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Alprazolam (Xanax®)
Patient Medication Education

At a glance
Alprazolam (Xanax) is a benzodiazepine used for anxiety and panic symptoms. It works quickly by enhancing the calming effects of GABA 
in the brain. It is a Schedule IV controlled substance and can cause sedation, physical dependence, and withdrawal if stopped abruptly 
after regular use.

What Is Alprazolam Used For?
Alprazolam is FDA-approved to treat:
 Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD)
 Panic disorder, with or without agoraphobia

Alprazolam may help reduce severe anxiety, panic attacks, intense fear or nervousness, and physical symptoms of anxiety.
Because alprazolam works quickly and carries risks of tolerance and dependence, your provider will determine whether it is 
appropriate for your treatment plan and how long it should be used.

Other Uses (Off-Label)
Alprazolam has also been used for conditions outside of its FDA-approved indications. Clinical references have described selected 
uses such as:
 Certain anxiety-related conditions
 Short-term management of insomnia in selected circumstances
 Premenstrual dysphoric symptoms in selected patients

This is called off-label use. Off-label prescribing means a medication is being used for a condition outside of its FDA-approved 
indications. Your provider will consider the available evidence, your history, other medications, and the potential risks and benefits 
before recommending off-label treatment.

How Does Alprazolam Work?
Alprazolam increases the effects of a chemical messenger called GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), which helps calm activity in the 
brain and nervous system.
This calming effect can reduce anxiety and panic, but it can also cause sleepiness, slower reaction time, problems with coordination, 
and memory or concentration difficulties.

How Quickly Does It Work?
Alprazolam generally works relatively quickly. Some people begin noticing effects within about 30-60 minutes, with stronger effects 
often occurring within the first few hours.
Rapid symptom relief does not automatically make alprazolam the best long-term treatment for anxiety. Your provider will consider 
both the benefits and risks of ongoing benzodiazepine treatment.

How Should I Take It?
Take alprazolam exactly as prescribed. Depending on your treatment plan, it may be prescribed on a regular schedule or as needed 
(PRN).
Do not:
 Take more than prescribed
 Take doses more frequently than prescribed
 Use someone else's medication
 Give your medication to another person
 Increase your dose because the medication feels less effective

Do not change your dose on your own
If your medication does not seem to be working as well as it previously did, talk with your provider rather than increasing the dose 
yourself.

What If I Miss a Dose?
If you take alprazolam on a scheduled basis and miss a dose, take it when you remember unless it is close to the time of your next 
scheduled dose.
If it is nearly time for your next dose, skip the missed dose and continue with your usual schedule.
Do not take two doses at the same time to make up for a missed dose.
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If you take alprazolam only as needed, follow the instructions provided with your prescription. If you are unsure what to do, contact 
your provider or pharmacist.

Common Side Effects
Possible side effects include:
 Sleepiness
 Dizziness or light-headedness
 Fatigue
 Slower thinking or reaction time
 Problems with concentration
 Memory difficulties
 Poor coordination or unsteadiness
 Slurred speech
 Muscle weakness

Some people may also experience changes in mood or behavior. Let your provider know if side effects are persistent, severe, or 
interfering with daily functioning.

Sedation, Falls, and Memory Problems
Alprazolam can impair alertness, coordination, judgment, and memory. This may increase the risk of falls, accidents, driving 
impairment, confusion, and memory problems.
These risks may be greater in older adults and when alprazolam is combined with other medications that cause sedation.
Until you know how alprazolam affects you, use caution with driving, operating machinery, climbing, and other activities requiring 
alertness or coordination.

Alcohol, Opioids, and Other Sedating Medications
This is one of the most important safety issues with alprazolam.
Combining alprazolam with opioids, alcohol, or other medications that slow the central nervous system can cause excessive sedation 
and dangerously slow breathing.
Examples may include:
 Opioid pain medications
 Alcohol
 Sleep medications
 Other benzodiazepines
 Some antihistamines
 Muscle relaxants
 Other medications that cause significant sedation

Serious interaction warning
Combining benzodiazepines with opioids can cause profound sedation, respiratory depression, coma, and death. Do not combine 
alprazolam with alcohol, opioids, or other sedating medications unless your healthcare providers are aware of the combination and have 
specifically determined that it is appropriate.

When Should I Contact My Provider?
Contact your provider if you experience:
 Excessive sleepiness
 Significant dizziness
 Frequent falls or unsteadiness
 Memory problems
 Confusion
 Significant mood or behavior changes
 Increasing anxiety between doses
 Feeling that you need increasingly larger doses
 Taking alprazolam more often than prescribed
 Difficulty reducing your use
 Symptoms when a dose is delayed or missed

These symptoms may indicate that your treatment plan needs to be reassessed.

When Should I Seek Emergency Medical Attention?

Seek urgent medical care
Seek immediate medical care for very slow, shallow, or difficult breathing; extreme sleepiness or inability to stay awake; difficulty waking 
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up; loss of consciousness; severe confusion; seizures; or a severe allergic reaction. If alprazolam has been taken with opioids, alcohol, or 
another sedating substance and the person is difficult to wake or breathing abnormally, call 911 immediately.

Misuse, Abuse, and Addiction
Alprazolam is a controlled medication and carries a risk of abuse, misuse, and addiction.
Misuse includes taking the medication:
 In larger amounts than prescribed
 More often than prescribed
 For reasons other than those prescribed
 From another person's prescription

Addiction involves compulsive medication use despite harmful consequences. Taking alprazolam exactly as prescribed lowers risk 
but does not completely eliminate the possibility of dependence.

Physical Dependence
Physical dependence is not the same thing as addiction.
When alprazolam is taken regularly, the body can adapt to having the medication present. If the medication is suddenly stopped or 
significantly reduced after dependence has developed, withdrawal symptoms can occur.
The risk generally increases with higher doses, more frequent dosing, and longer duration of treatment.

Why Shouldn't I Stop Alprazolam Suddenly?

Do not stop alprazolam abruptly after regular use
Benzodiazepine withdrawal can be serious and, in some cases, life-threatening. Your provider may need to reduce the dose gradually over 
time. There is no single tapering schedule that is appropriate for everyone.

Possible withdrawal symptoms include:
 Increased anxiety or panic
 Restlessness or irritability
 Insomnia
 Tremor
 Sweating
 Nausea
 Increased heart rate
 Sensitivity to light or sound
 Unusual sensations
 Confusion

More severe withdrawal can cause hallucinations, severe agitation, or seizures.

Rebound Anxiety
Some people experience rebound anxiety as alprazolam wears off. Anxiety may temporarily return more strongly than before and 
can make a person feel as though another dose is needed sooner.
If you notice increasing anxiety between doses or feel that alprazolam is wearing off much earlier than expected, tell your provider. 
Do not increase the frequency on your own.

Tolerance
With repeated use, some people may develop tolerance, meaning the same dose seems to have less effect over time. This does not 
automatically mean the dose should be increased. Discuss reduced effectiveness with your provider.

Safe Storage
Store alprazolam in a secure location, preferably locked and out of the reach of children, visitors, household members, and anyone 
for whom the medication was not prescribed.
Protect your medication from theft. Never share or sell alprazolam. Your prescription is intended only for you.

Medication and Supplement Interactions
Tell your provider and pharmacist about all medications, vitamins, supplements, and herbal products you take.
Important interactions may include:
 Opioid pain medications
 Other benzodiazepines
 Sleep medications
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 Alcohol
 Certain antifungal medications
 Certain antibiotics
 Other medications that affect the CYP3A4 enzyme
 Other medications or supplements that cause sedation

Some medications can significantly increase alprazolam levels or increase sedation. Do not start a new prescription medication, 
over-the-counter medication, vitamin, or supplement without letting your provider or pharmacist know what you are taking.

Grapefruit
Grapefruit or grapefruit juice may affect how some medications are metabolized, including alprazolam. Ask your pharmacist or 
provider whether grapefruit should be limited or avoided based on your medication regimen.

Pregnancy and Breastfeeding
Tell your provider if you are pregnant, planning a pregnancy, trying to conceive, or breastfeeding.
Benzodiazepine exposure during pregnancy may carry risks, particularly when used later in pregnancy. Newborns exposed near 
delivery may experience excessive sleepiness, poor muscle tone, feeding difficulty, breathing problems, or withdrawal symptoms.
Alprazolam can also pass into breast milk. The potential benefits and risks should be discussed individually with your provider.

Do not make pregnancy-related medication changes on your own
Do not abruptly stop alprazolam because you discover that you are pregnant. Sudden discontinuation after regular use can cause 
withdrawal and should be discussed with your provider.

What Monitoring May Be Needed?
Depending on how alprazolam is being used, your provider may monitor:
 Frequency of use
 Effect on anxiety or panic symptoms
 Daytime sedation
 Memory and concentration
 Falls or balance problems
 Changes in dose requirements
 Signs of tolerance
 Signs of physical dependence
 Signs of misuse
 Use of alcohol, opioids, or other sedating medications
 Whether continued benzodiazepine treatment remains necessary

Controlled medications may also require regular follow-up appointments.

Is Alprazolam Intended to Treat the Cause of Anxiety?
Alprazolam can reduce anxiety symptoms quickly, but it does not necessarily address the underlying cause of anxiety or panic.
Depending on your condition, longer-term treatment may include:
 Psychotherapy
 Coping and behavioral strategies
 Lifestyle changes
 Treatment of underlying medical conditions
 Non-benzodiazepine medications

The goal is to use the treatment approach that provides the greatest benefit with the lowest reasonable risk.

What If Alprazolam Does Not Work?
If alprazolam is not controlling your symptoms or you find that you need it increasingly often, do not simply increase the dose.
Your provider may reassess:
 Your diagnosis
 How often symptoms are occurring
 Other medications you take
 Whether another medication would be more appropriate
 Whether psychotherapy or another treatment should be added
 Whether tolerance or rebound anxiety is developing

Increasing benzodiazepine exposure is not always the best solution when symptoms return.

Common Questions and Misconceptions
“If I take Xanax exactly as prescribed, I cannot become physically dependent.”
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Not necessarily. Physical dependence can occur even when benzodiazepines are taken exactly as prescribed, particularly with 
regular use over time. Physical dependence is different from addiction.
“If Xanax stops working as well, I should take a larger dose.”
No. Reduced effectiveness may represent tolerance or another change in your condition. Contact your provider rather than 
increasing your dose.
“Xanax is safe with pain medication because both were prescribed to me.”
Not automatically. Combining benzodiazepines with opioid pain medications can cause dangerous sedation and respiratory 
depression. Every prescriber involved should know about all controlled and sedating medications you take.
“I can have alcohol as long as I do not take Xanax at exactly the same time.”
Alcohol and alprazolam both slow the central nervous system, and their effects can overlap. Avoid combining them unless your 
provider has specifically advised otherwise.
“If I am only taking a small dose, I can stop whenever I want.”
Regular use can lead to physical dependence even at therapeutic doses. Do not abruptly stop regular benzodiazepine treatment 
without discussing it with your provider.
“If Xanax helps my anxiety, I should stay on it forever.”
Not necessarily. Some patients may benefit from continued treatment, while others may be better served by alternative long-term 
approaches. Your provider should periodically reassess whether the benefits continue to outweigh the risks.

The Bottom Line
Alprazolam can provide rapid relief of severe anxiety and panic symptoms, but it requires careful use because of its potential for 
sedation, tolerance, physical dependence, withdrawal, misuse, and dangerous interactions with opioids, alcohol, and other sedating 
medications.
Take alprazolam only as prescribed, keep it securely stored, never share it, and do not abruptly stop it after regular use.
Tell your provider if you notice increasing use, reduced effectiveness, anxiety between doses, excessive sedation, memory problems, 
or difficulty reducing the medication.

Your care is collaborative
Your treatment should be a collaborative process between you and your provider.

Clinical References
Neuroscience Education Institute. Alprazolam medication monograph.
Vallerand, A. H., Sanoski, C. A., & Quiring, C. Davis's Drug Guide for Nurses: Alprazolam.
U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Alprazolam prescribing information and boxed warnings.

Educational Disclaimer
This material is intended for general patient education and does not replace individualized medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. 
Medication recommendations, dosing, monitoring, and decisions to start, change, taper, or stop medication should be discussed with 
your healthcare provider.
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