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# 1.2 Chlordiazepoxide drug of choice for medication-
assisted alcohol withdrawal

s Findings The American Society of Addiction Medicine has
produced guidelines on managing alcohol withdrawal based on a
literature review and meta-analysis (> Glossary). This did not cover
patients already demonstrating delirium or seizures.

The strongest finding was that during the three to five days of
alcohol withdrawal, benzodiazepines ameliorate symptoms and
prevent delirium and seizures. Long-acting varieties are most
effective; evidence is strongest for chlordiazepoxide (Librium). As
well as being less safe, non-benzodiazepine drugs are less effective
or unproven against delirium or seizures. Medicating only when
symptoms exceed a threshold is as effective as a fixed-dose
schedule, shortens treatment, and in one study required doses less
than a quarter as large.

» In context This study's focus is on the pharmacological
management of withdrawal and, with respect to the choice of drug to
manage symptoms, its conclusions are convincing and widely
accepted. However, this is just one aspect of managing withdrawal
and the medical sequelae of alcohol dependence, which in the
severest cases can be life-threatening. Other crucial elements, such
as vitamin therapy and nutrition, are barely mentioned. Drug-free
reassurance is also effective for many, probably by curbing anxiety
and expectations about symptoms, though monitoring is essential as
there is no reliable way to predict withdrawal severity.

» Practice implications These relate only to the implications of this
study for the prescribing of drugs to manage withdrawal symptoms
rather than to the complete management of withdrawal from alcohol,
which should be conducted under experienced medical supervision
drawing on accepted practice guides, some of which

X Nuggets 1.1
are listed under Secondary sources.

S)NIT

Each patient should be treated individually. Patients should be
monitored (initially several times a day) by medically qualified staff.
Ideally these will be trained to assess withdrawal severity and to
initiate or titrate medication in response to symptoms, using a scale
such as the CIWA-Ar (copy free from Detoxification from alcohol and
other drugs » Secondary sources). Moderate scores or a history of
severe withdrawals indicate medication; chlordiazepoxide is usually
the best and safest option. In the absence of staff able to titrate the
dose, a fixed schedule (supplemented if need be) is effective but will
entail considerable over-medication of some patients and
unnecessary expenditure of resources.
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We are grateful to Dr Peter Abraham of the Medlical Council on Alcoholism for his
contribution to this entry.
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