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Tardive Dyskinesia

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Neurology, Psychiatry, Pharmacology

1. Core Definition

Tardive Dyskinesia (TD) is a serious, often persistent neurological syndrome characterized by

repetitive, involuntary, and purposeless body movements. The term tardive refers to the slow or

belated onset of the condition, which typically emerges after months or years of chronic exposure

to certain medications, most notably antipsychotic medications (neuroleptics). TD is a form of

dyskinesia, meaning abnormal or impaired voluntary movement. Unlike acute or immediate drug

reactions, TD develops insidiously, often presenting long after treatment initiation or even following

drug cessation. This distinction highlights its role as a significant, potentially irreversible side effect

of psychopharmacological intervention.

The core pathology involves dysregulation within the basal ganglia, specifically related to the

dopamine system, resulting in hyperkinetic movement disorders. These involuntary movements are

typically orofacial, but can affect any muscle group in the body, leading to significant functional and

social impairment. Recognition of TD is crucial for effective patient management, yet its diagnosis

remains complex, often requiring careful differentiation from other primary neurological or

psychiatric disorders that may present with similar motor symptoms.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The etymological roots of Tardive Dyskinesia clearly define its clinical profile: Tardive is derived

from the Latin tardivus, meaning 'late,' underscoring the delayed appearance of the symptoms.

Dyskinesia is derived from the Greek dys ('abnormal') and kinesis ('movement'). While similar

movement disorders were described anecdotally earlier, TD became clinically recognized as a

distinct syndrome in the mid-20th century, following the widespread introduction of first-generation

(typical) antipsychotic medications, particularly chlorpromazine and haloperidol, in the 1950s.

Early researchers observed that patients treated long-term with these dopamine receptor blockers

developed abnormal, persistent movements distinct from the acute motor side effects, such as

Parkinsonism or akathisia. By the 1970s, TD was established as a major concern in psychiatry,

forcing clinicians to re-evaluate the risk-benefit profile of long-term neuroleptic therapy. The

development of second-generation (atypical) antipsychotics aimed, in part, to mitigate this risk,

though modern pharmacology acknowledges that TD remains a potential complication of nearly all

dopamine-blocking agents, albeit at varying rates of incidence. The historical understanding of TD

has therefore driven significant advancements in both pharmacological development and clinical

monitoring protocols for psychiatric patients.
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3. Clinical Manifestations and Key Characteristics

The spectrum of involuntary movements associated with TD is wide, though they share the

characteristic features of being repetitive, stereotyped, and involuntary. The onset is typically

gradual, often starting subtly before becoming pervasive and disabling. TD movements usually

worsen during stress and disappear entirely during sleep. The primary site of manifestation is often

the oral-buccal-lingual region, leading to highly specific and recognizable symptoms.

Key clinical manifestations include:

Orofacial Dyskinesia: This is the most common presentation, involving repetitive movements of

the mouth, lips, and tongue. Specific examples include lip-smacking, puckering, protrusion of the

tongue (fly-catching movements), grimacing, and involuntary chewing or tongue thrusting.

Truncal Dyskinesia: Involves the torso and includes rocking, swaying, pelvic thrusting, or

complex, irregular movements of the diaphragm, sometimes manifesting as respiratory irregularity

or difficulty breathing.

Limb Dyskinesia: Movements of the extremities, which can be choreiform (rapid, jerky, irregular)

or athetoid (slow, writhing). These include rapid eye-blinking, finger movements resembling piano

playing (piano-fingers), and involuntary movements of the hands or feet. In severe cases,

particularly when the lower limbs are heavily affected, walking may become difficult or impossible

due to uncontrolled movements disrupting gait stability.

4. Etiology and Pharmacological Basis

The primary established etiology of TD is the prolonged administration of medications that block

dopamine receptors, particularly dopamine D2 receptors, within the central nervous system.

These medications include most antipsychotics (both typical and atypical) and, less commonly,

certain antiemetics or prokinetic agents used for gastrointestinal disorders (e.g., metoclopramide).

The mechanism involves a complex neurochemical adaptation in response to chronic blockade.

The prevailing hypothesis suggests that long-term blockade of D2 receptors in the nigrostriatal

pathway leads to a phenomenon known as dopamine receptor supersensitivity. The

postsynaptic neurons, deprived of normal dopamine signaling, upregulate the number or sensitivity

of their D2 receptors. When the drug is present, these supersensitive receptors become

hyperactive, leading to excessive dopaminergic signaling in the basal ganglia, which manifests

clinically as hyperkinetic, involuntary movements. Risk factors that increase the likelihood of

developing TD include older age, female sex, presence of mood disorders, intellectual disability,

and the cumulative dose and duration of antipsychotic exposure.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=35804
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Tardive Dyskinesia 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

5. Differential Diagnosis and Misclassification

A significant challenge in the clinical management of TD lies in its differential diagnosis. The

movements characteristic of TD can often mimic symptoms of other neurological or psychiatric

conditions, leading to frequent misclassification. Crucially, the source content notes that TD is

"often diagnosed as a mental disorder than as a neurological disorder." This misattribution is

particularly problematic in patients with severe mental illness, such as schizophrenia, where

involuntary movements or bizarre behaviors might be mistakenly attributed to the primary

psychiatric pathology itself or to worsening psychosis.

Proper diagnosis requires a detailed history of medication use and a careful neurological

examination to distinguish TD from other movement disorders, including Parkinson's disease

(which is hypokinetic), Huntington's disease, and drug-induced acute dystonia or akathisia.

Misdiagnosis can result in inappropriate treatment, such as increasing the dosage of the

antipsychotic medication--the very drug responsible for causing the disorder--which further

exacerbates the TD symptoms. Standardized rating scales, such as the Abnormal Involuntary

Movement Scale (AIMS), are essential tools used to quantify the severity and track the progression

of the symptoms, ensuring appropriate neurological recognition and management.

6. Treatment and Prognosis

The prognosis of Tardive Dyskinesia is highly variable. While TD can sometimes resolve upon

discontinuation of the causative agent, particularly if detected early, it is frequently persistent and

potentially irreversible, necessitating careful therapeutic intervention. The primary initial approach

involves reducing or switching the offending antipsychotic medication, often trading a typical

neuroleptic for an atypical agent with a lower propensity for causing movement disorders.

However, completely stopping the drug may not always be feasible due to the risk of relapse of the

underlying psychiatric illness.

In recent years, the pharmacological landscape for TD has improved significantly with the

introduction of VMAT2 (vesicular monoamine transporter 2) inhibitors, such as valbenazine and

deutetrabenazine. These drugs work by modestly depleting presynaptic dopamine release, which

helps to stabilize the hyperactive dopaminergic system without causing the severe acute side

effects associated with general D2 receptor blockade. While these treatments offer significant

symptom reduction and improved quality of life for many patients, preventing TD through judicious

prescribing practices and routine monitoring remains the most effective strategy.

7. Further Reading

National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) - Tardive Dyskinesia

Tardive Dyskinesia: A Review of the Etiology, Pathophysiology, and Treatment (Academic Review)

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/parkinsons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20376055
https://www.nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Treatments/Mental-Health-Medications/Types-of-Medication/Tardive-Dyskinesia-(TD)
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6313508/
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=35804
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Tardive Dyskinesia 5

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Mayo Clinic: Antipsychotic drugs and Tardive Dyskinesia
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