AkathiSia -.a dangerous, missed diagnosis

What is Akathisia?

“There are two sides to akathisia.
One is outer restlessness that you
can observe, but the other much
more dangerous one is an
extraordinary state of terror inside
a person.”

— Dr. Joseph Glenmullen

Akathisia is an extremely
distressing neurological disorder
characterized by severe agitation,
an inability to stay still, and an
overwhelming sense of terror that
is widely under-recognized. It is
primarily an adverse reaction to
medications or a withdrawal
syndrome. The most common
offenders are antipsychotics,
antidepressants, and anti-nausea
medications, but many others have
been associated with akathisia.
Withdrawal from benzodiazepines,
opiates, and recreational drugs also
commonly causes akathisia.

Misdiagnosis

“Akathisia is generally under-
diagnosed or misdiagnosed, which
is a serious problem because it can
lead to aggression, violence, and
suicide.” — Lohr, et al.

Akathisia is most often
misdiagnosed as anxiety, panic, or a
mental illness. It is also commonly
misdiagnosed as a functional
neurological disorder likely due to
common features with movements
that are variable, distractible, and
briefly suppressible.*

For better recognition, please note
that akathisia can exist as a purely
subjective complaint with no
outward signs and continue for
years following discontinuation of
the offending medication.*

*References available upon request

Akathisia is a Suicide-
Prevention Emergency

“For some patients, suicide
becomes a way of escaping
this side effect, literally, like
death would be a welcome
relief.”

— Dr. Joseph Glenmullen

Over 150 people from one
akathisia support group have
died by suicide since 2018.

The Akathisia Experience

I’'m incredibly anxious and almost
completely consumed by a sense of
terrified foreboding or danger. Even
that feels physical, which | know
doesn’'t make sense. | want to
scream and shout and bang my
head off the wall and stab myself
and cry. Earlier, | considered going
to the petrol station to purchase
flammable liquid to set myself on
fire. Extreme, perhaps, but in a

way | cannot explain, even the
indescribable agony of burning
seems preferable to the
indescribable ‘somethingness’ of
this.” —Author Unknown

“I developed this condition called
akathisia. It was intolerably
dreadful. There were lots of times,

plenty of times when it would
have been preferable just not to
be there.” — Dr. Jordan Peterson

For More Information

akathisiaalliance.org
info@akathisiaalliance.org

The Symptoms

125 people who developed
akathisia with the first dose of a
medication reported the following
symptoms:

e Intense physical restlessness

* Severe agitation

 Overwhelming sense of terror

e Suicidal impulses

e Violent impulses

* Nonsuicidal self-harm impulses

e Insomnia

e Rapid or pressured speech

» Agoraphobia (difficulty leaving
home)

« Monophobia (difficulty being
alone)

* Sensitivity to light and sound

» Depersonalization-derealization

» Neurosensory symptoms, e.g.,
“electrical zaps”

Treating Akathisia

Please consult with a doctor for
treatment recommendations. For
clinicians, The Maudsley
Deprescribing Guidelines is an
excellent resource for tapering
schedules and methods to reduce
the risk of akathisia.

If a loved one
has akathisia

You can help your loved one

survive akathisia by listening,
believing, staying by their side, and
advocating for them. Akathisia is
caused by a chemical disruption in
the brain that they cannot control,
and the constant restlessness, terror,
and agitation will not improve with
therapy or “positive thinking.”
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