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Phenobarbital is a long-acting barbiturate 
with a duration of action of about 4 to 6 hours, 
a usual adult dose as a sedative of about 
30 mg and a hypnotic dose of about 100 mg. 
The strength of the elixir permits convenient 
adjustment of dosage to achieve the proper 
degree of sedation in the treatment of infants, 
children, and certain adults. The elixir is com-
mercially available from a variety of manu-
facturers under its nonproprietary name.

Digoxin Elixir
No official method of preparation is indi-
cated for Digoxin Elixir, USP; however, it is 
required to contain 4.5 to 5.25 mg of digoxin 
per 100 mL of elixir, or about 0.25 mg/5 mL 
teaspoonful. The usual oral adult dose of 
digoxin as a cardiotonic agent is about 1.5 mg 
on initial therapy and about 0.5 mg for main-
tenance therapy.

Digoxin is a cardiotonic glycoside obtained 
from the leaves of Digitalis lanata. It is a white 
crystalline powder that is insoluble in water 
but soluble in dilute alcohol solutions. The 
official elixir contains about 10% alcohol. 
Digoxin is poisonous, and its dose must be 
carefully determined and administered to 
each individual patient. Adults generally take 
digoxin tablets rather than the elixir, which 
must be measured by the highly variable 
household teaspoon. The elixir is generally 
employed for children, and the commercial 
product available for this purpose is pack-
aged with a calibrated dropper to facilitate 
accurate dosing.

Digoxin is one of many drugs available 
in more than a single dosage form. The pre-
scriber frequently has the choice of a solid 
dosage form—a tablet or capsule—or a liquid. 
The advantages of each have been noted pre-
viously, but it is important to point out again 
that drugs administered in different dosage 
forms may exhibit different bioavailability 
characteristics, with varying patterns of drug 
release and rates and extents of absorption. 
Such differences have been noted for digoxin 
between tablets from different manufacturers 
and between tablets and oral liquid forms. 
Figure 13.2 shows the differences noted in 
one study of the serum digoxin levels follow-
ing administration of 0.5 mg of digoxin by 

oral tablet and oral solution having an elixir-
like vehicle. It can be readily observed that 
the serum digoxin levels following adminis-
tration of the oral solution were considerably 
greater than from the oral tablet.

A patient taking a drug known to exhibit 
bioavailability problems and whose thera-
peutic dosage regimen has been successfully 
established with a particular drug product 
should not be changed to another product.

Tinctures

Tinctures are alcoholic or hydroalcoholic solu
tions prepared from vegetable materials or 
from chemical substances. They vary in method 
of preparation, strength of the active ingredient, 
alcoholic content, and intended use in medicine 
or pharmacy. When they are prepared from 
chemical substances (e.g., iodine, thimerosal), 
tinctures are prepared by simple solution of the 
chemical agent in the solvent.
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Figure 13.2  Serum digoxin concentrations follow-
ing administration of digoxin 0.5 mg by oral tablet 
and elixir-like oral solution. (Adapted from Huffman 
DH, Azarnoff DL. Absorption of orally given digoxin 
preparations. JAMA 1972;222:957, with permission. 
Copyright © 2010 American Medical Association. All 
rights reserved.)
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