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•Highlights

• Assess risk of withdrawal severity: PAWSS 

• Classification of withdrawal severity
- Mild (CIWA<10)

- Moderate (CIWA 10-18)

- Severe (CIWA 19+)

• Front loading: symptom-triggered or fixed dose

• Fixed dose tapers NOT preferred

• Phenobarbital: preferred alternative for severe 
withdrawal

2020 ASAM Guidelines

J Addict Med. 2020;14(3S Suppl 1):1-72
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• Step 1: Prospective Risk Assessment
• Considers PAWSS score + additional risk factors
• Considers current withdrawal symptom severity



Prospective Risk Assessment

Alcohol. 2014;48(4):375-390.
Alcohol Alcohol. 2015;50(5):509-518.

PAWSS

ONCE PER ADMISSION 
ASSESSMENT

4+ = HIGH RISK



• Click the “See last filed PAWSS” to see the last 
documented values for each section & total score, 
if one exists

• Click “Document PAWSS” to get a pop-up window 
in the order set to chart the patient’s score
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• Any of the following agents can be utilized.

• Diazepam

• Lorazepam

• Phenobarbital (level 3 or 4 areas only)

• Chlordiazepoxide

• General guidance on selection is present.
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• Step 2: Choose the appropriate section based on the 
patient’s current level of symptoms and/or their risk for 
severe/complicated withdrawal

New Order Set Review

Additional risk factors
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RISK Front-loading​ Symptom-
triggered​

Breakthrough​

LOW​ None​ Yes, tiered​ Yes​

MODERATE​ Single-dose​ Yes, tiered​ Yes​

HIGH​ •Single OR 
Multi-dose​

Yes, non-tiered​
•Higher dose
•More frequent

Yes​



When do I give a BREAKTHROUGH PRN?

• Whenever the patient has severe symptoms (CIWA 19 or 
greater/RASS +2 or greater) and the standard PRN is not 
due.

• Usually because insufficient time has passed

• Notify provider if BREAKTHROUGH PRN is ineffective at 
providing symptom relief. 

• Keep onset of action in mind. 
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• Step 3: Choose your target parameter (CIWA vs. RASS)

• RASS is only an option in areas where nursing is 
trained in its use (e.g. ICU)

• This process instruction explains to nursing what to 
assess, when to assess it, and how to respond.

• It is a nursing order and not in the admin 
instructions.
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• If CIWA 9 or less, repeat assessment in 4 hours UNLESS patient 
is high-risk and within the first 24 hours of treatment, then 
repeat assessment  in 2 hours. 

• If CIWA 10-18 give PRN if due and repeat assessment in 2 
hours.

• If CIWA 19 or greater, give PRN if due, if not due give 
BREAKTHROUGH PRN and repeat assessment in 1 hour. 
Contact provider if no relief from BREAKTHROUGH PRN. 

• Monitor CIWA PRN for signs of severe distress or agitation.
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How does nursing know if my patient is High Risk?

• There is a nursing order in the High Risk section that 
indicates the level of risk

• Medications in the High Risk section also label the 
patient as High Risk in the admin instructions.
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• Step 4: Select a treatment pathway

o Each pathway displays first the primary agent and 
route along with the breakthrough agent (always IV).

• The Low Risk section does not include front-loading.



• The Moderate Risk section adds phenobarbital.

• Each pathway has a single front-loading dose.
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• Per policy, phenobarbital can only be given in Level 3 or 
Level 4 care areas.

• Premier Pharmacy Monitoring and Administration 
of Select Medications policy
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• The High Risk section adds the option for multi-dose front-loading 
& seizure precautions.

• Symptom-triggered doses are higher doses & no longer tiered.
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• The High Risk section also includes 3 different options for 
phenobarbital front-loading. 
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When do I start giving PRN doses with multi-dose front-
loading?

• PRNs in the High Risk section contain admin instructions 
to hold until all front-loading is complete

• BREAKTHROUGH PRNs may still be given
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• Choose High Dose thiamine, or PO, if more appropriate 
for your patient.
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• To facilitate monitoring for these patients a new 
CIWA/COWS report has been available in Epic since 
earlier this year. 

• See next slide. 
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• Improved CIWA/COWS Report- separate from order set
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Your Questions?

Pharmacy Grand 
Rounds Video 

Recording
• Email: nsfox@premierhealth.com

• Office Phone: 937-208-6019

• Anticipated Go-Live Date: 1/24/24


