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The M any Faces o f  A kath is ia

Theodore  Van Put ten

f ,  X A T H I S I A ,  a  c o n t n i o n  s i d e  e f f e c t  o l - n e u r o l e p t i c  t h e r a p y ,  i s  a n  e m o t i o n a l
la '  s ta te  and " re fe rs  no t  to  any  type  or  pa t te rn  o f  n rovement ,  bu t  ra ther  to  a
sub jec t ive  need or  cJes i re  to  n rove . " ' ' 2  Akath is ia ,  in  cont ras t  to  the  o ther  d rug-
induced ex t rapyranr ida l  reac t ions ,  i s  suh jec t ive ,  and fo r  th is  reason i t  r lay  be
d i l i cu l t  to  d iagnose.

H is to r ica l l y ,  the  prcdonr inant  n ren ta l  rnan i fes ta t ions  o f  aka th is ia  have caused
confus ion .  Hasko.vec ,3  who or ig ina l l y  descr ibed the  syndronre  in  1901,  conc luded
tha t  the  d isorder  was o f  hys ter ica l  o r ig in .  B ing 'v iewed akath is ia  as  a  "psychos is "
charac ter ized  by  a  "morb id  fear  o i  s i t t ing  down, "  bu t  in  another  chapter  he  ex-
p la ined i t  as  a  way o f  overconr ing  the  muscu lar  r ig id i ty  o f  Park inson 's  d isease.
O p p e n h e i r n t  c o n s i d e r e d  a k a t h i s i a  a s  a  f o r m  o f  n e u r o s i s ,  " u s u a l l y  a  f o r m  o f
phob ia . "  Wi lson ' i  des igna l ,cd  i t  "hys ter ica l "  in  one chapter  o f  h is  c lass ic  tex tbook ,
b u t  h e  a l s o  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  s y n d r o m e  i n  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  P a r k i n s o n ' s  d i s e a s e  i n  a
la te r  chapter .

Akath is ia  can be  rn is taken fo r  an  exacerbat . ion  o1 ' the  or ig ina l  menta l  i l l ness .T-e
H o d g e r 0  s t a t e d  t h a t  a k a t h i s i a  " m a y  a p p e a r  l i k e  a n  a n x i e t y  s t a t e .  .  .  r n  w h i c h  r e a l
a n x i e t y  c a n  b e  n e i t h e r  r e c o g n i z e d  n o r  v e r b a l i z e d . "  R a s k i n "  f o u n d  t h a t  p a t i e n t s
o f t e n  a r e  u n a b l e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  b c t w e c n  a n x i e t y  a n d  r e s t l e s s n e s s ,  a n d  h e  w a r n s
t h a t  " i n d i c a t i o n s  o l - a n x i e t y - l i k e  s y ' r n p t o r l s "  s u c h  a s  " u n e a s i n e s s , "  " h y -
perac t iv i t y , "  "pac ing , "  "vague compla in ts  about  r r ied ica t io r -1 , "  and " insomnia"

m a y  b e  s u b t l e  r e l l e c t i o n s  o I  a k a t h i s i a .
I t  i s  the  purpose o f  th is  paper  to  s t ress  the  c l in ica l  impor tance o f  th is  s ide  e f fec t

a n d  t o  a i d  t h c  c l i n i c i a n  i n  i t s  d e  t e c t i o n .

M  E T H O D

T h e  d a t a  d e s c r i b e d  h e r e i n  a r e  d e r i v e d  I ' r o n r  c l i n i c a l  o b s c r v a t i o n  o i  l l 0  r r a t i e n t s  w h o  w e r e  t r e a t e d
w i t h  c o n v c n t i r t n a l  d o s a g e s  o f  t h e  n r a j o r  t r u n q u i l i z c r s  - e i t h s r  p h c n o t h i a z i n e s  o r  t h e  b u t - 1 ' r o p h e n o n e s .

T h e  w a r d  s c t t i r r g .  r r a n n e r  o f  d r u g  a t i  n t i n i s t r a t i o n ,  a n d  n t a n n c r . r f  r e c o r d i n g  o f  e x t r a p y r a m i d a l

s ) ' rnp ton ls  l ravc  bccn  deser ibed  p rev ious ly . ' i  I n  o rdc r  fo r  a  pa r t i cu la r  e r t to t i r l nu l  s tu te  to  bc  sco red  as

a k a t h i s i a ,  t h e  { o l l o u , i n g  t e s t  h a d  t o  b c  p u s s c c l :  d i s a p p e a r r n c e  o r  n r a r k e d  i r t r p r o v c r n e n t  a l - t c r  i n t r a m u s -

cu la r  adn t in i s t ra t i on  t r l ' 5  rng  b ip rc r iden  (Ak ine ton ) ,  an t l  no  i r t t p r r , r i ' e r ren t  a f te r  a  p l l cebo  in jec t i on
(doub le  b l i nd  ) .

T H E  M A N Y  F A C E S  O F  A K A T H I S I A

l .  The f lo r id ly  psychot ic  and d isorgan ized pa t ien t  o f ten  cannot  a r t i cu la te  fee l -
ings  o f  inner  res t lessness  or  ag i ta t ion ,  thc reby  mak ing  the  d iagnos is  espec ia l l y
d i f t rcu l t .  For  exantp le :  Pat icn t  l :  A  44-y 'e  l r -o ld  wonan w i th  hebephren ic
sch izophren ia  s ta r ted  to  bang her  head aga ins t .  the  wa l l  th ree  days  a f te r  an  in -
j e c t i o n  o f  2 5  n l g  o f ' l l u p h e n a z i n e  e n a n t h a t e .  H e r  o n l y  u t t e r a n c e  w a s :  " l j u s t  w a n t

Fror t t  the  Bre t r t r tL tod  l / c le ruus  , ' l d t r r i t t i s t ra t ion  I to .sp i la l  .  Bren l \ toL)L l  ,  Ca l i l . ,  an l  the  Depar tn t t 'n t  o . l

Ps.y,cl, io,r,r , ,  Lt ( 'L.1 .St 'hool o,f  l t ledicitr t , ,  Ltt-r . . lngele.s, (-ul i l .
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to get r id of  th is whole body."  Pat ient  2 ' .  A 43-year-old woman with a schizo-
af fect ive i l lness,  er .c i ted type, was so disorganized in her th inking that rat ional
contac t  was  imposs ib le .  On the  5 th  day  a f te r  the  in jec t ion  o f  12 .5  mg o i f luphena-
z ine  enantha te ,  she  regu la r ly  deve loped a  pecu l ia r  cons te l la t ion  o f  behav io rs
cons is t ing  o f  severe  headaches,  An upsurge o f  ha l luc ina t ions ,  sc rea tn ing ,  even
more btzarre th inking, aggressive and also sel f -destruct ive outbursts,  and agi-
ta ted  pac ing  or  danc ing .

2 .  Akath is ia  i s  o f ten  assoc ia ted  w i th  s t rong a f fec ts  o f  f r igh t ,  te r ro r ,  anger  o r
rage,  anx ie ty ,  and vague sonra t ic  compla in ts .  Secondary  symptoms are  o f ten
exacerbated  dur ing  aka th is ia .  For  exanrp le :  Pa l ien t  3 :  A  35-year -o ld  wontan  w i th

chron ic  sch izophren ia  was t rea ted  w i th  f luphenaz ine  enantha te ,  2 ,5  mg i .m.  every
2  weeks .  On th is  reg ime,  she usua l ly  deve loped an  ep isode o f  aka th is ia  dur ing  the
week fo l low ing  her  in jec t ion .  She descr ibed severa l  such ep isodes  as  fo l lows:  " l
jus t  ge t  these a t tacks  o I  tens ion .  I  don ' t  fee l  r igh t .  My s tomach fee ls  s t range.  I t ' s
l ike I 'm churning inside. I  f -eel  host i le and I  hate ( iv i th intense af fect)  ever l 'body.
I ' m  i n  a  h o m o s e x u a l  p a n i c .  A s  s o o n  a s  I  s i t  d o w n .  t h e  v o i c e s  s t a r t . . .  t h e y  c a l l
me names l i ke  queer .  t  fee l  a f ra id .  I  want  to  f igh t .  I  jus t  ge t  these hur ry -up  fee l -
ings .  I 'm f ran t ic .  I  jus t  can ' t  ge t  rny  emot ions  under  cont ro l .  A l l  o f  a  sudden I  fee l
te r r i f ied  and I  want  to  run . "  (She had run  away f rom the  hosp i ta l  f requent ly . )  "1

can ' t  s tand to  fee l  th is  way.  Menta l l y  I  fee l  l i ke  I 'm go ing  90  mi les  per  hour . "
3 .  The inner  res t lessness  and ag i ta t ion  o f  aka th is ia  can occas iona l l y  be

exper ienced as  sexua l  to rment .  Pat ien t  4 :  A  52-year -o ld  wom: ln  w i th  chron ic
parano id  sch izophren ia  had a lways  exper ienced much gu i l t  over  her  homosexua l
urges .  Over t  homosexua l  ac t i v i t y  had a l te rna ted  w i th  per iods  o f  ce l ibacy  dur ing
which  she prac t iced  a  s t r i c t  Catho l i c ism.  On the  9 th  day  o f  t rea tment  w i th  ha lo -
per ido l ,4  mg da i l y ,  she  requested  readnr iss ion  to  the  hosp i ta l  "because I  ge t  these
ter r ib le  sexua l  fee l ings .  I  can ' t  con t ro l  i t .  I  want  tc l  masturba te  a l l  the  t ime,  I ' ve
never  had sexua l  c rav ings  l i ke  th is .  I t ' s  in to le rab le .  I t ' s  tear ing  mc apar t ;  i t ' s  no t .
r igh t ,  bu t  I  can ' t  he lp  i t . "  These sexua l  "c rav ings , "  wh ich  thepat ien t  found qua l i -
ta t i ve ly  d i f fe ren t  f ronr  "normal "  sexua l  des i res ,  were  exper ienced as  ego-a l i cn  in
an a f fec t i ve  s ta te  o f  ex t renre  i r igh t  and were  assoc ia ted  w i th  a  vague inner  res t -
lessness .  ts iper iden,  5  mg i .n l . ,  cor r ip lc te ly  suppressed th is  sexua l  to rment ;  a
placebo in ject ion had no ef fect .

4 .  Akath is ia  has  been,  a t  t imes,  assoc ia tcd  w i th  d ramat ic  cxacerbat ions  o f
psychos is .T ' *  Thesc  exacerbat ions  were  in  the  d i rec t ion  o f  the  or ig ina l  psychos is
and d id  no t  resemble  a  tox ic  psychos is .  Dur ing  such decompensat ions  thought
processes  became d isorgan ized,  secondary  synrp toms recur red ,  qua l i t y  o f
contac t  de ter io ra ted ,  and many cornp la ined o f  an  ab jcc t  fcar  o r  te r ro r  tha t  was
d i f f i cu l t  to  a r t i cu la te .  Onset  was o f ten  sudden,  and some a t tacks  were  se l f -
l im i ted .  Most  impor tan t ,  these exacerbat ions  in  a l l  pa t ien ts  were  reversed by
b i p e r i d e n , 5  m g  i . m .  I ) a t i e n t  5 :  A  4 8 - y e a r - o l d  w o m e r n  h a d  a  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  a n d
wel l -o rgan ized de lus iona l  sys tem to  the  e f fec t  tha t  a  NASA computer  sys tem
cont ro l led  her  mind  and ac t ions .  Shc  was qu i te  car lm and conversed qu i te  ra -
t iona l l y  as  long as  the  de lus iona l  sys tem was avo ided.  She was g iven f luphenaz ine
enantha te ,25  rng  i .m. ,  and fo r  the  nex t  4  days  renra ined qu ie t l y  de lus iona l .  On the
5th  day  she burs t  in to  the  therap is t ' s  o f f i ce  pan ic -s t r i cken.  She was ex t remely  ag i -
ta ted  and ta lk ing  in  p ressured fash ion .  " l  was  h i t  by  u l t rason ic  sound.  A  war  n ra-
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ch ine  has  bcen used aga ins t  n re .  You can ge t  po l io  rv i th  these lasers .  P lease,  can ' t
y o u  s e e  I ' m  w a s t i n g  a w a y . "  N o  r a t i o n a l  c c l n t a c t  c o u l d  b e  c s t a b l i s h e d .  S h e  h a d  a
r l i l d  t r e m o r  o f  h e r  { i n g e r s  a n d  w o u l d  n o t  s i t  d o w n .  O n e  h o u r  a f t e r  5  n t g  i . n r .
b iper iden she was a  changed person.  She le l t  " re laxed"  and spoke very
cohcrent ly .  S ix  hours  a l ' te r  the  b iper iden,  modera tc  anx ie t .y  rccur red .  A  p lacebo
in jec t ion  had no  e l lec t .

5 .  P a t i e n t s  h a v e  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  i n n c r  r e s t l e s s n e s s  a n d  a g i t a t i o n  o f  u k a t h i s i a  i n
m a n y  o t h e r  w a y s ,  s u c h  a s :  " M y  n c r v c s  a r e  j u s t  _ i u r l p i n g ,  I  t e e l  l i k e  I ' n r  w i r e d  t t t
t h e  c e i l i n g ;  I  j u s t  f ' e e l  i m p a t i e n t  a n d  n a s t y .  I  c a n ' t  c o n c e n t r a t e ;  i t ' s  l i k e  I  g o t  a n t s
in  n ry  pants ,  my nerves  are  raw;  I  lus t  iee l  on  edge;  I  t ' ee l  jus t  nas ty ;  I  fee l  l i ke
j u m p i n g  o u t  o f  n i y  s k i n ;  i f  t h i s  i e e l i n g  c o n t i n u e s ,  I  w o u l d  r a t h e r  b e  d e a d .  I  c a n ' t
descr ibe  the  fee l ing ,  I 'm qu ivery  1 ' ronr  thc  wa isL  up ;  I  rvan t  to  c l i l l b  the  wa l ls ;  I
fee l  a l l  revved up ;  i t ' s  l i ke  I  go t  d iaper  rnsh  ins idc . "

6 .  Thc  mi lder  aka th is ias  were  no t  in f requent ly  cxper icnced as  vague lec l ings  o f
a p p r e h e n s i o n ,  i r r i t a b i l i t y ,  i m p a t i e n c e .  o r  g e n e r a l  u n e a s e .  R e g u r d l e s s  o f  t h e
sever i ty  o f  the  aka th is ia ,  pa t ien ts  w i l l  usua l l y  ind ica te  tha t  they  l 'ee l  " res t less  in -
s ide , "  once th is  te rmino logy  is  suggested  to  then- r .  Fur ther  qucs t ion ing  o l - ten
e l i c i t s  tha t  they  fce l  n io re  conr fo r tab le  s tand ing  up  c i r  mov ing  about .  \ ' e t  pa t ien ts
wi th  mi ld  aka th is ia  may s i t  w i thout  mov ing  a  rnusc lc  (par t i cu la r ly '  i f  they ,
exper ience a  concomi tan t  ak ines ia ) ,  o r  the  inner  res t l cssness  in  thc  s i t t ing
pos i t ion  n tay  be  expressed Lry  f idge t iness ,  f requent  n r inor  changes in  pos ture ,  o r
foo t  tapp ing .  Pat ien ts  w i th  severe  aka th is ia ,  however ,  cannot  s i t  qu ie t l y  fo r  n to re
than a  few seconds a t  a  t ime,  and a t  t in - res  the  " ' in tpa t ience nruscu la i re"  can  rcsu l t
in  runn ing ,  ag i ta ted  danc ing ,  o r  rock ing .

F R E Q U E N C Y  O F  A K A T H I S I A

Akath is ia  i s  a  t ' requent  s ide  e f fec t  o f  neuro lep t ic  therapy .  O l  l l0  pa t ien ts
t rea ted  in  th is  s tudy  w i th  an t ipsychot ic  d rugs ,49  (45%)  exper ienced akath is ia  a t
some t ime dur ing  the i r  t rea tment  course .  Ayd ' '  s tud ied  3 ,115 pa t ien ts  t rea ted
wi th  a l l  var ie t ies  o f  phenoth iaz ines  and found tha t  2 l .2% had akath is ia .
Freyhan, ' t  in  h is  s tudy  o f  ex t rapyranr ida l  syn ' rp ton ts  secondary  to  p i reno lh iaz ine
admin is t ra t ion ,  found akath is ia  in  l2 .5Vo o I  the  sub jec ts .  He ind ica ted ,  however ,
tha t  more  subt le  symptoms o f  aka th is ia  cou ld  be  iound in  a  h igher  percentage o l
pa t ien ts .  The h igher  percentage o f  pa t ien ts  exper ienc ing  aka th is ia  in  the  present
s tudy  is  a ln ros t  cer ta in ly  due to  the  lac t  tha t  p rophy lac t ic  an t ipark inson ism

i ;  agents  were  never  p rescr ibed,  tha t  the  subt le r  aka th is ias  were  inc luded,  and tha t
i  pa t ien ts  were  cont inuous ly  observed by  a  s ta f f  t ra ined in  the  recogn i t ion  o f  ex-

trapyramidal  s ide ef fect  s.

C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  A K A T H I S I A

i r  Aka th is ia  i s  o f ten  assoc ia ted  w i th  o ther  ex t rapyramida l  s ide  e f fec ts .  Thus  -59%
rof  pa t ien ts  w i th  aka th is ia  concomi tan t ly  exper ienced ak ines ia ,  park inson ian

i  t remor ,  o r  dys ton ia .  Th is  assoc ia t ion  is  he lp fu l  d iagnos t ica l l y  because akath is ia
can be  d i f i i cu l t  to  d is t ingu ish  f rom psy ,chodynarn ica l l y  de ter rn ined anx ie ty .  The
wel l -es tab l i shed in te rac t ion  be tween anx ie ty  and ex t rapyrarn ida l  symptorns
f lakes  i t  even more  d i fhcu l t  to  d is t ingu ish  a  mi ld  aka th is ia  f rom anx ie ty .  Thed is -

I t inc t ion  is  c l in ica l l y  impor tan t ,  however ,  and fo r  doubt fu l  cases  a  t r ia l  o f  an  ora l

+ 3
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a n t i p a r k i n s o n i s m  d r u g ,  o r  a  t e s t  d o s e  o [  5  m g  i . m .  b i p e r i d e n ,  i s  r e c o m r n e n d e d .
Other  charac{ "er is t i cs  a re  tha t  aka th is ia  i s  near ly  a lways  exper ienced as  ego-a l ien ,
t h a t  t h e  i n n e r  i r g i t a t i o n  a n d  r e s t l e s s n e s s  a r e  d i f l j c u l t  t o  a r t i c u l a t e .  a n d  t h a t  o n c e  a
pat ien t  has  ga ined re l ie f  f ronr  aka th is ia  hc  rv i l l  seek  re l ie f  f ro rn  the  nex t  ep isode.

C O N S E O U E N C E S  O F  A K A T H I S I A

Thc inner  ag i ta t ion  o f  aka th is ia  i s  a lways  sub jec t ive ly  s t ress fu l .  Ka l inowsky 'n
s ta tes  tha t  aka th is ia  can be  "more  d i fhcu l t  to  endurc  than any  o f  the  syrnp toms
for  wh ich  [ the  pa t ien t ]  was  or ig ina l l y  t rea ted , "  and he  caut ions  tha t  i t  may be
nt is taken fo r  an  "ag i ta ted  depress ion . "  Fouks 'o  re fe rs  to  aka th is ia  as  the  "syn-
dron te  o f  in rpa t ience"  and s t resses  tha t  i t  o f ten  is  assoc ia ted  w i th  severe  anx ie ty ,
pccu l ia r  bod i l y  sensat ions ,  and b izar re  rnenta t ion .  Consequent ly  i t  i s  no t
surpr is ing  tha t  re fusa l  to  cont inue prescr ibed therapy  w i th  phenoth iz rz ines  has
been found to  be  s t rong ly  assoc ia ted  rv i th  aka th is ia . '2

Akath is ia  i s  to lc ra ted  very  poor ly  by  hos t i l c  parano id  pa t ien ts  in  tha t  they  tend
to  nr is in te rpre t  the  inner  ag i ta t ion  o f  aka th is ia  as  fu r ther  p roo l  tha t  they  are
be ing  po isoned or  cont ro l led  by  ou ts ide  nra levo len t  fo rces .  Consequent ly ,  they
of ten  re fuse  to  take  the i r  rned ica t ions  or  run  away f rom the  hosp i ta l .  Caut ious  in -
c rements  in  dosage and ear ly  o r  p rophy lac t ic  usc  o f  an t ipark inson isnr  d rugs  are
adv isab le  in  th is  g roup o I  pa t ien ts  who are  d i f f i cu l t  to  t rea t .

C O N C L U  S I O N

Akath is ia ,  there fore ,  requ i res  i r lmed ia te  t rea tment  w i th  an t ipark inson ism
agents  and,  rvhere  poss ih le ,  a  reduc t ion  o f  neuro lep t ic  dosage.  Fa i lu re  to  t rea t  the
pat ien t  w i th  aka th is ia  may lead to  a  re fusa l  to  cont inue w i th  p rescr ibed neuro-
lep t ic  d rugs ,  sudden e lopernents  l ron i  the  hosp i ta l ,  "paradox ica l "  responses  to
phenoth iaz ines ,  and,  a t  t in res ,  exacerbat ions  o f  psychos is .  S ince  many o I  l i fe 's
ac t iv i t ies  requ i re  s i t t ing ,  a  sus ta ined akath is ia  i s  a  sevcre  hardsh ip .  The subt le r
aka th is ias  o f ten  go  unrecogn ized by  thc  phys ic ian  -bu t  no t  by  thc  pa t ien t !  Even a
nr i ld  aka th is ia  can prec lude s i t t ing  th rough the  d inner  hour ,  a  mov ie ,  a  therapy
ses i ion .  o r  a  sedentarv  iob .
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