
 
 
 
 
 

In the early stages of Parkinson’s disease, levodopa treatments are efficient. The brain has the capacity to 
store this substance and transform it in dopamine. Unfortunately, with the progress of the disease, the brain 
loses its storing capacity and cannot draw from its stocks, thus motor fluctuations appear. In practice, it’s as 
if the medication loses its effect after a certain time. Consequently, a few hours after taking the medication, 
the beneficial effect disappear and gradually, the classic symptoms of the disease appear: slowness, loss of 
dexterity, rigidity, difficulty moving and walking. It is also possible that the tremor reappears or increases. 

 

Another phenomenon may appear, giving the impression that the feet are stuck on the floor: this is what we 
call freezing. During those “off” periods, some people develop painful cramps (dystonia), especially in the 
calfs or feet. This phenomenon may happen in the early morning, because the brain was deprived from 
medication during the night. 

Non motor symptoms may also be associated with the “off” period. 

 

The person may feel: 

 Diffused pain; 
 Abdominal pain; 
 Difficulty to control urine or stools; 
 Difficulty to concentrate; 
 Shortness of breath or fatigue; 
 Increased anxieties. 

 

Moreover, after several years of using levodopa, dyskenesias may appear. They tend to happen during the “on” 
period, in the middle of the dose when levodopa levels are high in the brain. Dyskenesias are jerky movements 
characterized by sudden contractions followed by stretching, twisting and turning. The underlying mechanisms 
of dyskenesias are not yet fully understood to this day. 
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How to eliminate or reduce those difficulties? 

It is important to know about and to recognize this phenomenon in order to discuss them with your 
neurologist. Adjustments of the dosage may alleviate or even eliminate those difficulties. The following tips 
may also help you to counteract the limited action of the medication and dyskinesia: 

 Note the efficiency duration of each pill and discuss this with your doctor. 
 When taking your medication, avoid food with a high protein content, as researches show that proteins 

prevent levodopa absorption. 
 When this phenomenon happens in the early morning, it is recommended to take a slow-release 

levodopa and use the regular levodopa when waking up. 
 If the medication takes a lot of time to become effective, take it on an empty stomach or with a lot of 

water, this should increase its efficiency. 
 Levodopa doses should: 

- Be increased progressively or taken at closer intervals, in smaller doses, in order to give better 
results; or 

- Be decreased to minimize dyskinesias which accompany motor fluctuations. 
 When motor fluctuations happen occasionally, it is recommended to keep with you regular levodopa 

pills in order to take them as needed, when on an outing, for instance. 

 

There is no doubt that motor fluctuations associated with the “on”/”off” phenomenon represent a huge 
challenge for persons living with Parkinson’s disease and their caregivers. However, while waiting for the 
discovery of a new treatment eliminating this phenomenon, it is important to mention that there is an array of 
medical and non medical tricks within your reach. Do not hesitate to discuss this with your family doctor and 
your neurologist. 
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