
Alcohol withdrawal in the primary care setting – Patient handout  

Why do I need to plan a withdrawal? 
• If you drink alcohol regularly your brain gets used to the relaxing effects. When you stop drinking the opposite occurs, your 

brain has a ‘hyper-excitable’ response, in severe cases this can lead to seizures, delirium tremens (the DTs) or even death 

• The first two days are typically when the most severe withdrawal symptoms occur. Diazepam is the medication that helps 
calm the brain, preventing seizures and the DTs and improves the withdrawal symptoms 

• A person may be safe to withdraw at home if they have no other major health issues including seizures, mild to moderate 
alcohol intake and no other substance use. Your doctor will review you during and after the withdrawal to ensure safety 

What do I need for a withdrawal? 
 A support person to help you with 

medications, withdrawal symptoms and 
seeking urgent medical attention if needed  

 A safe place to stay during the withdrawal 

 A pharmacist to dispense the diazepam  

 Two weeks of thiamine prior to your 
withdrawal and thiamine three times a day 
during withdrawal 

Withdrawal symptoms you might feel over the 
next week are: 

• Anxiety or stress, a racing heart, tremulous 
hands, high blood pressure, nausea, 
vomiting, reflux, difficulty sleeping and 
raised temperature  

• These symptoms will peak in the first 2-3 
days and improve over the rest of the week. 
This time is also when you are at the highest 
risk of seizures 

• The DTs can occur from day 4 if the 
withdrawal has not been well controlled  

• Do your CIWA/AWS score at breakfast, 
lunch, dinner and before bed (visual review 
by support person more frequently? 4hours 
inc overnight?) 

• Take the diazepam regularly as per the 
‘Diazepam regular schedule’ chart 

Self care:  

• Drink at least 2L water per day 

• Eating small light meals that are protein rich 
• Use strategies for cravings  
• Use relaxation techniques  
• Keep your environment calm and soothing 

to you 
Emergencies:  

• If you have any seizures, confusion, feeling 
more anxious and irritated, start seeing 
things or hearing things that aren’t there 
you need to seek urgent medical attention, 
call 000 and attend the emergency 
department 

• Call Lifeline if any self harm or suicidal 
thoughts on 131114 (24/7)  

• Patient state based Clinical Advisory Service 
number: ……….  

• Family Drug Support (FDS) - 1300 368 186 (24/7)  
 

Diazepam regular schedule 
Day 1 

• Take ________ of diazepam ________ times per day  

• Review with your doctor 

• See the practice nurse first to assess the withdrawal 

• It is important to take the diazepam as directed, if the symptoms 
are getting worse you may need extra diazepam to control them 
(see below) 

Day 2 

• Take ________ of diazepam ________ times per day  

• Take the diazepam as directed, if the symptoms are getting 
worse you may need extra diazepam (see below)  

Day 3 

• Take ________ of diazepam ________ times per day  

• Review with your doctor. See the practice nurse first to assess 
the withdrawal 

• Take the diazepam as directed, if the symptoms are getting 
worse you may need extra diazepam (see below) 

Day 4 

• Take ________ of diazepam ________ times per day  

• Take the diazepam as directed, if the symptoms are getting 
worse you may need extra diazepam (see below) 

Day 5 

• Take ________ of diazepam ________ times per day  

• Take the diazepam as directed, if the symptoms are getting 
worse you may need extra diazepam (see below) 

• Review with your doctor. See the practice nurse first to assess 
the withdrawal 

Day 6 

• Cease diazepam and commence naltrexone daily, or 
acamprosate 2 tablets three times per day as per your GP 

If you take the diazepam and one hour later your CIWA or AWS score is: 

• ‘moderate’ then you should take an extra  ________ of diazepam or, 

• ‘severe’ then you should take an extra  ________ of diazepam 
instead 

Call the practice and ask to speak to the nurse if you have any 
concerns or questions on ______________ 
Other medications in addition to diazepam:  

• Metoclopramide 10mg three times per day for nausea 

• Paracetamol or ibuprofen for pain (avoid in liver 
disease/reflux/bleeding) 

• Loperamide for diarrhoea – 2mg after each loose stool (<8/day) 



 

 



 

 

 


