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Benzodiazepines and benzodiazepine receptor agonists (e.g., zaleplon [Sonata], zolpidem
[Ambien]) are widely used to treat anxiety
and insomnia, even though antidepressants are
first-line therapy for anxiety disorders based on
the evidence.1 In this issue of American Family
Physician, Drs. Ramar and Olson review the
management of insomnia and other sleep disorders.2 When benzodiazepines are used to treat
insomnia, the effect wears off after a few weeks,3
and rebound insomnia has been reported with
cessation of the drugs. Although patients report
enhanced sleep with long-term use, there is no
objective evidence to support this. Despite the
lack of evidence of effectiveness, alprazolam
(Xanax), zolpidem, clonazepam (Klonopin),
and lorazepam (Ativan) were the number 1, 2,
6, and 7 most prescribed psychotropics in the
United States in 2009, respectively. Approximately 150 million prescriptions for benzodiazepine agonists were issued that year.4
Although zaleplon and zolpidem are often
described as nonbenzodiazepines, they are
chemically similar and both act on benzodiazepine receptors. These drugs are specific for
the benzodiazepine 1 receptor. Because of the
short half-life (two hours or less), withdrawal
after discontinuing these drugs does not occur
unless they are abused or taken in high doses
for an extended period. As with other potentially addictive drugs, benzodiazepines activate dopamine in mesolimbic projections.5
Benzodiazepines can become street drugs
obtained from drug dealers or by prescription sharing. According to the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related
Conditions, which included 35,000 participants, benzodiazepine prescriptions were

associated with nonmedical use (odds ratio
= 1.9) and development of benzodiazepine
abuse or dependence (odds ratio = 2.6).
These results were not associated with an
anxiety disorder diagnosis, severity of anxiety disorder, or co-occurring drug use.6
Many of the 4 million daily benzodiazepine
users in the United States meet the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
4th ed., criteria for substance dependence.7
Outpatients on long-term benzodiazepine
therapy have the potential for a protracted,
uncomfortable withdrawal syndrome that
can last for months. Withdrawal symptoms
are possible after only one month of daily use.
In addition to abuse and dependence,
other major risks associated with benzodiazepine use include the following:
• Cognitive impairment. Benzodiazepines cause acute adverse effects: drowsiness, increased reaction time, ataxia, motor
incoordination, and anterograde amnesia.
Additionally, a meta-analysis of studies looking at withdrawal from an average of 17 mg
per day of diazepam (Valium) found that
long-term use led to substantial cognitive
decline that did not resolve three months
after discontinuation.8
• Motor vehicle crashes. The risk of driving
while on benzodiazepines is about the same as
the risk of driving with a blood alcohol level
between 0.050% and 0.079% (an alcohol level
greater than 0.08% is illegal in all states).9
• Hip fracture. Benzodiazepines increase
the risk of hip fracture in older persons by
at least 50%.9 In a study of 43,343 persons,
zolpidem increased the risk of hip fracture
by 2.55 times in those older than 65 years.10
In summary, it is unclear where longterm benzodiazepine use fits into current
medical practice. Many patients underestimate the degree of impairment caused by
benzodiazepines.8 Benzodiazepines increase
the risk of addiction, withdrawal, cognitive
decline, motor vehicle crashes, and hip fracture. The risk of overdose is particularly great
when combined with sedative drugs such
as opioids or alcohol. For these reasons, if
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used, benzodiazepines generally should not
be prescribed continuously for more than
one month. There are effective alternatives.
Psychotherapy and antidepressants are the
treatments of choice for anxiety disorders.
Short-term medications that can be used for
anxiety without risk of addiction include propranolol, anticonvulsants, or major tranquilizers. Finally, insomnia can be treated with
trazodone, doxepin, or ramelteon (Rozerem)
without risk of rebound insomnia.

2. Ramar K, Olson EJ. Management of common sleep
disorders. Am Fam Physician. 2013;88(4):231-238.
3. Touitou Y. Sleep disorders and hypnotic agents. Ann
Pharm Fr. 2007;65(4):230-238.
4. Greenblatt DJ, et al. Psychotropic drug prescribing in the
United States. J Clin Psychopharmacol. 2011;31(1):1-3.
5. Tan KR, et al. Hooked on benzodiazepines. Trends Neurosci. 2011;34(4):188-197.
6. Fenton MC, et al. The role of a prescription in anxiety
medication use, abuse, and dependence. Am J Psychiatry. 2010;167(10):1247-1253.
7. Ashton H. The diagnosis and management of benzodiazepine dependence. Curr Opin Psychiatry.
2005;18(3):249-255.

Address correspondence to Brian Johnson, MD, at
johnsonb@upstate.edu. Reprints are not available from
the authors.

8. Stewart SA. The effects of benzodiazepines on cognition. J Clin Psychiatry. 2005;66(suppl 2):9-13.

Author disclosure: No relevant financial affiliations.

9. Movig KL, et al. Psychoactive substance use and
the risk of motor vehicle accidents. Accid Anal Prev.
2004;36(4):631-636.

REFERENCES
1. Ravindran LN, et al. The pharmacologic treatment of
anxiety disorders. J Clin Psychiatry. 2010;71(7):839-854.

226 American Family Physician

www.aafp.org/afp

10. Finkle WD, et al. Risk of fractures requiring hospitalization after an initial prescription for zolpidem, alprazolam, lorazepam, or diazepam in older adults. J Am
Geriatr Soc. 2011;59(10):1883-1890. ■

Volume 88, Number 4

◆

August 15, 2013

