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Background: The consumption of psychotropic drugs shows a 

constant growth trend and WHO recognizes it as a global 

phenomenon. Benzodiazepine (BZD) anxiolytics have been among 

the most prescribed medications in clinical practice for decades for 

their anxiolytic, sedative-hypnotic, muscle-relaxant and anticonvul-

sant properties. However, their prescription is still insufficiently 

regulated in some countries, including Serbia. According to current 

recommendations, there is a wide spectrum of BZD use in psychiatric 

clinical practice, such as anxiety and affective disorders, alcohol 

withdrawal, sleep disorders, delirium, aggressive behaviour in 

psychoses and neuroleptic-induced disorders. However, the devel-

opment of tolerance and dependence after long-term treatment with 

BDZs, as well as the possibility of abuse, limit their use. A task force 

of the World Psychiatric Association suggests that they should not be 

prescribed for periods longer than 30 days, followed by a gradual 

dose reduction, except for chronic or recurrent disorders. 

Methods: This study aimed to analyse mental health care in Serbia, 

with a focus on the anxiolytic drug consumption among the popula-

tion. Two data sources were analysed for the period 2019  – 2021: 

Agency for Medicines and Medical Devices of Serbia (ALIMS) and 

Intercontinental Medical Statistics (IMS Health). The ATC  / DDD 

methodology, recommended by the WHO, was used to analyse  

drug consumption for the three most used oral benzodiazepines: 

diazepam, bromazepam and alprazolam. The number of consumed 

defined daily doses (DDD) per 1000 inhabitants per day was taken 

as indicator of drug consumption. 

Results: There was a significant increase in BZD consumption in 

2020 and 2021. Diazepam, as a long-acting, moderately strong BZD, 

was the most used compound (up to 20 % increase during the 

pandemic), recently replaced by bromazepam. During the current 

pandemic, alprazolam had the most significant increase in consump-

tion of all other BZDs (up to 25  % increase). The total consumption of 

BZDs in Serbia is approximately 2.5 times higher as compared to the 

EU. In contrast, in Serbia the consumption of antidepressants 

(SSRIs) is still significantly lower than in EU countries. Short-acting 

benzodiazepines, such as alprazolam, have the greatest potential for 

addiction and are surprisingly the most widely used anxiolytics. The 

highest rate of BZD use was found in the elderly population, which is 

particularly vulnerable to the BZD side effects, such as fractures, falls 

and cognitive deficits. 

Discussion: The results of our study indicate a potential issue of 

excessive use (misuse  / abuse) of BZDs followed by reduced use of 

antidepressants in Serbia, which can be partially explained by poor 

access to mental health care during the pandemic. According to data 

from the UK, alprazolam is increasingly used by the younger 

population for non-medical purposes, while according to European 

data, Serbia and Croatia are among the countries with the highest 

rate of diazepam consumption, especially in the elderly population. 

Therefore, it is urgently necessary to identify all the factors that 

influence the excessive use of these drugs, and consequently to 

revise the pharmacotherapeutic approaches and attitudes in clinical 

practice [1]. The COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on 

BZD consumption, indirectly reflecting the state of the population ’s 

mental health. 
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