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1. What is Akathisia?

Akathisia is a well-documented, dose-dependent side effect of certain medications, including
olanzapine. It is defined as a profound, distressing sensation of inner restlessness and an intense
physical urge to move.

e Physical signs: Constant pacing, rocking back and forth while sitting, shifting weight
from foot to foot, or tapping feet.

e Internal feeling: An unbearable sense of physical tension, anxiety, or "crawling out of
one's skin."

2. The Science: The Dopamine D2
Receptor Threshold

Akathisia is not a mystery; it is caused by a precise chemical mismatch in the movement control
center of the brain (the striatum). The condition is triggered primarily by the blocking of Dopamine
D: receptors.

e The Safe Zone (Under 70% Blockade): At standard or low doses, olanzapine blocks a
comfortable amount of D2 receptors. This acts like a muffler on a loud engine—it quiets
racing thoughts and stabilizes your mind, while leaving enough dopamine free to control
smooth physical movements.

e The Akathisia Zone (Over 80% Blockade): If the medication dose becomes higher
than your specific body needs, it crosses a critical threshold. When too many D2 receptors
are blocked, the brain's movement center panics because it feels physically locked down.
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It fires emergency signals down your spinal cord, forcing you to move constantly.

3. Why It Can Feel "Mysterious" or Tricky

While the science behind it is clear, akathisia is often misunderstood in daily practice for two
reasons:

The Individual "Body Needs" Paradox

What counts as a "high dose" is entirely unique to your body. Because of differences in DNA, liver
metabolism, and brain chemistry, a small dose (like 5mg) might be perfectly comfortable for one
person but could overload the D2 receptors of another, triggering severe akathisia. It happens when
a dose exceeds what your specific nervous system can tolerate.

The Diagnostic Mimic

Because akathisia feels like severe internal panic and physical agitation, it is frequently mistaken
for a worsening of a psychiatric condition or "worsening anxiety."

e The Risk: If a clinician mistakes akathisia for basic anxiety, they might accidentally
increase the olanzapine dose.

e The Outcome: Increasing the dose blocks even more Dz receptors, making the
restlessness significantly worse.

4. How the Medical Community Resolves It

Because doctors understand this receptor mechanism, akathisia is highly treatable using direct
strategies:

e Dose Reduction: Lowering the daily dose of olanzapine to bring the D2 receptor blockade
back under the 70% threshold.

e Medical Antidotes: Temporarily prescribing a medication like a beta-blocker (e.qg.,
propranolol) to physically calm the nervous system's emergency signals.

e Medication Switching: Transitioning to a different atypical antipsychotic that has a
naturally lower attachment to D2 receptors.
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