
Returning home after substance withdrawal – Risks for driving and… 1

This fact sheet is relevant to you if you have 
spent time in the hospital for withdrawal from 
one of the following substances:
	y 	 alcohol
	y 	 GHB
	y 	 benzodiazepines (Valium, Rivotril, Xanax…)
	y 	 barbiturates

What is withdrawal?
Withdrawal is the body’s natural reaction 
when you stop using substances. It lasts about 
1 week. Symptoms of withdrawal include:
	y 	 tremors
	y 	 nervousness, irritability, or anxiety
	y 	 sweating and chills
	y 	 seizures: sudden involuntary contractions of 

the muscles (part or all of the body)
	y 	 hallucinations: seeing things or hearing 

voices that are not real
	y 	 confusion

Why do I need to take precautions 
afterwards?
The medications you took in hospital to 
facilitate withdrawal can cause sleepiness 
(drowsiness) and dizziness, even after they’ve 
been stopped.

In addition, withdrawal seizures can occur even 
several weeks after you stop using substances. 
The risk varies from person to person. It also 
depends on the product you were using.

What activities are dangerous?
The following activities are very dangerous 
because there is a significant risk of injury. 
You must absolutely avoid them. 
Feel free to ask for a 
work stoppage if your 
job involves one of 
these activities:
	y 	 driving a 

motor vehicle
	y 	 using machinery
	y 	 using power tools or 

compressed air tools
	y 	 working at heights
	y 	 activities in 

water (such as 
swimming, canoeing, 
and kayaking)
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After stopping substance use (also known as withdrawal), there are 
certain activities you should not resume immediately because they can be 
dangerous. See what activities and why.
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So, I can’t drive a motor vehicle?
In fact, you won’t be able to drive for a while.

The medications you took during withdrawal 
reduce your attention, concentration, and 
judgment, even after they’ve been stopped. 

When you leave the hospital, ask a friend or 
family member to drive you, or take public 
transportation or a taxi.

What are the risks associated with 
a seizure?
You can seriously injure yourself or others 
(even causing death), depending on the 
activity you’re doing when the seizures occur. 

What to do if I have seizures?
Your friend or family member should:

–	 not try to restrain your movements
–	 move out of the way objects that could 

hurt you
–	 call 9-1-1, stay calm, and watch you 

If you’re alone:
–	 call 9-1-1 as soon as you’re able
–	 don’t drive yourself to the emergency 

room, as your risk of having other seizures 
is high

Who can I contact if I have 
questions?
Call the Addiction Medicine Clinic, Monday to 
Friday, from 9:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.:

  514 890-8321

Outside of these hours, for any health concern 
related to your withdrawal, you can call the 
CHUM Patient Health Line (24 hours a day, 
7 days a week).

Be careful, if you have ever had seizures 
while using:
	y 	 cocaine, crystal meth, or 

another stimulant 
	y 	 amphetamines
	y 	 cannabis

You can only drive if you’re no longer 
taking these substances (abstinence) and 
you’re following your doctor’s instructions.

ATTENTION

Your doctor will tell you when you can 
start driving again and doing dangerous 
activities. If you’ve had seizures before, 
you’ll have to wait longer because you’re 
more likely to have them again. Follow 
the instructions you’re given.

The content of this document in no way replaces the 
advice of your healthcare professional.

To find out more about the Centre hospitalier de l’Université de Montréal

chumontreal.qc.ca

Other CHUM health fact sheets are 
available. Ask your care team which fact 
sheets can help you. 

You can also read them online.

chumontreal.qc.ca/fiches-sante
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