users to manage their habit. While
reports of their responses to auricular
acupuncture have been mixed, it may be that
auricular acupuncture treatment could be
enhanced if the recipients were taught ways to

on their own. The key messages we try to
encourage them to hear are how to be maore
objective about their own lives and experiences
and to see opportunities for growth in their life
experiences.

We structure the sessions so that there are a
ot of practical, experiential exercises which keep
them engaged, although participanis are given
the option to take part or not. Usually the more
reticent join in as they relax. In terms of working
With a group such as this our experience is that
we have had to keep the sessions fast paced, as
a teacher it can be exhausting work.

The ratio of teacher to pupil is relatively high
—2 teachers and a class assistant to around a
maximum of 15 participants, This is due to a
number of factors. Primarily as the sessions are
experiential it is important that the participants
are given sufficient support and encouragement
as they work with the exercises. In addition to
this some issues may crop up for individuals
which they may not wish to express to the whole
group: When this occurs it is possible for one of
us to give the person some time apart from the
group. As we grow in experience it may be
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