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Research Question 

What are the evidence-based guidelines regarding the use of benzodiazepines and 

benzodiazepine-related drugs for the treatment of adults with mental health conditions or 

sleep disorders? 

Key Findings 

Nine evidence-based guidelines were identified regarding the use of benzodiazepines and 

benzodiazepine-related drugs for the treatment of adults with mental health conditions or 

sleep disorders. 

Methods 

A limited literature search was conducted by an information specialist on key resources 

including Medline, Embase, PsycINFO, the Cochrane Library, the University of York Centre 

for Reviews and Dissemination (CRD) databases, the websites of Canadian and major 

international health technology agencies, as well as a focused Internet search. The search 

strategy was comprised of both controlled vocabulary, such as the National Library of 

Medicine’s MeSH (Medical Subject Headings), and keywords. The main search concept 

was Benzodiazepines and related drugs. A search filter was applied to limit retrieval to 

guidelines. Where possible, retrieval was limited to the human population. The search was 

also limited to English language documents published between January 01, 2014 and 

August 13, 2019. 

Selection Criteria 

One reviewer screened citations and selected studies based on the inclusion criteria 

presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Selection Criteria 

Population Adults with mental health conditions (e.g., anxiety, panic disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder, 
alcohol withdrawal, substance use disorders) or sleep disorders (e.g., insomnia) 

Intervention Benzodiazepines (e.g., alprazolam, clobazam, diazepam, triazolam) and benzodiazepine-related drugs 
(i.e., Z-drugs [e.g., zopiclone, zolpidem, zaleplon, eszopiclone])   

Comparator No comparator 

Outcomes Evidence-based guidelines  

Study Designs Evidence-based guidelines 
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Results 

Rapid Response reports are organized so that the higher quality evidence is presented first. 

Normally, health technology assessment reports, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses 

are presented first; however, in reports where guidelines are primarily sought, the 

aforementioned evidence types are presented in the appendix. 

Nine evidence-based guidelines1-9 were identified regarding the use of benzodiazepines 

and benzodiazepine-related drugs for the treatment of adults with mental health conditions 

or sleep disorders. 

Additional references of potential interest are provided in the appendix. 

Overall Summary of Findings 

Table 2 summarizes the relevant recommendations from seven identified guidelines2-7,9 for 

the treatment of mental health condition or sleep disorder in adults. Two of the identified 

guidelines1,8 did not provide recommendations; hence, they were not summarized in the 

table.   

Table 2: Evidence-Based Guidelines for the Use of Benzodiazepines and Benzodiazepine-
Related Drugs in the Treatment of Mental Health Conditions or Sleep Disorders in Adults 

Indication Recommendations 

Insomnia  Short-acting benzodiazepines and Z-drugs are effective for insomnia.9 

 Caution should be used for benzodiazepines and Z-drugs: intermittent use to decrease 
tolerance/dependence risk,9 use the lowest possible dose,9 short-term use for not more than 4 
weeks.7,9 

 Elderly adults (≥ 65 years): recommend deprescribing (tapering slowly) of benzodiazepines 
and Z-drugs regardless of duration of use.5 

 Adults aged 18 to 64: recommend deprescribing of benzodiazepines and Z-drugs if used for 
more than 4 weeks.5 Deprescribing recommendations only apply to primary insomnia, or 
comorbid insomnia where comorbidities are well-controlled.5 

GAD and panic 
disorder 

 Benzodiazepines should only be used on a short-term basis in the treatment of GAD during 
crises2 or in severe/treatment-resistant patients.9 

 Benzodiazepines should not be used in the treatment of panic disorders.2 

Alcohol-use 
disorders 

 Consider using benzodiazepines to treat acute alcohol withdrawal symptoms.6  

 Consider using quick-acting benzodiazepines (e.g., lorazepam) to decrease the risk of further 
seizures associated with alcohol withdrawal.6 

 Benzodiazepines (e.g., diazepam, oxazepam) are the drugs of choice in treating acute alcohol 
withdrawal (including alcohol withdrawal delirium), but to a maximum of 7 days.9 

PTSD  Benzodiazepines should not be used to prevent PTSD.3 

Depression  In patients that develop side effects during antidepressant initiation, consider short-term (i.e., 
no more than 2 weeks) concomitant treatment with a benzodiazepine if anxiety, agitation 
and/or insomnia are problematic (except in patients with chronic symptoms of anxiety).4 

Acute mania 
(bipolar disorder) 

 Consider using a benzodiazepine concomitantly to calm or sedate patients during manic 
episodes until a mood stabilizer takes effect.9 

GAD = generalized anxiety disorder; PTSD = post-traumatic stress disorder 
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