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ABSTRACT: 

The autonomic nervous system (ANS) is essential for regulating involuntary bodily functions, such as heart rate, digestion, and respiratory activity. It operates 

through two main branches: the sympathetic nervous system, which prepares the body for action, and the parasympathetic nervous system, which helps the body 

relax and recover. 

Certain drugs influence the ANS by either stimulating or blocking its activity. These drugs fall into four key categories:  

Parasympathomimetics (cholinergic agonists): These enhance the effects of acetylcholine, a neurotransmitter that activates muscarinic and nicotinic receptors, 

promoting relaxation and digestion. 

Parasympatholytics (anticholinergics): These work by blocking acetylcholine’s effects, leading to outcomes like dilated pupils and relaxed airways, making them 

useful in conditions like asthma or motion sickness. 

Sympathomimetics (adrenergic agonists): These mimic the sympathetic nervous system’s response, increasing heart rate and opening the airways, often used in 

emergencies like asthma attacks or anaphylaxis. 

Sympatholytics (adrenergic antagonists): These counteract the effects of sympathetic stimulation, helping to lower blood pressure and regulate heart rate, making 

them essential for treating hypertension and heart conditions. 
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Introduction: 

The autonomic nervous system (ANS) helps keep the body running smoothly by controlling essential functions like heart rate, breathing, and digestion 

without us having to think about it. It has two main parts: the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which kicks in during stress or danger—the “fight-or-

flight” response—and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which helps the body relax and recover, often called the “rest-and-digest” system. 

 

Certain medications influence the ANS by either stimulating or blocking its activity. These drugs fall into four main groups: parasympathomimetics, 

parasympatholytics, sympathomimetics, and sympatholytics, depending on how they interact with cholinergic or  adrenergic receptors. They are widely 

used to manage conditions like heart disease, respiratory problems, and neurological disorders, playing a crucial role in modern medicine. 

 

1. Parasympathomimetics (Cholinergic Agonists): 

Parasympathomimetic drugs help boost the effects of acetylcholine (ACh), a key neurotransmitter that activates muscarinic and nicotinic receptors. 

By stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system, these drugs promote functions like digestion, glandular secretions, and muscle contractions. 

 

1.1 How They Work 

 

 

These drugs work in two different ways: they either directly activate cholinergic receptors or indirectly increase ACh levels by stopping its 

breakdown. 

 Direct-acting agents: These drugs attach to muscarinic or nicotinic receptors, mimicking ACh’s natural effects. Examples include 

pilocarpine and bethanechol. 
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 Indirect-acting agents: These block acetylcholinesterase (AChE), the enzyme that normally breaks down ACh, leading to higher levels 

of the neurotransmitter. Examples include neostigmine and donepezil. 

 

1.2 Medical Uses 

 

Parasympathomimetic drugs are prescribed for a range of health conditions, such as: 

 Glaucoma: Pilocarpine helps reduce eye pressure. 

 Myasthenia gravis: Neostigmine improves communication between nerves and muscles. 

 Alzheimer’s disease: Donepezil supports memory and cognitive function by increasing cholinergic activity in the brain.  

 Postoperative ileus and urinary retention: Bethanechol stimulates smooth muscle contractions to aid digestion and bladder emptying. 

 

1.3 Possible Side Effects 

 

 

Although these drugs are useful, they can also cause: 

 Excess saliva, sweating, diarrhea, and a slowed heart rate (bradycardia). 

 Narrowed airways, which can be dangerous for people with asthma. 

 

 

2. Parasympatholytics (Anticholinergics): 

Parasympatholytic drugs interfere with the body’s ability to use acetylcholine (ACh) by blocking muscarinic receptors. This leads to reduced activity 

in the parasympathetic nervous system, affecting processes like digestion, heart rate, and glandular secretions. 

 

2.1 How They Work 

 

 

These medications act as muscarinic receptor blockers, stopping ACh from attaching to its receptors and preventing its usual effects. This results 

in reduced involuntary muscle activity, decreased secretions, and an increase in heart rate.  

 

2.2 Common Uses 

 

 

Doctors prescribe anticholinergic drugs for a range of conditions, such as: 

 Eye exams: Atropine is used to temporarily enlarge the pupils (mydriasis) so the eye can be properly examined.  

 Digestive problems: Hyoscyamine helps reduce stomach acid and slows down intestinal movement, making it useful for conditions like 

irritable bowel syndrome. 

 Slow heart rate (bradycardia): Atropine is often given in emergency situations to speed up the heart rate.  

 Breathing disorders: Ipratropium helps relax the airways, making it easier to breathe for people with COPD or asthma. 

 Motion sickness: Scopolamine is effective in preventing nausea and dizziness, often used for travel-related sickness. 

 

2.3 Possible Side Effects 

 

 

Despite their benefits, parasympatholytics can cause some unwanted effects, including: 

 Dry mouth, blurred vision, difficulty urinating, and a fast heartbeat (tachycardia). 

 Confusion and memory problems, particularly in older adults. 

 

 

3. Sympathomimetics (Adrenergic Agonists): 

 

Sympathomimetic drugs stimulate adrenergic receptors, enhancing the effects of the sympathetic  nervous system. This leads to increased heart rate, 

widened airways, and other physiological changes associated with the body’s natural “fight-or-flight” response. 

 

3.1 How They Work 

 

 

These drugs act through different mechanisms: 

 Direct-acting: Attach directly to adrenergic receptors to produce a response (e.g., epinephrine, albuterol).  

 Indirect-acting: Boost norepinephrine levels by either increasing its release or preventing its reabsorption (e.g., amphetamine, cocaine). 

 Mixed-acting: Exhibit both direct and indirect effects (e.g., ephedrine). 

 

 

3.2 Medical Uses 
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Sympathomimetics are prescribed for several health conditions, including: 

 Life-threatening emergencies (cardiac arrest, anaphylaxis): Epinephrine stimulates α and β receptors, helping to restart the heart and 

counteract severe allergic reactions. 

 Respiratory issues (asthma, COPD): Albuterol, a β2 agonist, relaxes airway muscles, making breathing easier. 

 Nasal congestion relief: Phenylephrine, an α1 agonist, reduces swelling in nasal blood vessels to ease congestion.  

 Low blood pressure (hypotension): Dopamine increases heart function and blood pressure. 

 

 

3.3 Potential Side Effects 

 

 

Although beneficial, sympathomimetics may cause: 

 Cardiovascular effects: High blood pressure (hypertension), rapid heartbeat (tachycardia), and irregular heart rhythms (arrhy thmias). 

 Nervous system effects: Anxiety, restlessness, and difficulty sleeping, particularly with stimulant medications. 

 

4. Sympatholytics (Adrenergic Antagonists): 

 

Sympatholytic medications help regulate the body’s stress response by blocking adrenergic receptors,  which in turn slows heart rate, reduces blood 

pressure, and minimizes excessive sympathetic nervous system activity. 

 

4.1 Mechanism of Action 

 

 

These drugs are classified based on the type of adrenergic receptors they inhibit: 

 Alpha-blockers (α-adrenergic antagonists): These drugs prevent norepinephrine from binding to α1 or α2 receptors, leading to blood 

vessel relaxation and improved circulation (e.g., prazosin, phentolamine).  

 Beta-blockers (β-adrenergic antagonists): These medications block β1 and/or β2 receptors, which slows heart rate and decreases blood 

pressure (e.g., propranolol, metoprolol). 

 

4.2 Therapeutic Uses 

 

 

Sympatholytics are widely used to treat conditions that involve excessive sympathetic nervous system activity, including:  

 Hypertension (high blood pressure): Prazosin, an α1 blocker, lowers vascular resistance by relaxing blood vessels. 

 Heart conditions (arrhythmias, heart failure): Metoprolol, a β1 blocker, helps control abnormal heart rhythms and reduces car diac 

workload. 

 Glaucoma: Timolol decreases intraocular pressure, protecting the optic nerve from damage. 

 Anxiety and migraines: Propranolol alleviates symptoms by controlling excessive nervous system stimulation. 

 

4.3 Side Effects and Risks 

 

 

While these medications provide significant benefits, they may also lead to: 

 Circulatory effects: Some individuals experience low blood pressure (hypotension), slow heart rate (bradycardia), and fatigue.  

 Breathing difficulties: Non-selective beta-blockers can cause bronchospasms, making them unsuitable for people with asthma or 

respiratory conditions. 

 

Conclusion: 

Drugs that influence the autonomic nervous system—parasympathomimetics, parasympatholytics, sympathomimetics, and sympatholytics —are 

essential for treating a wide range of health conditions. Parasympathomimetics enhance the effects of acetylcholine, making them useful in 

conditions like glaucoma, myasthenia gravis, and Alzheimer’s disease. In contrast, parasympatholytics block excessive parasympathetic activity, 

helping patients with asthma, slow heart rate, and motion sickness. Sympathomimetics, which stimulate adrenergic receptors, are lifesaving in 

emergencies such as anaphylaxis and cardiac arrest while also helping manage chronic conditions like asthma and low blood pre ssure. On the 

other hand, sympatholytics, including alpha and beta blockers, are widely used to control high blood pr essure, heart rhythm disorders, and anxiety. 

While these medications offer significant benefits, they also carry risks, including  effects on heart function, breathing, and neurological health. 

This makes careful dosing, regular monitoring, and individualized treatment plans essential to ensure their safety and effectiveness. 
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