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"Questions About Sedatives" 
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A Federal Source Book: 

Answers to the Most Frequently Asked Questions About Drug Abuse 

WHAT ARE SEDATIVES AND TRANQUILIZERS? 

Sedatives induce sleep. When teken in small doses they reduce daytime tension 
and anxiety. The barbiturates constitute the largest group of sedatives. When 
used without close supervision, the possibilities of taking increased amounts and 
becoming dependent are present. In street parlance, the sedatives are also called 
"goof balls," "sleepers," and "downers." 

The tranquilizers are drugs that calm, relax and diminish anxiety. Like 
sedatives, they may cause drowsiness. Tranquilizers that are used to treat serious 
mental disorders are not dependency producing. It is tranquilizers like meprobamate 
(Miltown, Equinil) to which dependence can be developed. 

ARE SEDATIVES PHYSICALLY ADDICTING? 

Yes. Tolerance to the effects of barbiturates develops and withdrawal effects 
occur when the drug is stopped. A strong desire to continue taking the drug is 
present after a few weeks on large amounts. Addiction to 50 or more sleeping pills 
a day has been reported. 

ARE BARBITURATES THE ONLY GROUP OF SEDATIVES WITH DANGER OF ADDICTION? 

No. Other addicting sedatives include glutethimide (Doriden), chloral hydrate 
and many others. Everything that is said about the barbiturates can be applied to 
the non-barbiturate sedatives. 

WHO ARE THE ABUSERS OF BARBITURATES? 

People who have difficulty dealing with anxiety, or who have troubles with 
insomnia may become overinvolved with sedatives or tranquilizers and come to depend 
on them. 

Barbiturates are taken by some heroin users either to supplement the heroin or 
substitute for it. 

People under excessive stress, or those who cannot tolerate ordinary stress, 
are vulnerable. A few years ago sedatives were drugs of abuse for adults. Now 
they are being consumed more and more frequently by teenagers and pre-teenagers. 

Persons who take amphetamines and become jittery might also take barbiturates 
to ease their tension. 
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WHAT ARE THE MEDICAL USES FOR SEDATIVES? 

In addition to inducing sleep and relaxing tensions, barbiturates are used for 
psychosomatic conditions such as high blood pressure and peptic ulcers. One barbi-
turate, phenobarbital, is useful as an anti-convulsant. 

WHAT HAPPENS IF A BARBITURATE ABUSER SUDDENLY STOPS TAKING THE DRUG? 

If the barbiturate dependence is severe, sudden discontinuance of the drug can 
be dangerous. A severe withdrawal state resembles delirium tremens. The patient is 
sweaty, fearful, sleepless and tremulous. He is restless, agitated, and may suffer 
convulsions. In addition, he may see things that aren't there and have delusional, 
confused thoughts. The amount of barbiturates must be slowly decreasdd; the patient 
requires considerable medical and nursing support. 

Sudden barbiturate withdrawal is an acute medical emergency requiring hospital-
ization and intensive care. 

ARE SEDATIVES TAKEN IN LARGE QUANTITIES DANGEROUS? 

Yes. The most common mode of suicide with drugs is with sleeping pills. 
Accidental deaths due to taking a larger number than intended are not uncommon. In 
the latter instance, the person takes one or two pills at bedtime, falls asleep and 
then awakens. Not remembering that he has taken his sleeping medicine, he takes 
some more. If this is repeated a fei1 times during the night a poisonous overdose 
may be consumed. 

DO PEOPLE FALL ASLEEP WHEN THEY TAKE LARGE AMOUNTS OF SEDATIVES CONTINUAI,LY? 

Ordinarily they go into a coma. If they are talerant to large amounts, they 
may remain awake and appear intoxicated. Speech and movements may be uncoordinated. 
Skilled tasks are performed sluggishly and without precision. Judgment and perception 
are impaired. Confusion, slurred speech, irritability, and an unsteady gait are often 
seen in chronic users. 

HOW CAN ONE BREAK A LARGE SEDATIVE "HABIT"? 

This should be done with the help of a physician. Sometimes hospitalization 
is necessary. Gradual reduction is safer than abrupt discontinuance. 

IS IT TRUE THAT SOME PEOPLE ABUSE SEDATIVES AND STIMULANTS SIMULTANEOUSLY? 

Yes. Although the two types of drugs have opposite actions, some individuals 
become dependent upon the combinations. It might be imagined that an "upper11 would 
completely neutralize a "downer," but this is not so. A desirable feeling is obtained, 
and large numbers of such combinations may be swallowed habitually. 

IS IT TRUE THAT THE COMBINATION OF SLEEPING PU.LS AND ALCOHOL IS DANGEROUS? 

Yes. Taken together, less than lethal doses of alcohol and sleeping pills may 
be fatal. The person who is drunk may take a few barbiturate capsules and not survive. 
Barbiturates when taken with narcotics, anesthetics, and tranquilizers may also be 
fatal. 
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