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Abstract

Clobazam, a 1-5 benzodiazepine, was introduced in the 1970s for the treatment of anxiety and
agitation. Antiepileptic properties were recognized, and efficacy in a number of epilepsy syn-
dromes was demonstrated in humans, with good tolerance. Recent reviews are generally favora-
ble, with a relative minimum of medication-related side effects. However, a number of benzodia-
zepines have been associated with causing hypothermia. To date, this side effect has not been re-
ported with clobazam. We report two cases of profound hypothermia associated with the use of
this medication for the treatment of epilepsy. Both children had significant cerebral dysgenesis
and were developmentally impaired, but neither had experienced hypothermia before. Tempera-
ture dysregulation was resolved with medication withdrawal after an extensive work-up for al-
ternative causes. Hypothermia should be considered as a possible side effect of clobazam, al-
though the exact mechanism is unknown. Appropriate monitoring of temperature is appropriate,
and precautions should be offered by caregivers.
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1. Introduction

Clobazam, a 1-5 benzodiazepine, was introduced in the 1970s for the treatment of anxiety and agitation [1] [2].
It was distinguished from benzodiazepines available at the time by demonstrated efficacy in anxiolysis, but with
minimal if any effects on performance function [3]. Antiepileptic properties were recognized in animal studies,
and efficacy in a number of epileptic syndromes was then demonstrated in humans, with relatively good toler-
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ance [4] [5]. Over the next several decades, it became one of the most broadly used anticonvulsants in children
worldwide. Clobazam has only recently been introduced for use in the United States with FDA approval as an
adjunctive treatment of Lennox-Gastaut syndrome. In the US, the medication has been recently reviewed favor-
ably, with a relative minimum of medication-related side effects [6]. Benzodiazepines in general have been as-
sociated with rarely causing hypothermia, especially in the elderly, but this side effect has not been reported
with clobazam [7]-[9]. We report two cases of profound hypothermia associated with use of this medication for
the treatment of epilepsy in therapeutic doses.

2. Case Reports
2.1. Patient One

This patient is a 3-year-old with a history of diffuse cerebral dysgenesis and resultant epilepsy. Microcephaly
was recognized in the newborn period, and seizures developed, initially as infantile spasm which persisted with
additional complex partial semiology. The patient had been treated with a number of medications including
adrenocorticotropic hormone, valproic acid, felbamate, and newer agents such as levetiracetam and lacosamide.
Current medications were felbamate, lacosamide and diazepam. Most medications failed to reduce seizure fre-
quency significantly, and seizure clusters continued. Subsequent to introduction of clobazam in the United
States the medication was introduced in a dose initially of 5 mg daily, 0.31 mg/kg/day, with titration to a total
dosage of 0.6 mg/kg/day. No medications changes had occurred in the months prior to clobazam introduction.
Initially the parents reported significant decrease in seizure frequency, however there was associated mild seda-
tion beyond his normal encephalopathy. Because of continued central nervous system depression he was seen in
an emergency room, and in association with worsened encephalopathy, hypothermia (93F) was identified and he
was admitted for evaluation and empiric treatment for possible sepsis. His inpatient evaluation, including blood,
urine and spinal fluid analysis and culture, proved negative/normal for infection or other metabolic derangement.
Medication levels were not checked at this admission. Temperature appeared to stabilize, and the patient was
discharged home, but returned for a subsequent episode of recurrent hypothermia after 6 days. Clobazam was
discontinued after this episode, on the premise it was the last medication added before onset of hypothermia,
with a return to a normal temperature baseline over approximately 24 hours. Normothermia has since been
maintained, and his worsened encephalopathy cleared. Reinstitution of very low-dose clobazam (2.5 mg, 0.15
mg/kg/day) has resulted in improved seizures, and temperatures have been normal over the year since initial
exposure.

2.2. Patient Two

The patient is a 4-year-old with a history of bacterial meningitis during the newborn period, resulting in broad
areas of encephalomalacia. Her outcome was complicated by developmental delay, hemiparesis and seizures,
which initially presented as infantile spasm, and were followed by convulsions, staring spells, and myoclonic
jerks. The patient was treated with a wide array of medication, including valproic acid, levetiracetam, and lamo-
trogine. Additional medications were offered due to parental reluctance to explore resective treatments for epi-
lepsy, and clobazam was initiated. The patient was dosed initially at 2.5 mg twice a day (0.25 mg/kg/day), with
titration to 5 mg bid, which caused undue sedation. She was then returned to a dose of 2.5 mg twice daily. A re-
duction in seizure frequency was noted, and mild sedation persisted although she was able to attend school. At
ten days of therapy, she was noted to be sedate, and rectal temperature at home was 93 F. It fell to 91 F by ad-
mission via emergency medical services. She was admitted to hospital, and underwent a limited sepsis evalua-
tion with blood cultures and empiric antibiotics were administered. However, because of the close temporal as-
sociation with the previous case, clobazam was considered as a possible etiology, and was discontinued. Warm-
ing ensued, and hypothermia resolved within 36 hours, and the patient’s mild encephalopathy improved. She
remains off clobazam at her previous baseline, with well-maintained normothermia for 12 months since initial
presentation.

3. Discussion

Clobazam has been widely used for a number of epilepsy syndromes over the last 40 years. It is distinct from
other benzodiazepines in that its molecular structure is characterized by a 1-5 orientation of nitrogen atoms
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around its heterocyclic ring, rather than a 1-4 [10]. Most analyses of safety in medication trials generally dem-
onstrate excellent tolerance, without serious medication related difficulties [6]. Our cases however indicate hy-
pothermia as a possible side effect in some individuals. We believe this is the first identification of a serious
medical complication related to this efficacious anticonvulsant in dosing ranges previously thought to be safe.
Both children had significant cerebral dysgenesis or injury, and experienced profound hypothermia in associa-
tion with exposure to clobazam. Each child had been relatively medically well, without episodes of hypothermia
or worsened encephalopathy with previous medication exposure or illness. Each child was admitted to hospital,
and subjected to an extensive evaluation for infectious complications, on the premise that they were suffering
from sepsis. This is included in one case a spinal tap and dosing with empiric antibiotics. Drug levels of medica-
tions were not obtained, possibly reflecting the lack of widespread understanding that anticonvulsant medica-
tions can be causative of temperature dysregulation.

Central control of temperature regulation is thought to result from a complex interaction between a number of
hypothalamic nuclei, and both thermogenesis and cooling mechanisms are controlled therein [11]. There are
therefore many potential sites for disruption of normal thermoregulation, including central inputs receiving
temperature measures from the periphery or centrally; impairments in heat conserving measures such as vaso-
constriction or piloerection; and impairments in heat production mechanisms such as activation of metabolism in
brown fat reservoirs or shivering [11]. Tonic inhibitory GABAergic innervation to the preoptic nucleus is
thought to maintain the precise control of body temperature, and inhibition of such neurons is associated with an
increase in body temperature [12]. It is possible that increased activation of such neurons could result in im-
pairments in maintaining body temperature homeostasis, especially in at risk populations, such as the elderly, or
children, especially if multiple pharmacologic agents are being utilized. Clobazam, like other benzodiazepines,
acts at the GABAa receptor, exerting anticonvulsant effects through allosteric modulation of the inhibitory ef-
fects of GABA [13]. In this circumstance, accentuation of GABAergic neurotransmission may interrupt normal
mechanisms that maintain body temperature, resulting in increased heat loss, and hypothermia.

Other benzodiazepines have in fact been demonstrated to cause hypothermia in humans and experimental
animals, although most clinical reports of serious hypothermia appear to occur in the context of intentional or
inadvertent over dosage [7] [14] [15]. However, we were unable to identify any reports in the literature to date
regarding clobazam and hypothermia. The hypothermic effect of benzodiazepines is well recognized and in fact
has been identified as a confounding effect in studies of diazepam-induced neuroprotection after global ischemia
[16]. Animal and human studies confirm a tendency for core body cooling with benzodiazepines, although the
mechanism of hypothermia induction is unclear. Impairment in peripheral heat conservation responses such as
piloerection and vasoconstriction has been theorized [7] [17]. Likewise, a direct effect on heat maintaining cen-
ters in the central nervous system has also been proposed [18]. Certainly children are in general at higher risk of
developing hypothermia, because of a greater surface area to volume ratio when compared with adults. Addi-
tionally, both children in our report had significant cerebral dysgenesis and injury, perhaps putting them at high-
er risk for centrally mediated dysautonomia and temperature dysregulation. Neither one had experienced hypo-
thermia in the past however. It is unclear how temperature depression was related to serum levels, as they were
not checked in either circumstance. It is probable however, that in each case drug level was in part responsible
for the temperature dysregulation, as in each circumstance a worsened encephalopathy was associated, which
cleared after medication discontinuation. No medical reasons were identified that might have put them at risk for
impaired clobazam metabolism. Further complicating our management, one of our patients was concurrently
taking valproic acid, an anticonvulsant reported to cause hypothermia, as have other anticonvulsants [19]. This
may have further impaired thermoregulation in this individual. Lastly, there are probably confounding factors
that create age related or individual specific aspects that may influence the temperature dysregulation. Many re-
ports of benzodiazepine induced hypothermia are from the extremes of age, in the young and very old. Addi-
tionally, there are conflicting reports of types of temperature dysregulation, with some indicating a heat stabiliz-
ing/retaining effect of benzodiazepines rather than heat loss [20].

One of our patients was returned to dosing with clobazam and appeared to tolerate this well at a lower dose of
0.15 mg/kg, with no evidence of central nervous system depression or hypothermia. Seizure control at this lower
dosage was not as good with higher dosages however. Our findings indicate that additional caution should be
used in children with intractable epilepsy while using clobazam. Joint administration of other anticonvulsants
that might produce hypothermia should be a consideration as well. In these circumstances, lower dosages per
kilogram may be reasonable, with slower titration as tolerated. Monitoring for central nervous system depression,

O,
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and temperature dysregulation is indicated, and parental counseling likewise paramount.

4. Conclusion

These cases indicate that episodes of hypothermia may be associated with clobazam in children. Consideration
of other possibilities including infectious etiologies should always be considered, especially in children with
neurologic compromise, as they are prone to infectious complications. However, medication effects should be
considered in the differential diagnosis of unexplained hypothermia. Although anecdotal, there may be a greater
propensity for such side effects in children with central nervous system injury whether congenital or acquired,
and greater caution might be exercised in these circumstances as well. Lastly, the mechanism of hypothermia
remains unclear, given reports of both abnormal temperature elevation and depression with benzodiazepines.
Further study is warranted, and correlation with drug levels in future patients would help clarify if this is an
idiosyncratic response or due to elevated serum concentrations.
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