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In 2013, the MHIC has again aimed to address the mental health challenges in 

South Africa by building sustainable partnerships with mental health experts, 

service providers, volunteers, students, community organizations and institu-

tional and corporate partners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several activities such as Brain Awareness Week (March), SU Wellness Open 

Days (July), and the SU Community Interaction Symposium (September) were 

some of the highlights this year. October is mental health awareness month 

and one of the busiest months at the MHIC. Activities during this period includ-

ed various radio talks and the spreading of information via newspapers and 

magazines. (More information on some of these activities follows.)  
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Radio Tygerberg - Prof Charl Cilliers, Director of the 

Centre for Student Counselling and Development, 

spoke about student wellness. These talks resulted in 

a large amount of calls and e-mails to our centre from 

people who wanted more information on different men-

tal health related matters. 

 

During BAW 2013 the MHIC shared information on 

brain research and brain health on our facebook page 

and website.  

 

www.facebook.com/mentalhealthsa 

 

 

We also distributed booklets from the DANA Alliance 

to workshops for mental health professionals. 

 

Brain Awareness Week (BAW) is an interna-

tional campaign dedicated to raise public 

awareness on brain research. The campaign 

was held worldwide between 11 and 17 

March 2013.  

 

For the 2013 BAW campaign the Mental 

Health Information Centre of Southern Africa 

(MHIC) organised radio talks such as the 

following: Radio Sonder Grense - Coenie 

Hattingh, a doctoral candidate in Clinical 

Neuroscience, University of Cape Town and 

Thania Van Greunen, a clinical psychologist 

in private practice, spoke about the causes 

and treatment of mental disorders.  

Activities during 2013 included the following:  Brain Awareness Week  

Brain Awareness Week

11 – 17 March 2013

 



 

Also as part of Brain Awareness Week in March the MHIC 

distributed mental health brochures at the Stellenbosch 

Woordfees show of Labirint. The theme of the show was 

unemployment, depression and suicide.  

MHIC Brochures 
 
 
 
The MHIC is proud to announce that 

our information brochures have been 

translated into isiXhosa. We would like 

to thank Pharmadynamics who made 

these translations possible. Thank you 

also to Letticia Hintsho for doing the 

final check on the brochures.  

 
The MHIC was interviewed by the DANA 

Foundation during BAW 2013. In this in-

terview our work during brain awareness 

week was highlighted on www.dana.org 

 

For more information about the DANA Alli-

ance please visit www.dana.org 



Research activities in 2013 included the following studies: 

 

A pilot study looking at grey matter abnormalities in social anxiety disorder 

 

A number of studies have investigated the functioning of parts of the brain of individuals with social anxi-

ety disorder (SAD). However, very few studies have looked at the structure of these parts – grey matter 

specifically - of the brain. The grey matter includes regions of the brain involved in muscle control, sen-

sory perception such as seeing and hearing, memory, emotions, and speech. In this study use was 

made of structural MRI scans to investigate cortical thickness and subcortical volumes of grey matter in 

individuals with SAD.  

In a sample of 13 adults with SAD and 13 healthy control participants, it was found that there are struc-

tural differences in grey matter thickness between SAD patients 

and healthy controls. Thinning was found in some brain areas of 

individuals with SAD. Further investigation is needed in order to 

determine the causal mechanisms involved in such structural 

abnormalities. 

 

For more information contact Prof Christine Lochner 021 

9389179 / cl2@sun.ac.za or Coenie Hattingh  

hypothalamus1@gmail.com  

 

Predictors of response to quetiapine augmentation of SSRI’s in treatment-refractory obsessive-

compulsive disorder 

 

Patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) are usually first treated with one of the selective ser-

otonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRI’s). However, many do not respond to repeated trials of such treatment 

(i.e. are treatment refractory). Predicting whether an individual will respond to a certain type of treatment 

is important. Yet, few studies have looked at the predictors of response to augmentation of serotonin 

reuptake inhibitors (SRI’s) with a specific antipsychotic medication (a drug called quetiapine). This study 

used data from placebo-controlled studies on the augmentation of a 

SRI ). 

The findings demonstrated that fewer previously failed SRI trials, gener-

ally higher severity of obsessions and compulsions before treatment, as 

well as the presence of counting/ordering and arranging compulsions 

specifically, predicted response to augmentation of SRIs in treatment-

refractory OCD.  

For more information contact Prof Christine Lochner 021 9389179 / 

cl2@sun.ac.za  

mailto:cl2@sun.ac.za


RESEARCH 
The effect of escitalopram on dopamine transporter binding in social anxiety disorder 

Escitalopram (known under various trade names) is an antidepressant of one of the selective serotonin 

reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) classes. It is used in the treatment of depression and some anxiety disorders, 

like social anxiety disorder. Dopamine is a simple chemical that plays a number of important roles in the 

brains and bodies of humans. In the brain, dopamine functions as a neurotransmitter—a chemical re-

leased by nerve cells to send signals to other nerve cells. Dopamine transporter (or DAT) is a membrane 

protein in the brain that removes dopamine from the synaptic cleft and deposits it into surrounding cells, 

thus terminating the signal of the neurotransmitter. Dopamine underlies several aspects of cognition, in-

cluding reward, and DAT facilitates regulation of that signal. There is evidence for decreased dopamine 

functioning in social anxiety disorder (SAD). The role of the SSRI’s in DAT binding is still poorly under-

stood. This study, published in 2012, used a scan technique (single photon emission computed tomogra-

phy (SPECT) to examine DAT binding in SAD patients before and after treatment with escitalopram. 

Our findings were consistent with other studies indicating decreased DAT binding in SAD, and increased 

DAT binding after SSRI administration. Figure 1. The red areas indicate clusters of increased 

DAT binding following escitalopram 

therapy for all subjects, in the left cau-

date (a) and left putamen (b).  

Clusters are thresholded for p<0.05 

(corrected) and superimposed on a 

mean DAT image generated from all 14 

subjects. 

For more information contact Prof 

Christine Lochner 021 9389179 / 

cl2@sun.ac.za or Prof James Warwick 

jw@sun.ac.za.  

 

Skin Picking: a need for several management approaches 

Although skin picking has been documented in the medical literature since the 19th century, only now it 

has been included in DSM-5 as “Excoriation (Skin-Picking) Disorder”. Community prevalence studies sug-

gest that skin picking disorder appears to be as common as many other psychiatric disorders, with report-

ed prevalences ranging from 1.4% to 5.4%. If untreated, skin picking disorder is a chronic illness that 

causes distress and significant functional impairment (e.g. in terms of self image and social relationships) 

and may even lead to life-threatening medical problems. In a paper, published November 2012, the au-

thors combine clinical experience and research findings to highlight the importance of including several 

approaches when diagnosing and treating skin picking disorder and then go on to suggest management 

strategies that can be used. Approaches to treatment may include cognitive-behavioral therapy (including 

habit reversal or acceptance-enhanced behavior therapy) and medication (serotonin reuptake inhibitors 

(SRI’s), N-acetylcysteine, or naltrexone). For more information contact Prof Christine Lochner  

021 9389179 or cl2@sun.ac.za.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Escitalopram#Brand_names
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antidepressant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Selective_serotonin_reuptake_inhibitor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Selective_serotonin_reuptake_inhibitor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neurotransmitter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synaptic_cleft
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dopamine
mailto:cl2@sun.ac.za


The Let’s Talk Campaign 

Pharma Dynamics joined forces with the Mental Health 

Information Centre (MHIC) at Stellenbosch University 

and the Film Industry Leadership Mentorship 

(F.I.L.M.) to get the country talking about mental condi-

tions. This formed part of the 'Let's Talk' social network 

campaign that was launched in 2012 to create aware-

ness regarding mental illness, and to fight the stigma pre-

venting millions from getting treatment. 

Film Industry Leadership Mentorship (F.I.L.M.) pro-

gram is an NGO that aims to provide young people, 

wanting to pursue a career in the film industry, skills train-

ing for the road ahead. In 2013 the students did their an-

nual film project on 'Mental Illness'. The competition 

challenge was to create a short film of 3–5 minutes 

exploring mental health as experienced by thou-

sands of South Africans every day. The films could 

take on the form of a documentary or a short film and the 

aim was to create awareness, understanding and toler-

ance by helping break the silence and the stigma sur-

rounding mental health issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.filmsa.co.za
http://www.filmsa.co.za
http://www.filmsa.co.za
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The Let’s Talk campaign proved to be very successful and was featured on the Expresso 

Show as well as Doctor’s Orders on SABC 3 



PHASA CONFERENCE 
 
 
 
 
During September 2013 the MHIC did a poster 

presentation “The Mental Health Information 

Centre of Southern Africa: narrowing the 

science-to-service-gap” at the Public Health 

Association of South Africa conference which 

was held in Cape Town.  

 

This conference was held in collaboration with 

the African Federation of Public Health Associ-

ations. The theme was ‘Africa’s Public Health 

Legacy - Beyond the MDG’s’. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

To commemorate World Mental Health Day on October 10 the MHIC and the Centre for Stu-

dent Counselling and Development organised a film for students on the Health Sciences campus.  



The Faculty of Health Sciences Annual Academic Year Day gives researchers the opportunity to 

showcase their research findings and expose students and staff to all the various aspects of health sci-

ences. The following members of the MRC/MHIC team presented posters at this event: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Sharain Suliman                  Elsie Breet                         Stefan Du Plessis               JP Fouche 

Academic Year Day 

CONGRATULATIONS 

Prof Christine Lochner was on maternity leave from September 2012 to January 2013.  Her twins Daniël 

and Cara are now 19 months old and are two hands full.  

 

Newcomer to the MHIC/MRC Team 
 

 

Ms Elsie Breet joined the MRC Unit in January 2013 and is a 

research assistant to Professor Lochner. Elsie assists Prof 

Lochner on the OCD and TTM imaging study, amongst others. 

Her academic record consists of a BSc degree in Human Life 

Science, BSc Honours degree in Psychology as well as an 

MSc in Psychology, all obtained from Stellenbosch University. 


