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REVIEW ARTICLE

Clonidine for post-traumatic stress disorder: a systematic review of the current
evidence
Mattia Marchi a,b,c, Pietro Grenzia and Marco P. Boks c

aDepartment of Biomedical, Metabolic and Neural Sciences, University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, Modena, Italy; bDepartment of
Mental Health and Addiction Services, Azienda USL-IRCCS di Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia, Italy; cDepartment of Psychiatry, Brain Center
University Medical Center Utrecht, University of Utrecht, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Background: Clonidine is a centrally acting anti-adrenergic agent that may have applications
in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), particularly for sleep.
Objective: In this systematic review, we aimed to summarize the effect of clonidine on sleep
quality and duration, nightmares, and PTSD symptom severity in adults with PTSD.
Method: PubMed (Medline), Embase, PsycINFO, CINAHL, and clinicaltrials.gov were searched
up to April 2023. Studies on clonidine use in adult PTSD patients reporting data on the
effect on sleep, nightmares, and PTSD symptoms were included. A narrative summary and a
meta-analysis of the study findings are presented.
Results: Ten reports, accounting for N = 569 patients with PTSD (145 on clonidine and 436
controls), were included in the final selection. There were four case reports, four
observational studies, one non-blind clinical trial, and one crossover randomized controlled
trial (RCT). Median clonidine dose was 0.15 mg/day (range: 0.1–0.5 mg/day). Median follow-
up time was 31 days (range: 3 days to 19 months). The quality of the evidence was rated
from very low to low. There was marked between-study heterogeneity and low power in
the individual studies, but many reported improved sleep quality, nightmare reduction, and
improvement of PTSD symptoms for patients treated with clonidine. Meta-analysis was only
possible for two studies reporting the effect of clonidine on nightmares, and showed no
difference from the comparator (i.e. prazosin or terazosin) (odds ratio: 1.16; 95% confidence
interval: 0.66 to 2.05), potentially pointing towards non-inferiority between these medications.
Conclusions: Future research, such as well-powered RCTs, is needed to identify the efficacy in
the lower dose range and the most suitable treatment group, and to obtain good evidence on
the effects of clonidine in the treatment of sleep disorders related to PTSD.

Clonidina para el trastorno de estrés postraumático: una revisión
sistemática de la evidencia actual

Antecedentes: La clonidina es un agente antiadrenérgico de acción central que podría tener
aplicaciones en el trastorno de estrés postraumático (TEPT), particularmente para el sueño.
Objetivo: En esta revisión sistemática el objetivo fue resumir el efecto de la clonidina sobre la
calidad y duración del sueño, las pesadillas y la gravedad de los síntomas de TEPT en adultos
con TEPT.Método: Se realizaron búsquedas en PubMed (Medline), Embase, PsycINFO, CINAHL y
Clinicaltrials.gov hasta abril de 2023. Se incluyeron estudios sobre el uso de clonidina en
pacientes adultos con TEPT informando datos sobre el efecto en el sueño, pesadillas y
síntomas de TEPT. Se presenta un resumen narrativo y un metanálisis de los hallazgos del
estudio.
Resultados: En la selección final se incluyeron diez comunicaciones, que representaban N =
569 pacientes con TEPT (145 con clonidina y 436 controles). Hubo 4 informes de casos, 4
estudios observacionales, 1 ensayo clínico no ciego y 1 ensayo clínico aleatorizado (ECA)
cruzado. La dosis mediana de clonidina fue de 0,15 mg/día (rango: 0,1-0,5 mg/día). La
mediana del tiempo de seguimiento fue de 31 días (entre 3 días y 19 meses). La calidad de
la evidencia se calificó de muy baja a baja. Hubo una marcada heterogeneidad entre los
estudios y un poder estadístico bajo en los estudios individuales, pero muchos informaron
una mejor calidad del sueño, una reducción de las pesadillas y una mejoría de los síntomas
de TEPT en los pacientes tratados con clonidina. El metanálisis solo fue posible para dos
estudios que informaron el efecto de la clonidina sobre las pesadillas y no mostró
diferencias con el comparador (es decir, prazosina o terazosina) (OR: 1,16; IC del 95 %: 0,66;
2,05), potencialmente apuntando hacia una no inferioridad entre estos medicamentos.
Conclusiones: Se necesitan investigaciones futuras, como ECA de suficiente poder, para
identificar la eficacia en el rango de dosis más bajo, el grupo de tratamiento más adecuado
y obtener buena evidencia de los efectos de la clonidina para el tratamiento de los
trastornos del sueño relacionados con el TEPT.
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HIGHLIGHTS
• Post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) is
associated with
hyperarousal and sleep
disorders, reflecting
adrenergic nervous system
involvement.

• The use of anti-adrenergic
drugs to target the
sympathetic activation in
PTSD is rational. However,
previous reports on
prazosin, a peripherally
acting agent, yielded weak
evidence.

• Clonidine, a central
adrenergic antagonist,
shows promise in
improving sleep,
nightmares, and PTSD
symptoms, but further
research is needed
because the quality of the
current evidence is low.
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1. Introduction

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a debilitating
condition with an estimated lifetime prevalence of
6.8%, and has a significant impact on individuals’
quality of life (NIMH, 2022). Treatment guidelines
generally prioritize psychotherapy, with a secondary
role for medication. The efficacy of treatment is
often limited and less than half of patients achieve
full recovery after 2 years (Rosellini et al., 2018).
Despite the psychological nature of trauma, patients
with PTSD frequently experience physical symptoms
such as stress-related pains, hypervigilance, and, fre-
quently, sleep disorders. The hippocampus, amygdala,
and locus coeruleus in the brain show neurochemical
changes in noradrenergic and serotonin pathways that
contribute to these physical symptoms. In particular,
the sympathetic nervous system neurotransmitter
noradrenaline (norepinephrine) is involved in the
sleep disorders often seen in PTSD patients (Wingen-
feld et al., 2015).

Previous studies have examined the effect of periph-
eral anti-adrenergic agents for PTSD, such as proprano-
lol and prazosin. However, the quality of the evidence
for their efficacy was insufficient to support their use
in routine clinical practice (Steenen et al., 2016;
Zhang et al., 2020). In contrast, central adrenergic inhi-
bition by anti-adrenergic drugs such as clonidine and
guanfacine, which stimulate presynaptic alpha-2 adre-
noceptors and thus inhibit adrenergic tone, may be
beneficial for treating PTSD-related sleep disorders
(Davis et al., 2008; Jagtiani et al., 2024; Khan et al.,
1999; Raskind et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2020). Clonidine
inhibits the release of noradrenaline in the locus coeru-
leus and has shown promising results in case reports,
retrospective chart reviews, and pilot studies for treat-
ing sleep disorders and overall symptoms in PTSD
patients (Alao et al., 2012; Bange & Melvin, 2022;
Burek et al., 2021; Kinzie et al., 1994). Recent studies
suggest that clonidine may also restore rapid eye move-
ment (REM) sleep and have an impact on emotional
memory consolidation (Jang et al., 2022; Miyazaki
et al., 2004; Saggu et al., 2023), but good-quality
research and solid evidence are lacking with respect
to the effectiveness and tolerability of clonidine in
PTSD. Although clonidine has been registered for
medical use for several decades, it is not yet approved
for treating PTSD-related symptoms.

We aimed to systematically review the literature on
the use of clonidine in PTSD, including both qualitat-
ive and quantitative sleep evaluation, nightmares, and
overall PTSD symptom level.

2. Method

This systematic review and meta-analysis was per-
formed according to the Preferred Reporting Items

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines (Page et al., 2021). The protocol of this
study was registered with PROSPERO (registered
under number CRD42023418049).

2.1. Data sources and search strategy

We searched the PubMed (Medline), Embase, Psy-
cINFO, CINAHL, and clinicaltrials.gov databases
until 10 April 2023, using a combination of terms
related to ‘PTSD’ OR ‘post-traumatic stress disorder*’
AND ‘clonidine’. In addition, cross-references were
checked. No restrictions regarding the language of
publication or publication date were set.

2.2. Eligibility criteria

We included studies reporting data on clonidine use
for adults (aged ≥ 18 years) suffering from PTSD,
without restrictions on the language of the publication
or setting of the enrolment. Studies that considered a
sample of healthy volunteers or adults with psychiatric
diagnosis other than PTSD were excluded. The pri-
mary focus was randomized controlled trials (RCTs),
and in the absence of such evidence, we also included
data from observational studies and case reports,
although these studies usually provide data of lower
quality. We excluded qualitative studies and reviews,
although the reference lists of the identified reviews
were screened for potentially relevant studies missed
in the electronic database search. We only included
studies published in peer-reviewed journals, excluding
conference abstracts and dissertations. If data from the
same sample were published in multiple works, we
considered only the study reporting more exhaustive
information. Sample overlap was ruled out through a
careful check of the registration codes as well as the
place and year(s) of sampling.

2.3. Condition and outcomes of interest

PTSD diagnosis had to be defined according to stan-
dard operational diagnostic criteria, i.e. according to
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders (DSM) (American Psychiatric Association,
2013) or the International Classification of Diseases
(ICD) (WHO, 2004). The primary outcome was
assessment of sleep, considering both sleep quality
and duration; the secondary outcome was PTSD-
related nightmares. These were considered when
measured using validated tools or self-reports.
Additional outcomes were PTSD symptom severity,
measured with specific psychometric tools, and analy-
sis of the safety and tolerability of the treatment with
clonidine, assessed through evaluation of the rate of
overall adverse events, dropouts due to any cause,
dropouts due to severe adverse events, and death.
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2.4. Data collection and extraction

Two authors (MM and PG) working independently
reviewed the titles and abstracts of the retrieved
articles. The initial screening was followed by the
analysis of full texts to check compliance with the
inclusion and exclusion criteria. All disagreements
were explored until consensus was reached, and if
consensus was not possible, another member of the
team (MPB) was consulted. A standardized form was
used for data extraction. For each eligible trial, two
review authors (MM and PG) independently extracted
the following information: (1) study characteristics
(first author’s last name, year of publication, country,
study setting and design, eligibility criteria, number of
participants); (2) participants’ characteristics (age, sex,
PTSD diagnosis and stage of illness, symptom severity
at baseline, ongoing psychiatric treatment); (3) inter-
vention details (clonidine treatment and, where appli-
cable, the comparator used, prescribed dosage and
range, frequency of administration, route of adminis-
tration, cointerventions); and (4) outcome measures
of interest, duration of the follow-up, and time of
data collection. Extraction sheets for each study were
cross-checked for consistency and any disagreement
was resolved by discussion within the research group.

2.5. Statistical analyses

Where possible, we summarized quantitative data
among studies using meta-analyses. We used
inverse-variance models with random effects to sum-
marize both continuous and dichotomous outcome
data (DerSimonian & Laird, 1986). For continuous
outcome data, we calculated the Hedges’ g standar-
dized mean differences (SMDs) and the corresponding
95% confidence intervals (CIs); for dichotomous out-
come data, we calculated the pooled odds ratios (ORs)
and the corresponding 95% CIs (Higgins et al., 2021).
We used data from the intention-to-treat analyses for
both continuous and dichotomous outcomes. The
results were summarized using forest plots. Standard
Q tests and the I2 statistic (i.e. the percentage of varia-
bility in prevalence estimates attributable to hetero-
geneity rather than sampling error or chance, with
values of I2 75% indicating high heterogeneity) were
used to assess between-study heterogeneity (Higgins
& Thompson, 2002). When the meta-analysis
included at least 10 studies (Sterne et al., 2011), we
performed funnel plot analysis and the Egger test to
test for publication bias. If analyses showed a signifi-
cant risk of publication bias, we used the trim-and-
fill method to estimate the number of missing studies
and the adjusted effect size (Duval & Tweedie, 2000).
Meta-regression analysis was performed to examine
sources of between-study heterogeneity on a range
of prespecified study characteristics (i.e. clonidine

dose, length of follow-up, use as add-on or monother-
apy, sex, age, and treatment resistance). The analyses
were performed using the meta and metafor packages
in R (Balduzzi et al., 2019; RStudio Team, 2021;
Schwarzer, 2021). Statistical tests were two sided and
used a significance threshold of p < .05.

2.6. Risk of bias assessment and GRADE

The risk of bias in the included studies was indepen-
dently assessed by two reviewers (MM and PG),
using the Cochrane risk of bias tool (Higgins et al.,
2011). All disagreements were discussed until consen-
sus was reached, and if necessary, another member of
the team (MPB) was consulted. Each item on the risk
of bias assessment was scored as high, low, or unclear,
and the GRADE tool was used to assess the overall cer-
tainty of evidence (Schünemann et al., 2013).

3. Results

3.1. Study characteristics

Figure 1 summarizes the paper selection process.
From 671 records screened on title and abstract, 33
full texts were analysed. The review process led to
the selection of 10 studies (Alao et al., 2012; Alexander
& Kuntz, 2012; Bange & Melvin, 2022; Burek et al.,
2021; Detweiler et al., 2016; Hansenne et al., 1991;
Kinzie et al., 1994; Kinzie & Leung, 1989; Ouyang
et al., 2015; Wendell & Maxwell, 2015; Ziegenhorn
et al., 2009), referring to 10 different samples, leading
to a total of 569 participants (i.e. 145 clonidine and 436
controls), which were included in the quantitative
synthesis.

On average across the studies, the percentage of
female participants was 35.9% (range: 0–100%). The
mean age of participants across the studies was 44.5
years (SD = 13.6), ranging from 20 to 82 years old,
and the median age across the studies was 43 years.
Four out of 10 studies (40%) considered a population
of veterans. The selected studies were conducted in the
USA (n = 9; 90%) and Germany (n = 1 each; 10%). The
year of publication ranged from 1989 to 2022. Con-
cerning the study design, there were four case reports
(40%), corresponding to five patients, three retrospec-
tive studies on data from clinical charts (30%), one
prospective observational study (10%), one non-
blind clinical trial (10%), and one crossover RCT
(10%). A comparator was used in four studies (40%);
of these, two studies used another alpha-lytic agent
(e.g. prazosin or terazosin) or second generation anti-
psychotics or antidepressants, one study used a pla-
cebo, and one considered a subtherapeutic clonidine
dose (i.e. < 0.1 mg/day). The mean clonidine dose
implemented across the studies was 0.19 mg/day
(SD = 0.12) and the median was 0.15 mg/day, ranging
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from 0.1 to 0.5 mg/day. The route of administration
was oral in nine studies (90%), generally at bedtime;
if the dose was higher than 0.15 mg/day, it was admi-
nistered two or three times per day. Only one study
(10%) used intravenous administration of 0.15 mg/
day of clonidine. Four studies (40%) reported outcome
data on sleep quality, assessed through patients self-
reporting, two studies (20%) provided data on sleep
amount, assessed though sleep latency reduction,
seven studies (70%) assessed self-reported change in
nightmares, and one study also provided polysomno-
graphy measurement, and five studies (50%) evaluated
PTSD symptom severity after clonidine treatment.

All study characteristics are summarized in Table 1.

3.2. Analysis of the effect of clonidine on sleep
quality

Four studies reported outcome data about the effect of
clonidine on self-reported sleep quality among adult

PTSD patients. Only one of these implemented a pla-
cebo control group in a 6 week crossover RCT, on a
population of adults with borderline personality dis-
order and PTSD, reporting an improvement in
restorative sleep quality following clonidine treatment
at the dosage of 0.45 mg/day in two administrations
(0.15 mg in the morning and 0.3 mg at bedtime),
although this was not statistically significant (Z-score
=−1.83; p = .068). The other three studies did not
implement a control group. One prospective observa-
tional study on nine PTSD participants reported
improved sleep quality in six (66.7%) after 12 months
of treatment with clonidine 0.1 mg twice a day plus
imipramine. A second study, a non-blinded clinical
trial on four PTSD patients, reported an improvement
in self-reported sleep quality after 2 weeks of clonidine
treatment at 0.2–0.3 mg/day. A third study was a case
report of two veteran patients whose sleep quality
improved after 2 weeks of treatment with clonidine
0.3 mg/day.

Figure 1. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram. The figure shows the
flowchart of the review phases, reporting the number of records identified, screened, and included. The main reason for exclusion
among the full texts assessed was the absence of outcome data of interest for this review.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the included studies.

Authors (year) Study design Setting Country

N
Total (clonidine/

controls)
Female,

%
Age (years),
mean (SD) Duration

Clonidine dose
and route Comparator Sleep quality

Sleep
duration Nightmares

PTSD
symptoms

Alao et al. (2012) Case report Veteran
clinic

USA 2 (2/0) 50 40.5 (10.6) 2 weeks 0.1–0.3 mg p.o. NA Self-reported NA Self-reported NA

Bange & Melvin
(2022)

Case report Hospital USA 1 (1/0) 100 42 3 days 0.15 mg p.o. NA NA NA Self-reported NA

Burek et al. (2021) Retrospective
chart review

Veteran
clinic

USA 79 (50/29) 0 48.0 (15.1) NR 0.1–0.5 mg p.o. Clonidine <
0.1 mg

NA NA NA CGI

Detweiler et al.
(2016)

Retrospective
chart review

Veteran
clinic

USA 362 (27/335) 4.3 53.7 (NR) NR 0.1–0.4 mg p.o. Prazosin,
terazosin, SGA,
AD

NA NA Self-reported NA

Hansenne et al.
(1991)

Case report USA 1 (1/0) 0 20 3 weeks 0.15 mg i.v. NA NA NA NA IES-R

Kinzie & Leung
(1989)

Prospective study Psychiatric
clinic

USA 9 (9/0) 66.7 54.6 (NR) 12–19
months

0.1 mg p.o. NA Self-reported NA Self-reported DSM-III PTSD
checklist

Kinzie et al. (1994) Non-blind clinical
trial

Psychiatric
clinic

USA 4 (4/0) 100 Range: 29–46 2 weeks 0.2–0.3 mg p.o. NA PSG and self-
reported

PSG and self-
reported

PSG and self-
reported

Self-reported

Ouyang et al.
(2015)

Case report Outpatient
clinic

USA 1 (1/0) 0 67 4 months 0.1 mg p.o. NA NA NA Self-reported NA

Wendell &
Maxwell (2015)

Retrospective
chart review

Veteran
clinic

USA 102 (42/60) 7.8 43.0 (15.6) 6 months NR Prazosin NA NA Clinical chart NA

Ziegenhorn et al.
(2009)

Crossover RCT Psychiatric
clinic

Germany 12 (12/12) 94.4 32 (8) 6 weeks 0.45 mg p.o. PBO Self-reported Sleep latency NA CAPS-D

Note: PTSD = post-traumatic stress disorder; RCT = randomized controlled trial; SGA = second-generation antipsychotic; AD = antidepressant; PBO = placebo; PSG = polysomnography; CGI = Clinical Global Impression scale; IES-R = Impact of
Event Scale – Revised; DSM-III = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, third edition; CAPS-D = Clinician-Administered PTSD Scale for DSM; NA = not available/not applicable; NR = not reported.
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3.3. Analysis of the effect of clonidine on sleep
duration

Two studies reported outcome data on sleep duration.
One of these was a 6 week crossover RCT on border-
line patients with PTSD. The authors measured the
latency in sleep, finding a statistically significantly
greater subjective improvement following clonidine
treatment than on placebo (Z-score =−2.19; p = .028).
The other was a non-blind clinical trial on four PTSD
patients, finding no change in sleep latency measured
with polysomnography over 2 weeks of clonidine
treatment.

3.4. Analysis of the effect of clonidine on
nightmares

Seven studies investigated the effect of clonidine on
PTSD-related nightmares. The outcome was measured
through self-reporting in all of the studies, and one
study also provided measurement through sleep
recordings. Three studies were observational, three
were case reports, and one was a non-blinded clinical
trial. Two of the observational studies implemented a
control group using active comparators (Detweiler
et al., 2016; Wendell & Maxwell, 2015): one used
other alpha-adrenergic agents (i.e. prazosin or terazo-
sin) or second generation antipsychotics (i.e. risperi-
done or quetiapine) or antidepressants (i.e.
trazodone or mirtazapine); the other used prazosin
only. Both studies were retrospective clinical chart
reviews from two veteran clinics in different states in
the USA. The dose of clonidine ranged from 0.1 to
0.4 mg/day. The meta-analysis of these studies is dis-
played in Figure 2. There was no significant difference
between clonidine and the comparators in reducing
the PTSD-related nightmares (OR: 1.16, 95% CI:
0.66 to 2.05), while the level of between-study hetero-
geneity was low (I2 = 0%).

Among the studies that did not implement a control
group, one was a prospective study reporting an
improvement in nightmares in seven out of nine
PTSD patients (77.8%), and the other was a non-blind

clinical trial with four PTSD patients reporting
reductions in PTSD-related nightmares, both self-
reported and measured with sleep recordings. The
remaining three studies were case reports, correspond-
ing to four patients, all of whom improved after cloni-
dine treatment at a dose ranging from 0.1 to 0.3 mg/
day. Notably, one of these studies reported a sustained
beneficial effect after 4 months of treatment.

3.5. Analysis of the effect of clonidine on PTSD
symptom severity

Five studies evaluated the effect of clonidine on PTSD
symptom severity. Each of the studies had a different
study design. One was a crossover RCT of clonidine
and placebo for borderline patients, of whom a sub-
population had comorbid PTSD. This study found a
significantly greater improvement in PTSD symptoms
following clonidine treatment than while on placebo
in the PTSD-affected subsample (Z-score =−2.67;
p = .008). The second study was a retrospective analy-
sis of the electronic medical charts from a veteran
clinic in the USA, comparing changes in PTSD symp-
toms after clonidine treatment at different dosages,
ranging from 0.05 to 0.5 mg/day. This study yielded
evidence supporting the effectiveness of clonidine on
PTSD symptoms measured on the Clinical Global
Impression scale for doses greater than 0.05 mg/day.
Notably, by comparing the rate of improvement
between those treated with clonidine < 0.1 mg/day
and those with higher dosages, the odds of improve-
ment was significantly increased for the higher dosage
group (OR: 4.90; 95% CI 1.72 to 14.0). However, no
significant gain in the treatment effect was obtained
for clonidine dosages ≥ 0.25 mg/day over the dose
between 0.15 and 0.20 mg/day, as demonstrated by
similar rates of patients showing improvements in
the two groups (85% and 83%, respectively). A third
prospective observational study, without a control
group, reported improvement in PTSD symptoms,
measured with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, third edition (DSM-III) PTSD

Figure 2. Forest plot of the effect of clonidine on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)-related nightmares. The figure shows the
effect size of the two studies included in the meta-analysis and their pooled estimate, with relative 95% confidence intervals (95%
CI) (Detweiler et al., 2016; Wendell & Maxwell, 2015). The confidence intervals for all estimates cross the line of no effect, indicating
no statistical significance. The two studies have similar weights in the analysis. The meta-analysis includes 69 participants treated
with clonidine and 395 controls; MH = Mantel Haenszel.
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checklist, following more than 12 months of clonidine
treatment at 0.1 mg/day, in six out of nine participants
(66.7%). The fourth study, a non-blind clinical trial
with four PTSD patients, found self-reported
improvement in irritability and arousal after 2 weeks
of treatment with clonidine, but no effect on mood.
Finally, the fifth study was a case report of one patient,
showing a marked decrease in PTSD symptoms on the
Impact of Event Scale – Revised (IES-R) following clo-
nidine 0.15 mg intravenous infusion (the baseline IES-
R score was 45; after 3 weeks it was 4).

The narrative summary of the findings of these
studies is reported in Table 2.

3.6. Analysis of safety and tolerability of
clonidine

Two studies (20%) provided detailed data on the safety
and tolerability of clonidine treatment. Both studies
were retrospective reviews of medical electronic charts
from two different veteran clinics. One study did not
report safety and tolerability data in a case–control
fashion; however, clonidine showed a 22.8% rate of
side effects and half of the participants experiencing
side effects discontinued the treatment. The most
reported side effects were sleepiness/grogginess
(8.9% of participants receiving clonidine), lighthead-
edness/dizziness (6.3% of participants receiving cloni-
dine), and gastrointestinal disturbances (3.8% of
participants receiving clonidine). In the other study,
safety data were available for both clonidine and the
comparator, which was prazosin. No significant differ-
ence in the risk of dropouts was found between cloni-
dine and prazosin (dropout due to any cause OR: 0.88;
95% CI: 0.40 to 1.93; dropout due to adverse events
OR: 1.62; 95% CI: 0.66 to 3.98). However, the risk of
any adverse effect was higher during clonidine treat-
ment (OR: 2.30; 95% CI: 1.01 to 5.25), although the
lower bound of the OR confidence interval was very
close to 1. Notably, no deaths or other serious adverse
events were reported in either study.

3.7. GRADE of the evidence

A summary of the risk of bias in all 10 trials is reported
in Table 3, along with an assessment of the quality of
the evidence. In the GRADE system, the evidence
from RCTs is initially set to high, for observational
studies to low, and for case reports to very low, and
then several criteria can be used either to downgrade
or to upgrade. We downgraded by one level when
any of the sources of risk of bias were rated as ‘high’
or two were rated as ‘unclear’. Where a pooled esti-
mate was calculated, we also considered imprecision
and downgraded by one level where the 95% CI
included the null value. The quality of the evidence
was rated low for the crossover RCT, with concerns

related to the blinding procedure, and very low for
all of the other studies, which failed to provide a con-
trol group and to report complete information on the
treatment effect and follow-up duration.

4. Discussion

This systematic review of the effectiveness of clonidine
in the treatment of PTSD-related sleep disorders and
other PTSD symptoms indicates that while clonidine
may have a beneficial effect on sleep quality and dur-
ation, nightmare reduction, and overall PTSD symp-
tom severity in adults with PTSD, the evidence is
currently poor. Owing to marked heterogeneity in
study design and study quality, and a lack of compara-
tors, no firm conclusions can be drawn and further
studies are needed. Moreover, there are not enough
data to provide guidance on the optimal clonidine
dose for treating PTSD-related sleep disorders. One
study focusing on overall PTSD symptom change
after clonidine treatment found that doses < 0.05 mg
per day were not effective, and doses of 0.25 mg per
day did not bring any additional benefits (Burek
et al., 2021). Furthermore, there is still uncertainty
regarding the superiority of clonidine over other
PTSD treatments, particularly other anti-adrenergic
drugs such as prazosin or terazosin. Our meta-analysis
of two observational studies did not identify any sig-
nificant differences between clonidine and other
anti-adrenergic drugs in terms of treating nightmares.
However, in their papers, the authors of these studies
concluded that clonidine was indeed effective in
improving nightmares (Detweiler et al., 2016; Wendell
& Maxwell, 2015). One of the two studies reported a
higher frequency of treatment success on clonidine
than on prazosin, although the difference was not stat-
istically significant (Detweiler et al., 2016). It is worth
noting that the results of larger trials of prazosin for
PTSD have been negative (Raskind et al., 2018;
Zhang et al., 2020), while pooled estimates from
some meta-analyses remained statistically significant
with respect to the benefit of prazosin on PTSD symp-
toms and sleep disturbances (Reist et al., 2021; Singh
et al., 2016).

In contrast to prazosin, clonidine acts mainly cen-
trally, inhibiting noradrenaline release (Katic et al.,
1972). Evidence suggests that this effect in the locus
coeruleus may be related to the hypnotic effects of clo-
nidine (Khan et al., 1999), as well as to decreased
transmission of pain signals to the spine (Deyama
et al., 2011) and relieving symptoms of anxiety and
low mood (Lebow & Chen, 2016). Previous research
suggested that people with PTSD display increased
responsiveness of the noradrenergic system and
altered sensitivity of pre-synaptic alpha-2 receptors,
contributing to arousal symptoms such as hypervigi-
lance and insomnia (Southwick et al., 1993).
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Table 2. Narrative summary of the studies’ findings.
Authors (year) Study design Sleep quality Sleep duration Nightmares PTSD symptoms

Alao et al.
(2012)

Case report Within 2 weeks of
starting clonidine, the
patient reported
improved quality of his
sleep

NA Within 2 weeks of starting
clonidine, the patient
reported improvement in
the severity and duration
of nightmares. The
patient’s distressing
nightmares resolved
about 2 weeks after
initiation of treatment
with clonidine and he was
able to return to normal
functioning

NA

Bange & Melvin
(2022)

Case report NA NA Five months post-discharge,
the patient stated that
she continued to have
absence of her
nightmares while taking
her clonidine, and that
overall she was doing well

NA

Burek et al.
(2021)

Retrospective
chart review

NA NA NA Two subjects on 0.05 mg
reported no benefit. Of
those taking 0.1 mg total
per day, 15 of 29 (52%) had
CGI indicating at least some
improvement. Subjects
taking between 0.15 and
0.2 mg total per day
improved or very much
improved. For subjects on
doses at or above 0.25 mg
total per day, 23 of 27 (85%)
had improvement, with 16
(59%) scoring as much
improved or very much
improved

Detweiler et al.
(2016)

Retrospective
chart review

NA NA Clonidine proved more
effective than prazosin,
with success rates of
63.0% and 64.0%,
respectively

NA

Hansenne et al.
(1991)

Case report NA NA NA The treatment yielded good
improvement of symptoms,
with a decrease in the total
IES-R score to 17 (intrusive
subscale, 10; avoidance
subscale, 7) after 2 weeks
and to 4 (intrusive subscale,
2; avoidance subscale, 2)
after 3 weeks.

Kinzie & Leung
(1989)

Prospective
study

Sleep difficulties
improved in most

NA The frequency of
nightmares decreased,
although they were never
entirely absent

Startle reactions improved in
three patients and were
totally absent in one
patient. No patients
reported absence of
avoidant behaviours. Many
patients seemed better able
to tolerate memories of the
trauma

Kinzie et al.
(1994)

Non-blind
clinical trial

All patients reported a
subjective increase in
sleep quality. There was
no consistent change in
sleep latency or wake
after sleep onset after
2 weeks of treatment

The total sleep time
was slightly reduced
in all individuals after
clonidine

All patients reported
subjective lessening of
nightmares. Of the seven
nightmares recorded
during PSG, two occurred
when the patient was
awake, one was REM
related, and four were
related to stage 2 of sleep

Patients reported a decrease
in irritability and startle
response. All of the patients
remained depressed

Ouyang et al.
(2015)

Case report NA NA At the seventh follow-up,
the patient reported a
decrease in nightmare
frequency from 5–7 per
week to 3–4 per month.
Over the next eight
follow-up visits, the
patient continued to
report nightmare relief on
clonidine 0.1 mg daily

NA

(Continued )
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Moreover, the increased release of noradrenaline at
the prefrontal cortex level has been related to the
impairment of executive functions such as reality test-
ing, whereas in the amygdala and hippocampus nor-
adrenaline facilitated the retrieval of past traumatic
memories (Southwick et al., 1999). These mechanisms
may underlie nightmares and flashbacks, where the
past memory is experienced as if it were occurring
in the present. In that context, clonidine’s ability to
reduce nightmares and improve sleep may be related
to a desensitization of the noradrenergic system via
alpha-2 receptor agonism (Southwick et al., 1999). In
addition, clonidine showed a dose-dependent effect
on REM and non-REM sleep (Miyazaki et al., 2004),
which has been related to improved memory consoli-
dation (Lebow & Chen, 2016; Marin et al., 2020; Saggu
et al., 2023; Schulz et al., 2002). However, further
studies on the specific pathways through which cloni-
dine acts are warranted (Marin et al., 2020; Schulz
et al., 2002).

4.1. Limitations

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of the
current review. First, there was a high level of hetero-
geneity among the studies included in this review, lim-
iting the possibility to perform a meta-analysis of the
individual study estimates, and reducing the strength
of the conclusions. Secondly, the quality of the evi-
dence was low, with many studies being observational
studies or case reports, or having small sample sizes.
Therefore, the role of clonidine in treating PTSD-
related sleep disorders remains uncertain, underscor-
ing the need for future research and, importantly, rig-
orous RCTs. Thirdly, there was a lack of reporting on
the safety and tolerability of clonidine treatment for
PTSD. Potential side effects of anti-adrenergic agents,
including the risk of orthostatic hypotension, may
limit their use, especially in patients with comorbid
medical conditions. Thus, future research should
aim to clarify the safety and tolerability of clonidine,

Table 2. Continued.
Authors (year) Study design Sleep quality Sleep duration Nightmares PTSD symptoms

despite persistent
depression and anger

Wendell &
Maxwell
(2015)

Retrospective
chart review

NA NA Of the 42 clonidine patients
assessed, 24 (57%) had a
positive response to the
medication for night-time
PTSD symptoms
documented in the CPRS
within 6 months of
starting therapy. Six
months after starting
clonidine, 23 patients
(55%) continued to take
clonidine

NA

Ziegenhorn
et al. (2009)

Crossover RCT The sleep was perceived
as slightly more
restorative by the
patients in the
clonidine group

Analyses of the
subjective sleep data
revealed that patients
on clonidine needed
17 min less to go to
sleep than patients
on placebo

NA Treatment with clonidine
resulted in a significant
improvement in
hyperarousal

Note: PTSD = post-traumatic stress disorder; RCT = randomized controlled trial; CGI = Clinical Global Impression scale; PSG = polysomnography; REM =
rapid eye movement; CPRS = computerized patient record system; IES-R = Impact of Event Scale – Revised; NA = not available/not applicable.

Table 3. Risk of bias of the included studies and grading of the evidence.
Authors (year) Study design Outcomes reported Risk of bias Imprecision GRADE

Alao et al. (2012) Case report Sleep quality, nightmares NA NA Very low
Bange & Melvin (2022) Case report Nightmares NA NA Very low
Burek et al. (2021) Retrospective chart

review
PTSD symptoms Serious NA Very low

Detweiler et al. (2016) Retrospective chart
review

Nightmares Not
serious

Serious Very low

Hansenne et al. (1991) Case report PTSD symptoms NA NA Very low
Kinzie and Leung (1989) Perspective study Sleep quality, nightmares, PTSD symptoms Serious NA Very low
Kinzie et al. (1994) Non-blind clinical trial Sleep quality, sleep duration, nightmares, PTSD

symptoms
Serious NA Very low

Ouyang et al. (2015) Case report Nightmares NA NA Very low
Wendell & Maxwell
(2015)

Retrospective chart
review

Nightmares Not
serious

Serious Very low

Ziegenhorn et al. (2009) Crossover RCT Sleep quality, sleep duration, PTSD symptoms Serious NA Low

Note: RCT = randomized controlled trial; PTSD = post-traumatic stress disorder; NA = not applicable.
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with a focus on those at risk of adverse effects. The
findings of the review suggest that the higher dosages
of clonidine may be associated with a higher incidence
of any adverse reaction compared with prazosin.
However, the two drugs did not differ significantly
in the rate of severe adverse effects and dropout.
Finally, to ensure better quality evidence to guide
clinical decision making, improved study designs
and standardized reporting of outcomes are crucial.
Strict adherence to the standards of reporting, such
as the Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials
(CONSORT) (Cuschieri, 2019), will also enable
meta-analyses to be performed, increasing the robust-
ness of the conclusions drawn from these studies.

4.2. Implications for research and practice

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first systema-
tic review of clonidine in PTSD. The findings highlight
the need for further research in this area. Large, well-
powered high-quality studies are needed to confirm
the promising effects of clonidine on sleep quality,
nightmares, and PTSD symptom reduction in adults
with PTSD. Further investigation is also needed on
the safety of clonidine for PTSD.

Given the persistent nature of sleep disorders and
nightmares in PTSD, there is a significant medical
need for new treatments. Previous trials of prazosin
have demonstrated higher effectiveness when used in
conjunction with psychotherapy (Raskind et al.,
2013), and a similar debate pertains to the use of psy-
chedelics [specifically concerning the use of 3,4-
methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA)-assisted
therapy] in PTSD (Feduccia & Mithoefer, 2018;
Smith et al., 2022). This suggests that future research
could investigate the potential benefits of combining
clonidine with PTSD-specific psychotherapies such
as eye movement desensitization and reprocessing
(EMDR) (Cuijpers et al., 2020), also bearing in mind
preliminary evidence of the impact of clonidine in
memory consolidation (Groch et al., 2011; Saggu
et al., 2023).

5. Conclusions

There is a suggestion in the literature that clonidine is
beneficial for treating PTSD-related sleep disorders
and other PTSD symptoms, but good evidence is lack-
ing. Further research is needed to establish the effec-
tiveness, optimal dosing, and potential side effects of
clonidine, and well as the most suitable population
for this treatment.
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