
Why is it important to take your medications on time?  The 
short answer is to avoid medication wearing off, thereby 
maximizing daily function and symptom control. 
     The long answer is a little more complicated. Parkinson’s 
disease is a neurological condition that results in diminishing 

levels of a neurotrans-
mitter called dopamine. 
This loss of dopamine 
is directly related to the 
loss of nerve cells in 
the brain that produce 
dopamine and is the 
hallmark change in PD. 
With insufficient levels 

of dopamine, symptoms such as stiffness, slowness, shuffling, 
tremor, muscle spasms, flexed posture, imbalance and pain 
can occur. The mainstay of medication treatment is to replace 
and maintain a steady supply of dopamine in the brain. This 
is accomplished by taking medications that can either be 
converted to dopamine in the brain or mimic the effects of 
dopamine at the nerve terminals. 
     As the disease progresses 
and more nerve cells are lost, 
increased doses of medication 
are needed to replenish dopa-
mine and minimize symptoms.  
     When symptoms reoccur 
between doses, medical pro-
fessionals call this “disease 
fluctuation” . When the medi-
cation wears off, the person can experience painful muscle 
rigidity, very slow movement, falls, worsening gait shuffling 
or freezing of movement, imbalance, and increased tremor 
and muscle spasms.  A delay in medication can even result in 
worsening swallowing and speech, and sometimes thinking 
and mood worsen when the PD medications wear off. Other 
lesser known symptoms that can emerge include drenching 
sweats, tingling in the body, internal tremor that you can’t 
see, restless legs, insomnia, mental cloudiness, nervousness 
and bladder urgency. 
     The length of time a person will respond to each dose 

of medication depends on disease severity, medication 
potency and the half-life of the drug. In addition, with 
advanced disease, protein can interfere with medication 
absorption (levodopa only) and further reduce the dura-
tion of medication effectiveness. In very advanced stages, 
protein can cause complete dose failure where no benefit 
will be felt if the dose is taken close to meal time. 
     During medical appointments, you may be asked how 
long your medications last.  Your physician will refer to 
“on” or “off ” times that you may be experiencing. “On” 
time is the term used to describe when the medica-
tions are working well and “off ” time describes when the 
medications are not working well. Getting the PD medica-
tion dose just right requires close monitoring by you and 
your doctor.  Too little medication results in suboptimal 
symptom control and too much medication can result in 
confusion, hallucinations, excessive sleepiness, impulse 
control problems or excessive involuntary movement 
called dyskinesia.
     Another issue related to taking your PD medication on 
time is that, for some, it can take 30-60 minutes for the 
medication to take effect. Delaying the dose will extend 
how much time you spend feeling like you need medica-
tion (“off ”) and less time feeling good (“on”) through-
out the day. If you get behind on your dosing, it can be 
difficult to catch up leaving you feeling more tired and 

under-medicated at the end 
of the day.
     Medications are a critical 
component of the man-
agement and treatment of 
the disease.  To obtain the 
maximum benefit from your 
medications and control of 
your symptoms, it is impera-

tive that PD medications be taken within 15-20 minutes 
of the prescribed time to avoid or limit the complications 
associated with a drop in dopamine levels.  •
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