
Information for 
People Taking 

Sleeping Tablets, 
Benzodiazepines 

and “Z” Drugs 

 
Further sources of  
help and advice  

Alternatives to  benzodiazepines 
and “Z” drugs 

Benzodiazepines offer short term relief of problems 
and your doctor may only prescribe these drugs for a 
short period of time to help you cope while your  
symptoms are severe. If you experience ongoing 
problems, it makes sense to start thinking about other 
ways of coping. You may consider: 

• Regular exercise 

• Listening to music 

• Learning relaxation techniques 

• Herbal alternatives  

• Follow the ‘Good sleep Guide’ available from 
your GP Surgery or Community Pharmacy 

 

These drugs cause drowsiness which may      
continue the next day. If affected do not drive 
or operate machinery. Avoid alcoholic drink. 

Your local doctor or practice nurse will usually be 
able to advise on self-help groups in your area. Advice 
is also available from your community pharmacist. 
 
Community Addiction Teams also provide help and 
support. You can contact them via your GP or     
directly. 
Belfast Area 
One Point of Access 
Woodstock Lodge 
1-15 Woodstock Link 
Belfast BT6 8DD 
Tel: 028 9073 7547 

North Down and Ards Area 
3 Church Street 
Newtownards 
Tel :028 9151 2159 
 

 
Lisburn Area 
TSL House 
Lisburn 
Tel: 02809266 8607 

Down Area 
Shimna House 
Ward 15 Downshire Hospital 
Ardglass Road 
Downpatrick 
Tel:028 4461 3311 

Voluntary Organisations  

Dunlewey Substance      
Advice Centre 
226 Stewartstown Road 
BELFAST  
BT17 0LB 
Tel: 028 9061 1162 

NICAS (Northern Ireland 
Community Addiction  
Service) 
40 Elmwood Avenue 
BELFAST 
BT9 6AZ 
Tel: 028 9066 4434 

FASA (Forum for Action on 
Substance Abuse) 
178-180 Shankill Road 
Belfast 
BT13 2BH 
Tel: 028 9080 3040 

Carlisle House (Substance 
misuse residential  
treatment centre ) 
Helpline:028 9032 8308 
Email: carlisle-
house@pcibsw.org  
www.carlislehouse.org 

Prepared by: EHSSB Prescribing Team and Belfast and South East 
Trusts’ Community Addiction Teams.  February 2009 



Benzodiazepines are a group of medicines which are 
often used to treat anxiety e.g. diazepam, or used as 
sleeping tablets e.g. temazepam or nitrazepam. The 
“Z” drugs (zopiclone, zolpidem and zaleplon) are 
other sleeping tablets that are similar to                
benzodiazepines in how they work. 

These medicines are usually very good at easing the 
symptoms of anxiety or aiding sleep and are         
meant for short-term use i.e. 2-4 weeks. You should 
only take these medicines if your doctor has          
prescribed them for you—do not take medicines   
intended for other people. Illegal versions of these 
are also available via the internet or on ”the street”. 
Common street names    include:    Valium, vallies, 
diazzies, blues, yellows, sleepers, benzos, Mogadon, 
temazzies,    fives, tens, wee yellow men, downers. 
The quality of these is unknown and you should not 
buy or take these. 

What are benzodiazepines and 
“Z” drugs and what are they 
used for?  

What happens if you take a     
benzodiazepine or “Z” drug for 
longer than 4 weeks? 

You can usually stop taking one of these medicines 
without any problems if you only take them for 2-4 
weeks. Longer use may cause problems such as    
tolerance and/or dependence. 

Tolerance 
If you take a benzodiazepine or “Z” drug regularly,  
after a few weeks the body and brain become used to 
it and the drug gradually loses its effect. You then 
need a higher dose for it to work in the same way. In 
time, the higher dose will not work and you will need 
an even higher dose. This effect is called tolerance.   

  Because of “tolerance”, the tablets may not help your 
original sleeping or anxiety problem if you take them for 
a long time. 

Dependence   
There is a good chance that if you take a                   
benzodiazepine or “Z” drug for more than 4 weeks you 
will become dependent on them. This means that    
withdrawal symptoms can occur if the tablets are 
stopped suddenly and these may include: 

• anxiety 
• panic attacks 
• odd sensations 
• feelings of unreality 
• feeling awful 
• hearing and  
         visual disturbance 

• inability to sleep 
• sweating  
• headache 
• tremor  
• feeling sick  
• palpitations 
• muscle spasms 

You may end up taking more medication to prevent 
withdrawal symptoms. 

Benefits of stopping                 
benzodiazepines or “Z” drugs 

Stopping these medicines can have many benefits for 
your health including:  

• Improved memory and reaction times    
• Higher levels of alertness and enjoyment of               

 life 
• More energy and ability to do things 

Stopping benzodiazepines or “Z” 
drugs 

It is best to talk to your doctor or pharmacist about 
how to come off benzodiazepines or “Z” drugs. Some 
people can stop taking them without any difficulty. 
However, to keep withdrawal effects to a minimum, it 
is often best to reduce the dose gradually over a    
number of weeks or months before finally stopping.  

Withdrawal symptoms may last for just a few days, 
but in some people can last for many weeks.     
Symptoms may not start for up to 2 days after      
stopping your tablets and tend to be worse in the first 
week or so.  Some people experience minor lingering 
symptoms for several months.  

Practical Advice when you are 
coming off benzodiazepines or 
“Z” drugs 

• You may have disturbed sleep when you are       
coming off the tablets. Try to anticipate and accept 
this 

• Consider telling friends and family that you are     
stopping the tablets. They may give you                
encouragement and support 

• Consider joining a local self-help group. Advice and 
support from other people in similar circumstances 
can be very helpful 

• Avoid taking extra tablets in times of stress 
• Do not make up for the lack of tablets by drinking 

alcohol, taking other drugs (prescription,              
non-prescription or illicit) or smoking 

 


