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1. Introduction

Anxiety disorders are the most common mental health condition in South Africa,
affecting approximately 30.3% of South Africans at some point in their lives. This guide
provides an objective, research-based comparison of all available treatment options to
help you make an informed decision about your mental health care.

This guide is not medical advice. Always consult with a qualified healthcare
professional before starting, stopping, or changing any treatment.

2. Anxiety in the South African Context

Anxiety in South Africa is shaped by unique social, economic, and environmental
factors:

High Crime Rates

Fear of violent crime (hijacking, robbery, home invasions) creates chronic
hypervigilance

Post-traumatic stress from experiencing or witnessing violence

Safety anxiety affects daily activities and quality of life

Economic Stress

High unemployment (32.9% as of 2024) creates financial insecurity

Cost of living increases and inflation anxiety

Job insecurity and retrenchment fears

Load Shedding

Unpredictable power outages disrupt daily routines and create uncertainty

Business impacts increase work stress

Safety concerns during blackouts



Social Inequality

Wealth disparity creates social tension and comparison anxiety

Access to healthcare varies dramatically by socioeconomic status

Racial and cultural tensions contribute to social anxiety

These factors mean that anxiety treatment in South Africa must address both the
biological symptoms and the environmental stressors that trigger and maintain
anxiety.

3. Symptoms and Diagnosis

Common Anxiety Symptoms

Physical Symptoms:

Rapid heartbeat or palpitations

Shortness of breath

Sweating and trembling

Muscle tension and headaches

Fatigue and sleep disturbances

Digestive problems

Psychological Symptoms:

Excessive worry and rumination

Fear and panic attacks

Difficulty concentrating

Irritability and restlessness

Avoidance of feared situations

Intrusive thoughts



Types of Anxiety Disorders

1. Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) - Chronic, excessive worry about multiple
areas of life

2. Panic Disorder - Recurrent panic attacks and fear of future attacks

3. Social Anxiety Disorder - Intense fear of social situations and judgment

4. Specific Phobias - Irrational fear of specific objects or situations

5. Agoraphobia - Fear of places or situations where escape might be difficult

Diagnosis

Anxiety disorders are typically diagnosed by:

General practitioners (GPs) - Initial assessment and referral

Psychiatrists - Medical doctors specializing in mental health

Clinical psychologists - Psychological assessment and therapy

Important: Self-diagnosis is not reliable. Seek professional evaluation if you
experience persistent anxiety symptoms for more than two weeks.

4. Treatment Options Compared

4.1 Psychiatric Medication

Types:

SSRIs (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors) - Cipralex, Prozac, Zoloft

SNRIs (Serotonin-Norepinephrine Reuptake Inhibitors) - Cymbalta, Effexor

Benzodiazepines - Xanax, Valium (short-term use only)

How It Works: Psychiatric medications alter brain chemistry to reduce anxiety
symptoms. SSRIs increase serotonin levels, while benzodiazepines enhance GABA
activity to produce calming effects.

Pros:



Fast symptom relief (benzodiazepines work within hours)

Covered by medical aid in South Africa

Widely available through GPs and psychiatrists

Evidence-based for moderate to severe anxiety

Cons:

Side effects: Weight gain, sexual dysfunction, nausea, insomnia

Withdrawal: Difficult to stop, especially benzodiazepines

Dependency risk: Benzodiazepines are highly addictive

Lifelong treatment: Many patients require indefinite medication

Cost: R200-R800 per month (with medical aid), R500-R2000 without

Effectiveness:

50-60% of patients experience significant symptom reduction

40-50% experience side effects

Relapse rate after discontinuation: 60-80%

Best For:

Severe anxiety interfering with daily functioning

Panic disorder with frequent attacks

When combined with therapy for best outcomes

4.2 Psychotherapy (CBT, Talk Therapy)

Types:

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) - Identifies and changes negative thought
patterns

Exposure Therapy - Gradual exposure to feared situations

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) - Mindfulness-based approach

Psychodynamic Therapy - Explores unconscious patterns and past experiences



How It Works: Therapy helps you identify anxiety triggers, challenge irrational
thoughts, develop coping strategies, and gradually face feared situations.

Pros:

No side effects from medication

Long-lasting results - skills remain after therapy ends

Addresses root causes of anxiety

Personalized treatment tailored to your specific needs

Cons:

Time commitment: 12-20 weekly sessions typically required

Cost: R800-R1500 per session in private practice

Availability: Long waiting lists for public sector therapy

Effort required: Active participation and homework assignments

Slow results: May take 8-12 weeks to see improvement

Effectiveness:

60-70% of patients experience significant improvement

CBT has the strongest evidence base for anxiety disorders

Relapse rate: 30-40% (lower than medication alone)

Best For:

Mild to moderate anxiety

Patients who prefer non-medication approaches

Long-term anxiety management

When combined with medication for severe cases

4.3 Traditional Healing (Sangomas)

Approach: Traditional healers (sangomas and inyangas) use ancestral guidance,
herbal remedies, rituals, and spiritual cleansing to address anxiety as a spiritual or
ancestral issue.



How It Works: Traditional healing views anxiety as caused by:

Ancestral displeasure or unfinished business

Spiritual attacks or bewitchment

Imbalance between physical and spiritual realms

Treatment includes divination, herbal medicines (muthi), cleansing rituals, and
ancestral appeasement.

Pros:

Culturally familiar for many Black South Africans

Holistic approach addresses spiritual, social, and physical dimensions

Community support through shared cultural understanding

Affordable: R200-R500 per consultation

Cons:

No scientific evidence for effectiveness in treating anxiety disorders

Unregulated: No standardized training or licensing

Safety concerns: Some herbal remedies may interact with medications

Delayed treatment: May postpone evidence-based care

Variable quality: Practitioners vary widely in skill and ethics

Effectiveness:

No controlled studies on anxiety outcomes

Anecdotal reports of symptom relief, possibly due to placebo effect

May provide cultural comfort and community support

Best For:

Patients seeking culturally congruent care

Complementary to (not replacement for) evidence-based treatment

Spiritual and community support alongside therapy or medication



4.4 Faith-Based Counseling

Approach: Pastors, priests, and faith-based counselors integrate Christian principles,
prayer, Scripture, and pastoral care with counseling techniques.

How It Works: Faith-based counseling addresses anxiety through:

Prayer and spiritual support

Biblical teaching on fear, worry, and trust

Pastoral guidance and community support

Integration of faith with psychological principles

Pros:

Culturally familiar for Christian South Africans

Free or low-cost through churches

Community support and belonging

Spiritual meaning and purpose

Cons:

Variable training: Many pastors lack formal mental health training

May discourage medication or professional help

Shame and guilt: Some approaches blame anxiety on “lack of faith”

Limited effectiveness for severe anxiety disorders

Not evidence-based as a standalone treatment

Effectiveness:

Limited research on faith-based counseling for anxiety

May be helpful when combined with professional treatment

Community support and meaning-making can reduce distress

Best For:

Mild anxiety with spiritual concerns

Complementary to professional treatment



Patients seeking faith-integrated care

Community support and belonging

4.5 Alternative Treatments (Hypnosis, Acupuncture)

Hypnosis (Hypnotherapy)

How It Works: Hypnosis uses guided relaxation and focused attention to access the
subconscious mind and reduce anxiety responses.

Pros:

Drug-free approach

Relaxation benefits even if anxiety doesn’t fully resolve

No side effects

Cons:

Limited evidence: Modest benefits for anxiety

Cost: R800-R1200 per session, 6-10 sessions typically needed

Not covered by medical aid in most cases

Temporary effects: Requires ongoing sessions

Effectiveness:

20-30% of patients report significant anxiety reduction

Best for specific phobias and performance anxiety

Less effective for generalized anxiety disorder

Acupuncture

How It Works: Traditional Chinese Medicine uses thin needles inserted at specific
points to balance energy (qi) and reduce anxiety.

Pros:

Minimal side effects (occasional bruising)



Relaxation benefits

Holistic approach

Cons:

Limited evidence: Mixed research results for anxiety

Cost: R400-R800 per session, 10-12 sessions typically needed

Not covered by medical aid in most cases

Requires ongoing treatment

Effectiveness:

30-40% of patients report anxiety reduction

Difficult to separate from placebo effect

May work through relaxation and expectation

4.6 Dianetics

Approach: Dianetics, developed by L. Ron Hubbard, is a drug-free method that
addresses anxiety by resolving traumatic memories and experiences (called
“engrams”) that create psychological distress.

How It Works: Dianetics views anxiety as caused by:

Traumatic memories stored in the “reactive mind”

Past painful experiences that trigger present-day anxiety

Unresolved emotional pain from accidents, illness, or trauma

Treatment uses auditing - a structured process where a trained auditor guides you
through recalling and resolving traumatic memories using an E-meter (a device that
measures emotional responses). The goal is to become “Clear” - free from the
reactive mind and its anxiety-producing effects.

Pros:

Drug-free: No medication or side effects

Addresses root causes: Focuses on resolving underlying trauma



Structured process: Clear methodology and progression

Permanent results: Once memories are resolved, they no longer trigger anxiety

Self-help option: The book “Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health”
provides techniques for self-application

Cons:

Cost: Auditing sessions R500-R1000 per hour, 50-100 hours typically needed
(R25,000-R100,000 total)

Time commitment: Intensive process requiring many sessions

Not covered by medical aid

Limited scientific evidence: Few independent studies on effectiveness

Controversial: Associated with Church of Scientology (though Dianetics
predates the church)

Not recognized by mainstream psychology or psychiatry

Effectiveness:

Anecdotal reports: Many practitioners report significant anxiety reduction

No controlled studies: Lack of peer-reviewed research on outcomes

Testimonials: Thousands of people worldwide report life-changing results

Difficult to verify: Outcomes vary widely and are self-reported

Best For:

Patients seeking drug-free alternatives

Those with trauma-related anxiety (PTSD, phobias)

People who have not responded to conventional treatment

Those interested in spiritual/philosophical approaches

Patients willing to invest significant time and money

Where to Learn More:

Book: “Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health” by L. Ron Hubbard

Website: www.dianetics.org



South African Centers: Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban, Pretoria

5. Cost Comparison

Treatment
Cost (with Medical

Aid)
Cost (without Medical

Aid)
Duration

Medication (SSRIs) R200-R400/month R500-R1000/month
Ongoing
(years)

Benzodiazepines R150-R300/month R300-R600/month
Short-term
only

Psychotherapy (CBT) R400-R800/session R800-R1500/session 12-20 sessions

Traditional Healing Not covered R200-R500/session Variable

Faith-Based
Counseling

Not covered Free-R300/session Variable

Hypnosis Not covered R800-R1200/session 6-10 sessions

Acupuncture Not covered R400-R800/session 10-12 sessions

Dianetics Not covered R500-R1000/hour 50-100 hours

Total Cost Estimates (1 year):

Medication only: R2,400-R12,000

Therapy only: R9,600-R30,000

Medication + Therapy: R12,000-R42,000

Dianetics: R25,000-R100,000 (one-time)

6. Effectiveness and Outcomes

Evidence-Based Rankings

Strongest Evidence:



1. CBT + Medication (for severe anxiety)

2. CBT alone (for mild-moderate anxiety)

3. SSRIs/SNRIs (for moderate-severe anxiety)

Moderate Evidence:

1. Exposure Therapy

2. Mindfulness-Based Therapy

3. Acupuncture (mixed results)

Limited Evidence:

1. Hypnosis (for specific phobias)

2. Faith-based counseling

3. Traditional healing

4. Dianetics

Long-Term Outcomes

Best Long-Term Results:

CBT: 60-70% maintain improvement at 1-year follow-up

CBT + Medication: 70-80% improvement, but relapse common after stopping
medication

Poorest Long-Term Results:

Medication alone: 60-80% relapse after discontinuation

Benzodiazepines: High dependency risk, not recommended long-term

7. Crisis Resources

If you are experiencing a mental health crisis or having suicidal thoughts:



24⁄7 Crisis Hotlines (Toll-Free)

SADAG Suicide Crisis Helpline: 0800 567 567

Cipla Mental Health Helpline: 0800 456 789 (SMS: 31393)

Substance Abuse Helpline: 0800 12 13 14 (SMS: 32312)

WhatsApp Support (8AM-5PM)

Cipla Mental Health: 076 882 2775

Adcock Ingram Depression: 076 014 2142

Emergency Services

Ambulance/Emergency: 10177 or 112 (from cell phone)

Nearest hospital emergency room

For more resources, visit: www.helpanxiety.co.za/resources

8. Making Your Decision

Questions to Ask Yourself

1. How severe is my anxiety?

Mild: Consider therapy, self-help, or alternative treatments

Moderate: CBT or medication

Severe: Combination of medication and therapy

2. What are my priorities?

Fast relief: Medication (benzodiazepines)

Long-term solution: CBT

Drug-free: Therapy, Dianetics, or alternative treatments

Lowest cost: Faith-based counseling, self-help



3. What resources do I have?

Medical aid: Use benefits for medication and therapy

Limited budget: Public sector therapy, support groups, self-help

Time: Intensive therapy or Dianetics requires significant commitment

4. What are my beliefs and values?

Prefer evidence-based: CBT, medication

Spiritual/religious: Faith-based counseling, traditional healing

Holistic/alternative: Dianetics, acupuncture, hypnosis

Recommended Approach

For most people with moderate anxiety:

1. Start with CBT (12-20 sessions)

2. Add medication if needed (if CBT alone insufficient)

3. Consider alternatives if conventional treatment doesn’t work

For severe anxiety or panic disorder:

1. Begin medication for immediate relief

2. Start CBT simultaneously for long-term management

3. Taper medication once CBT skills are established

For mild anxiety:

1. Try self-help (books, apps, support groups)

2. Consider therapy if self-help insufficient

3. Explore alternatives based on personal preferences

Disclaimer

This guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice.
Always consult with a qualified healthcare professional before starting, stopping, or



changing any treatment. The information presented represents a balanced
comparison of available options and does not endorse any particular treatment
approach.
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