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P.A.W.S: Post-Acute Withdrawal Syndrome 

“Addiction changes the chemical balance in the brain, and it needs time to correct and heal. During 
substance use, the brain’s reward centre is activated and adjusts to the presence of the drug of 
choice. People also begin to rely on drugs or alcohol to cope with stressors in their lives. The brain 
needs time to recalibrate to function properly without the substance present. Psychological and 
emotional symptoms that present from PAWS are the brains way of healing from active addiction.” 

- Some drugs can lead to prolonged or protracted withdrawal, lasting for months and sometimes up to a 
year. People who consume a large amount of an intoxicating substance for a long time are more likely to 
develop this condition, which is called post acute withdrawal syndrome. 

- The term PAWS was created to describe the cluster of ongoing withdrawal symptoms, which are largely 
psychological and mood-related, that can continue after acute withdrawal symptoms have gone away. 

- Although post-acute withdrawal rarely involves aches and pains, nausea, cramping, headaches, or other 
physical symptoms, it can be just as intense as acute withdrawal and still puts a person at risk of relapse, as 
they may return to drug use in an attempt to stop the discomfort. 

- PAWS refers to any symptoms that persist after acute withdrawal has resolved. It can feel like a 
“rollercoaster” of symptoms, which can come and go unexpectedly.  

- Each episode of PAWS can last for a few days, and these can continue cyclically for years, depending on the 
substance(s) used and for how long. 

- Unfortunately, there is no set timeline for how long PAWS will last. It is very dependent on the substance 
abused, duration of addiction and the physical health of the individual. 
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