Post-Acute Withdrawal Syndrome (PAWS) refers to a set of ongoing physical, emotional, and cognitive symptoms that can continue weeks, months, or sometimes longer after the initial acute withdrawal phase from certain substances. It is most associated with substances that significantly affect brain chemistry, including benzodiazepines, alcohol, opioids, and some antidepressants or stimulants.
What Causes Post-Acute Withdrawal
During long-term use of certain substances, the brain adapts to their presence. For example:
· Benzodiazepines increase activity of the calming neurotransmitter GABA.
· Over time, the brain reduces its natural GABA activity and increases excitatory signals (like glutamate) to compensate.
When the substance is removed, the brain must recalibrate and rebuild its natural balance of neurotransmitters. This process of neurological healing can take time, which creates PAWS symptoms.
Common Symptoms
PAWS symptoms can fluctuate and often occur in “waves and windows” (periods of symptoms followed by periods of improvement).
Emotional / Psychological
· Anxiety or panic
· Mood swings
· Irritability
· Depression
· Low stress tolerance
· Feeling emotionally “flat”
Cognitive
· Brain fog
· Difficulty concentrating
· Memory problems
· Slower thinking
Physical
· Fatigue
· Headaches
· Muscle tension
· Sleep disturbances or insomnia
· Sensory sensitivity (light, sound)
Stress Response
· Feeling overwhelmed easily
· Heightened startle response
· Poor emotional regulation

Short-Term Effects (Weeks to Months)
In the early recovery period, people may experience:
· Unpredictable emotional states
· Difficulty focusing at work
· Sleep disruption
· Increased anxiety
· Feeling discouraged or worried that something is permanently wrong
Symptoms often come and go rather than stay constant, which can be confusing or discouraging.
Long-Term Effects (Months to 1–2 Years in Some Cases)
Most people gradually improve as their brain continues to heal. Long-term effects may include:
· Gradual reduction in anxiety and mood instability
· Improved concentration and emotional regulation
· Increasing periods of feeling “normal”
· Improved stress tolerance
For some substances, particularly benzodiazepines, recovery can be slower because the GABA system takes time to stabilize.
However, the brain is highly capable of neuroplastic recovery, and symptoms typically fade over time.
Why PAWS Happens in Waves
Many people report “waves and windows.”
· Waves: periods where symptoms flare up
· Windows: periods where symptoms improve or disappear
These fluctuations occur as the nervous system continues adjusting and rebuilding equilibrium.
Factors That Influence PAWS
Several factors affect how long and how intense symptoms are:
· Length of substance use
· Dosage
· Type of substance
· Individual brain chemistry
· Stress levels
· Sleep quality
· Nutrition and exercise
Helpful Strategies During PAWS
Research and clinical experience suggest several things help support recovery:
· Consistent sleep routines
· Exercise and sunlight exposure
· Balanced nutrition
· Stress reduction practices (breathing, mindfulness)
· Therapy for anxiety regulation
· Limiting stimulants like caffeine
· Patience with the brain’s healing process
Important Perspective
A key point for people experiencing PAWS is that:
Symptoms are typically a sign of brain healing and recalibrating, not permanent damage.
Many people report that after recovery they experience:
· Greater emotional resilience
· Improved stress management
· Better mental clarity than during substance use

