
A sedative (also referred to as a tranquilizer) reduces irritability, anxiety or agitation and thus induces relaxation and sedation. Hypnotics (also known as soporifics) function to induce sleep, and are used to treat insomnia and in surgical anesthesia. Benzodiazepines are the most commonly used sedative hypnotics. Benzodiazepines have a high abuse liability, and are usually prescribed in small amounts for a short period of time, largely due to risks associated with dependence, tolerance, and withdrawal. In addition, long acting benzodiazepines are preferred over short-acting because their abuse liability is slightly lower. 

Sedative hypnotics and alcohol impact GABA, as well as other neurotransmitter systems. Ethanol is the active element in alcohol, and ethanol concentrations vary widely accordingly to alcohol type. Ethanol is metabolized into acetyl CoA, which can be used for energy or biosynthesis. This makes alcohol unique, as none of the other medications covered in this course are also classified as food, with calories and energy conversions. Malnutrition can be a problem with alcohol dependence, as the ethanol calories come to substitute for calories from food. 

Similar to benzodiazepines, alcohol has a high abuse liability, and produces tolerance, dependence and withdrawal. Both alcohol and benzodiazepine withdrawal can lead to seizures and death. Detoxification from each can require careful monitoring by medical professionals, as well as pharmacological interventions to prevent or minimize withdrawal symptoms.


