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Learning Objectives
• Participants will be able to identify types of benzodiazepines and the 

reasons they are prescribed. 
• Participants will learn about the risks associated with benzodiazepines 

and sleep medications. 
• Participants will be provided guidance in assisting patients/clients who 

are working with a benzodiazepine prescriber. 
• Participants will learn what are the symptoms of benzodiazepine 

withdrawal and techniques in how to counsel people experiencing 
withdrawal.



What are benzodiazepines or 
benzodiazepine receptor agonist (BzRAs)?



Benzodiazepines also called tranquilizers or anxiolytics, 
are Schedule IV FDA-approved drugs.   

In general, they are used for anxiety, panic, insomnia, 
seizures, muscle relaxants, alcohol withdrawal, and as 
premedicants for surgery.  





The first benzodiazepine chlordiazepoxide 
(Librium) 1960



Then diazepam (Valium)1963





The advent of faster acting, shorter half 
life benzos like alprazolam (Xanax) 1981





List of Common Benzodiazepines
Drug Name Brand Name Onset Elimination Effect

Alprazolam Xanax 1-2 hours 6-12 hours anxiolytic

Chlordiazepoxide Librium 1.5-4 hours 5-30 hours anxiolytic

Clonazepam Klonopin 1-4 hours 18-50 hours anxiolytic, 
anticonvulsant

Diazepam Valium 1-2 hours 18-50 hours anxiolytic, 
anticonvulsant 
muscle relaxant

Lorazepam Ativan 2-4 hours 10-20 hours anxiolytic 
anticonvulsant



Z Drugs (Zzzzzz) ”sleeping pills” 
Drug name Brand Name Elimination Effect

Eszopiclone Lunesta 45 + minutes 6 hours hypnotic

Zaleplon Sonata 45 + minutes 1 hour hypnotic

Zolpidem Ambien 30 + minutes 2.6 hours hypnotic

Zopiclone* Imovane 60 + minutes 4-6 hours hypnotic

*not sold in US





How Benzodiazepines and BzRAs work 
in the Brain 



Benzos boost the effects of gamma-aminobutyric acid “GABA” in the brain which is an inhibitory 
neurotransmitter.   
They work to calm or sedate a person, by raising the level of GABA.



Benzodiazepines are effective because 
they provide:



RELIEF



•Help “treat” anxiety 
•Help withdraw from: alcohol,opioids, heroin 
•Help “treat” insomnia and sleep disorders 
•Help reduce withdrawal symptoms from other 
BzRAs 

  





Benzodiazepines appear to cause an overall increase in 
the risk of  attempting or completing suicide. Possible 
mechanisms of  prosuicidal effects may include increases 
in impulsivity or aggression, rebound or withdrawal 
symptoms, and toxicity in overdose. Dodds TJ. Prescribed Benzodiazepines and Suicide Risk: A 
Review of the Literature. Prim Care Companion CNS Disord. 2017 Mar 2;19(2). doi: 10.4088/PCC.16r02037. PMID: 28257172.



“Addiction” or “Dependence”?

• Iatrogenic harm



Opioids and BzRAs

•More than 30% of opioid overdoses include 
benzodiazepines. 

April 9, 2020
Alcohol or Benzodiazepine Co-involvement With Opioid Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999-2017
Marco E. Tori, MD1; Marc R. Larochelle, MD, MPH2; Timothy S. Naimi, MD, MPH3,4

Author Affiliations Article Information
JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(4):e202361

https://jamanetwork.com/searchresults?author=Marco+E.+Tori&q=Marco+E.+Tori
https://jamanetwork.com/searchresults?author=Marc+R.+Larochelle&q=Marc+R.+Larochelle
https://jamanetwork.com/searchresults?author=Timothy+S.+Naimi&q=Timothy+S.+Naimi




Benzodiazepine Use Is a Public Health Problem  
                    and a Women’s Problem

Overdose mortality rate involving benzodiazepines 
for women between the ages of 30 and 64 
increased by 830 percent between 1996 and 
2017. (CDC 2019)   VanHouten JP, Rudd RA, Ballesteros MF, Mack KA. Drug Overdose Deaths Among Women Aged 30–64 Years — United 
States, 1999–2017. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2019;68:1–5. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6801a1 
external icon 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6801a1
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6801a1


The 2020 Pandemic



Express Scripts:  
America’s State of Mind Report April 2020

% in change in 
prescriptions 
filled per week 
for mental 
health 
medications 

By select 
weeks from 
Jan 19, 2020 to 
March 15, 2020



Benzodiazepines Death Rates 
Since Start of the Pandemic 

• April–June 2020 illicit benzodiazepine deaths increased 
519.6% from the same period the prior year.  

• Fatal overdoses from prescription benzodiazepines 
alone rose 22%.         

• Stephen Liu, PhD and colleagues at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention CDC, August 2021 



Benzodiazepine Use Disorder and other 
Drugs in the Pandemic

• During COVID lock down of January to June 2020, 92.7% of 
benzodiazepine-involved deaths also involved opioids, and 
66.7% involved illicitly manufactured fentanyl’s.   

• Trends in Nonfatal and Fatal Overdoses Involving benzodiazepines Morbidty Mortality Weekly Report MMWR 2021



Potential risks of long term use of 
benzodiazepines and Z drugs
•Memory degradation 
• Cognitive impairment 
• POTS (POTS; Postural tachycardia syndrome; Chronic 
orthostatic intolerance) 
• Immune problems including pneumonia 



Suicide Risk and BzRAs

• Among veterans - benzodiazepine users had higher rates 
of  health care utilization and were more likely to attempt 
and complete suicide than patients without benzodiazepine 
exposure.  There is empirical evidence against the use of  
benzodiazepines in veterans with PTSD.  

   (Physicians Postgraduate Press, Inc. 2018) 



Discontnuing Benzodiazepines

• According to the American Psychiatric Association’s 
Benzodiazepine Task Force on Benzodiazepine 
Dependence, Toxicity, and Abuse 40-80% of patients 
experience withdrawal.  (1991)

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1987812
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1987812
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1987812
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1987812


DSM-5 Sedative, Hypnotic, or Anxiolytic 
Withdrawal
Cessation or reduction with 2 or more symptoms that develop 
within several hours to a few days after cessation 
• Sweating 
• Pulse rate greater than 100bpm 
• Hand tremors 
• Insomnia 
• Nausea or vomiting 
• Transient visual, tactile or auditory hallucinations or illusions 
• Psychomotor agitation 
• Anxiety 
• Grand mal seizures (may occur in as many as 20%-30% of 

individuals undergoing untreated withdrawal – (DSM-5 p.558)







Why People Stop Taking Benzodiazepines: 

•Interdose Withdrawal 
•Tolerance 
•Kindling 
•Dependence



Interdose withdrawal
Withdrawal symptoms emerge in between scheduled 
doses of a patient’s benzodiazepine.  

Interdose withdrawal is a red flag that physical 
dependence is developing or has already developed.  

Interdose withdrawal is likely if the individual is taking a 
short half-life drug and dosing only once a day. 

Do Not Cold Turkey



Tolerance

•With long term use, benzodiazepines lose the ability to 
increase the effect of GABA, resulting in the need to take 
higher doses to achieve the similar effect.  

• (Heather Ashton, “Anything for a Quiet Life?” 2016)

Do Not Cold Turkey



Kindling

• “Kindling” refers to a neurological condition which 
occurs with repeated withdrawals from sedative-
hypnotic drugs like benzodiazepines.  
•With each cessation attempt, individuals are at a 
higher risk for experiencing more severe withdrawal 
symptoms—up to and including seizures, psychosis and/
or death.              (Benzodiazepine Information Coalition)

Do Not Cold Turkey



Dependence 
• Dependence develops in approximately half of patients 
who use benzodiazepines for longer than 1 month with 
increased risk based on the drug’s: 

   Shorter half life  
   Higher doses 
   Longer Use  

• (de Las Cuevas 2003 – from Stephen Wright)



Benzodiazepine Withdrawal is A Public 
Health Problem
• Loss of income 
• Overuse of medical resources for diagnosis reasons 
• Overuse of emergency rooms 
• Severe strain on family and other supports 
• Suicidality 
• Injuries





Recommended Duration of Use
• Benzodiazepines should be restricted to short-term 
use during crises that are disabling and severe resulting 
in significant distress or problems in social functioning.   

• DOH, Ireland Benzodiazepines Good Practice Guidelines for Clinicians (2002) 

• The recommended treatment duration is 2-4 weeks to 
reduce risks of dependence and tolerance.   

• (College of Psychiatry of Ireland A consensus Statement on the Use of Benzodiazepines in Specialist Mental Health Services 
(2012)



FDA Box Warning  
09-23-2020  FDA Drug Safety Communication

“Physical dependence can occur when benzodiazepines are 
taken steadily for several days to weeks, even as prescribed. 
Stopping them abruptly or reducing the dosage too quickly can 
result in withdrawal reactions, including seizures, which can be 
life-threatening.”

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/drug-safety-and-availability/fda-requiring-boxed-warning-updated-improve-safe-use-
benzodiazepine-drug-class



“Deprescribing”



How Your Client/Patient Should Talk to Their 
Prescriber About Tapering a Benzodiazpine
Client/Patient should be prepared to:   
Have a back up plan in case their prescriber is not cooperative. 
Ask their prescriber if they will refill their prescription for the 
duration of their taper - however long. 
Ask their prescriber if they are willing to transition to longer acting 
diazepam(Valium). 
Rehearse what they want to say to their prescriber using “we” 
language. 
Show the prescriber the updated FDA blackbox warning for Xanax and 
Ativan. 
Research taper plans in advance. 
Bring a supportive friend or family member to discuss tapering with 
the prescriber.



PRESCRIBERS SHOULD ALWAYS  
FORMULATE AN EXIT PLAN WITH 
THEIR PATIENT WHEN WRITING A 
BzRA SCRIPT!!!!!! 





Why Avoid Cold Turkey?

• To prevent death and suicide 
• To prevent, seizures, convulsions 
• To prevent delirium tremens (DTs) 
• To prevent catatonia 
• To prevent hallucinations (rare) 
• To prevent psychosis 
• To prevent Protracted Withdrawal Syndrome



General Timeline



Why Not Rehabs? 

“There are no rehabs in the United States utilizing 
slow, safe cessation methods for benzodiazepines. 
The current trend with rehabs are abrupt withdrawal 
and sending very sick patients home alone in a state of 
distress, psychosis or suicidality.” 
Benzodiazepine Information Coalition 



Every Person Involved with the Client/
Patient Must Accept:
• The decision to taper off a medication belongs to the 

individual and should never be forced by anyone. 
• If physical symptoms cannot be accounted for by a medical 

diagnosis(es), a benzodiazepine may be the cause. 
• The client/patient is likely to be taking other medications 

making it more difficult for them to determine cause of 
symptoms. 
• The client/patient may not be ready to scrutinize their use of 

benzodiazepine.   
• The client/patient may not be prepared to taper or may never 

want to - especially if they had already a negative attempt 
experience. 





“I told her once I wasn’t good at anything       
She told me survival is a talent.”   
― Susanna Kaysen, Girl, Interrupted

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/926090




Number One Rule of the 
Clinical School of Hand Holding 

Avoid Being Responsible for 
Anyone’s Taper Plan



“Dont’s” for the Behavioral Healthcare 
Worker
• Don’t diagnose formally or even informally the client/
patient until they are markedly improved from their 
withdrawal or have completed it. 
• Don’t suggest that their fears may be imagined and can 
be overcome with willpower or more self-discipline. 
• Don’t suggest they should feel better by now or at some 
other arbitrary time. 
• Don’t encourage or discourage “holding”their dose. 
• Don’t encourage or discourage “jumping” off their taper.



Non drug Alternatives 
• Exposure therapy  
• CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) 
• DBT (Dialectical Behavioral Therapy) 
• Multimodal Therapy 
• Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) 
• Psychotherapy 
• EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization Reprocessing)



• To complain to FDA https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/SCRIPTS/MEDWATCH/
INDEX.CFM?ACTION=REPORTING.HOME 

• FDA requiring Boxed Warning updated in 2020 to improve safe use of 
benzodiazepine drug class 

Includes potential for abuse, addiction, and other serious risks 

 

https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/SCRIPTS/MEDWATCH/INDEX.CFM?ACTION=REPORTING.HOME
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/SCRIPTS/MEDWATCH/INDEX.CFM?ACTION=REPORTING.HOME


Peer Support Resources for those 
withdrawing from BzRAs
• Benzobuddies.org  http://www.benzobuddies.org 
• http://www.beatingbenzos.com 
• Beating Benzos Facebook Page https://www.facebook.com/groups/

Beatingbenzos 
• https://www.benzoinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/

Benzodiazepine-Informed-Consent.pdf 
• https://easinganxiety.com/blog/suicide-prevention-veterans-crisis-

line/ 
• The Alliance for Benzos Best Practices https://benzoreform.org lists 

benzo support groups worldwide 
• Benzodiazepine Information Coalition https://www.benzoinfo.com/

resources/#support 
• https://www.reddit.com/r/benzorecovery/

http://www.beatingbenzos.com/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/Beatingbenzos
https://www.facebook.com/groups/Beatingbenzos
https://www.benzoinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Benzodiazepine-Informed-Consent.pdf
https://www.benzoinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Benzodiazepine-Informed-Consent.pdf
https://easinganxiety.com/blog/suicide-prevention-veterans-crisis-line/
https://easinganxiety.com/blog/suicide-prevention-veterans-crisis-line/
https://benzoreform.org/
https://www.benzoinfo.com/resources/#support
https://www.benzoinfo.com/resources/#support
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• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) 
• To lodge a complaint about benzo side effects:https://

www.accessdata.fda.gov/SCRIPTS/MEDWATCH/INDEX.CFM?
ACTION=REPORTING.HOME

https://www.madinamerica.com/2016/03/bridging-the-benzo-divide-iatrogenic-dependence-andor-addiction
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More Resources
The Benzodiazepine Medical Disastor by Shane Kelly 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MVoFlGR7Lhs  
https://www.asprescribedfilm.com  (in post production) 
https://medicatingnormal.com -  requires tickets for streaming 
Podcasts from Easing Anxiety website 
https://easinganxiety.com/blog/category/podcast/ 
Apps for health: https://www.curablehealth.com (introductory 
free) 
Apps for anxiety https://www.gundersenhealth.org/health-
wellness/be-well/feeling-anxious-10-free-apps-to-help-you-cope/ 
Calm the Amygdala 
https://thepositivehabit.com/calm-your-amygdala/

https://www.asprescribedfilm.com/
https://www.asprescribedfilm.com/
https://www.asprescribedfilm.com/
https://medicatingnormal.com/
https://easinganxiety.com/blog/category/podcast/
https://www.curablehealth.com/
https://www.gundersenhealth.org/health-wellness/be-well/feeling-anxious-10-free-apps-to-help-you-cope/
https://www.gundersenhealth.org/health-wellness/be-well/feeling-anxious-10-free-apps-to-help-you-cope/


More Resources

• Mad in America madinamerica.com 
• Curable curablehealth.com 
• https://withdrawal.theinnercompass.org/coping/withdrawal-

induced-akathisia-quick-tips



Film, Media, Social Media, Podcasts 
cont.

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255). 

• Lisa Ling delves into the world of benzodiazepine use and uncovers the troubling 
threat these drugs pose when used long term, and the challenges facing patients 
who try to quit. This Is Life with Lisa Ling "The Benzo Crisis"  

• https://www.cnn.com/videos/health/2019/10/02/this-is-life-with-lisa-ling-
epi-2-clip-1.cnn 

• Why is benzo so bad?, April, 2020 Youtube Benzo Brain interview with Robert B. 
Raffa, PhD 

https://www.cnn.com/videos/health/2019/10/02/this-is-life-with-lisa-ling-epi-2-clip-1.cnn
https://www.cnn.com/videos/health/2019/10/02/this-is-life-with-lisa-ling-epi-2-clip-1.cnn


Emily J Cook, LCSW
• cookemjo@gmail.com

mailto:cookemjo@gmail.com


What a drag it is getting old 
‘Kids are different today,’ I hear ev'ry mother say 
Mother needs something today to calm her down 
And though she’s not really ill 
There's a little yellow pill 
She goes running for the shelter of a mother’s 
little helper.


