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Melbourne Sleep Disorders Centre initiation program: Sodium 
Oxybate (Xyrem®) for treatment of refractory narcolepsy 

 
Narcolepsy is a disorder characterized by excessive daytime sleepiness and intermittent 
manifestations of REM sleep during wakefulness sometimes cataplexy (sudden loss of muscle 
tone).   Sodium oxybate has been used in Europe and USA for the treatment of narcolepsy 
with cataplexy for many years and is included in 2007 American Association of Sleep 
Medicine international narcolepsy treatment guidelines. Improvements in cataplexy, daytime 
sleepiness and sleep architecture have been demonstrated across a number of studies, but 
often it takes months to see a response to treatment.   
 
However sodium oxybate has potential for serious misuse and side effects, so until October 
2014 had been prohibited for use in Australia.  Recently sodium oxybate has been 
rescheduled as a S8 medication for prescription under careful supervision for patients with a 
diagnosis of narcolepsy with cataplexy.   
 
The reason for this information is that your physician has suggested sodium oxybate as a 
treatment option for your condition and it is important to understand the side effects of 
this medications and how to prepare it.   

Side effects 
• Reduced level of consciousness 
• Nausea which can be severe and 

led to weight loss 
• Dizziness 
• Vomiting 
• Somnolence (sleepiness) 
• Enuresis (can’t urinate) 

 

• Uncommon: abdominal pain, dry 
mouth, pain, peripheral edema, 
extremity pain,  muscle spasms, 
and paresthesia (altered 
sensation).   

Preparing the drug 
• The sodium oxybate bottle needs to be prepared at first usage by piercing the top 

with an adaptor so that a syringe can be attached to withdraw the correct dosage 
• Dilute each dose in 60 mL water 
• Avoid food for at least 2 hr before dose 
• Each dose of sodium oxybate needs to be take whilst in bed and you should lie down 

immediately after dosing 
• Sodium oxybate may cause you to fall asleep abruptly without first feeling drowsy 
• You will often fall asleep within 5 minutes of dose, and will usually fall asleep within 

15 minutes 
• You should remain in bed following ingestion of the first and second doses, 

and should not take the second dose until at least 2.5hrs after the first dose 
• You may need to set an alarm to awaken for the second dose 
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Titration schedule 
• Sodium oxybate needs to be up-titrated slowly under physician guidance, initially 

starting at 1.5g in 2 doses at night separated by 2.5-4 hours.  The dose needs to be 
taken in bed.   

• The dose can be increased by 0.25g every 2-3 days, up to a total dose of 9g per 
night, but don’t change the dose unless instructed by your physician 

• If you have a flare of other medical conditions you may need to STOP Xyrem for 
the night, as risk of respiratory complications is a concern with Xyrem. 

• Do not consume alcohol if you are prescribed Xyrem.   

Follow up 
We will discuss with you the follow up regime at the time of prescribing Xyrem, however 
most patients will require follow up weekly or fortnightly for the first few months, either in 
person or over the phone.  Please contact us sooner on (03) 9663 1993  or 
reception@msdc.com.au if you have side effects, particular nausea or anxiety as the dose of 
Xyrem may need reduction or additional anti-nausea medications may be required 
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