Psychosis:
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does it 

mean?
A Guide for Parents, Families and Carers

What is Psychosis?

Psychosis is a mental health problem that seriously affects an individual’s thought processes, emotions and behaviour. It affects around 3 in every 100 people and could happen to most people. Psychosis can affect people in different ways and different types of treatment may be useful.

It is common for the first psychotic episode to occur as a real crisis. Hospitalisation is usually a result of the psychosis becoming so problematic that specialist care is required in order to protect the individual. The aim of hospitalisation is to stabilise the psychosis.
Signs of Psychosis

Psychosis has a range of different common symptoms, or signs. An individual may experience many of these or a few.

We often talk about the signs of psychosis as being either ‘positive’ or ‘negative’. Positive symptoms are those which add something new to an individual’s thoughts or behaviour. Hallucinations and delusions are examples of positive symptoms. Auditory hallucinations describe the experience of hearing voices that other people can’t hear. This is the most commonly experienced type of hallucination. Visual hallucinations occur when people see things that no-one else can. People may also experience tactile (touch), olfactory (smell) and gustatory (taste) hallucinations. 

Strongly held thoughts or beliefs that are not shared by other people are another sign of psychosis, and may be termed delusions. Often people are convinced that these beliefs are true despite having little evidence to back them up. Examples of delusions that people might hold include thinking that their thoughts are being read, that they have been given a special job or message or that they are a famous person.

Other positive signs that people with psychosis experience include feeling overloaded with thoughts and not being able to express themselves. For example, their words might be jumbled or they might jump from idea to idea when they are speaking.

- - - - - - - - - -

Negative symptoms refer to the psychosis taking away something from an individual’s usual thoughts or behaviour. This might include a loss of energy, motivation and concentration. Similar to symptoms of depression, people may lose interest in activities that they previously enjoyed and withdraw from family and friends. Some people describe experiencing a smaller range of emotions. In addition, people sometimes feel exhausted or that they have no thoughts at all.
- - - - - - - - -

Sometimes psychosis is accompanied by a change in the person’s mood so that it can become more extreme or problematic. An individual might feel depressed or become very high in mood (mania). Some people experience swings in their mood from high to low.
Causes of Psychosis
The root cause of the signs of psychosis is not known. It is generally agreed that there are a number of different causes. It is therefore important to find out as much as we can about an individual demonstrating the signs of psychosis to help us decide what might be helpful in their treatment.
Biological influences

People with psychosis have been found to have an imbalance in the chemicals in their brain. An imbalance in the neurotransmitter Dopamine has been particularly identified as a possible cause. Another difference in the brains of people with psychosis is a loss of brain tissue in the front areas of the brain. It is not clear whether this might be a cause or an effect of psychosis.

There appears to be a genetic vulnerability to psychosis. This means that people with a family history of psychosis are at a higher risk of developing it compared to people with no family history.

Environmental influences

Stress levels are thought to be important contributors to the development of psychosis. It is thought that around 70% of people who hear voices developed this experience following a traumatic or emotional event. Increased levels of stress can trigger a relapse for a person who has already experienced an episode of psychosis. Past stressful life events can also play a role. For example the experience of sexual abuse, bullying, bereavement or moving away from home can lead to psychosis.
An individual’s position in our society can also have an impact on the risk of them developing psychosis. It is known that people in marginalised groups are at increased risk of developing psychosis. This suggests that the social environment, material resources and social roles people have can play a part in the development of psychosis. 
Using illicit drugs (‘street drugs’) such as cannabis may trigger psychosis in an individual who has an underlying vulnerability, possibly due to the factors outlined above. Often people might use such drugs or alcohol to help them to cope with the distressing signs of psychosis. Unfortunately, these drugs can increase the risk of relapse into another episode of psychosis, the development of additional problems such as depression, or more persistent psychotic symptoms.
Treatments for Psychosis

An episode of psychosis can have many effects on an individual’s life. Their thinking patterns and behaviour can be severely affected, but psychosis can also have an impact on their relationships with friends and family, school or work functioning and physical health. It is therefore often useful for a mixture of treatments to be used to target all the areas that have deteriorated due to the experience of psychosis.

Medication

Medication is designed to correct the chemical imbalance in the brain that is linked to psychosis. It can also help to restore a healthy sleep pattern, improve appetite and engage people in thinking about their difficulties.

The medication most frequently used is called anti-psychotic medication. This is usually helpful in reducing the signs of psychosis so that an individual can begin to feel less confused or anxious. Anti-psychotic medication comes in the form of tablets or an injection (depots).

Anti-psychotic medication can prevent the signs of psychosis from returning. Therefore it is usually recommended that people continue to take medication for a prolonged period after they have recovered from an episode of psychosis.
Anti-psychotic medication has a number of potential side-effects including weight gain, drowsiness and physical tremors.
- - - - - - - - -

Psycho-education

It is helpful for people and their close family or friends, to learn about psychosis and the particular way that it affects them. This can help to reduce feelings of anxiety and confusion around being given the diagnosis. It can also help the individual to identify the triggers of the psychotic episode and develop a list of ‘early warning signs’ which may help to prevent a relapse in the future. Family and friends can learn in which ways to best support their friend or relative.
- - - - - - - - -

Psychological intervention

A psychological intervention or ‘talking therapy’ might be a useful way of exploring and understanding the reasons behind an individual’s psychotic episode. This may then lead to a treatment plan which targets one or more of the triggers, for example, unhelpful patterns of thinking or a childhood trauma. Psychological interventions may also help to enhance somebody’s ability to cope, for example, through stress-reduction strategies or techniques related to hearing voices.
One psychological intervention that could be offered is CBT (Cognitive- Behavioural Therapy). In this type of therapy, a person’s thinking pattern might be tested or gently challenged in collaboration with the therapist. In this way unhelpful ways of thinking can be reduced or changed.

A healthy lifestyle

Maintaining a healthy lifestyle and being aware of personal stress triggers can increase an individual’s capacity to recover from an episode of psychosis. For example, having a daily routine and tasks to fulfil can help improve motivation and provide a sense of achievement. It can give a person something to focus on other than their positive symptoms and can help to facilitate hope about their future. Similarly, having a sensible sleeping pattern can increase an individual’s resilience to stress and physical wellbeing.
Some side-effects of medication include wanting more sleep and wanting to eat more sugary and fatty foods. It is important that the individual and their family monitor levels of sleep and food intake and try to prevent them becoming unhealthy. Being overweight has many health implications and can affect an individual’s mood because of how it can make them feel about themselves. We recommend regular exercise as a vital ingredient of a healthy lifestyle, but also as a good way to reduce stress levels and improve the quality of peoples’ sleep.
How can Parents, Families and Carers Help?

The reasons for someone developing psychosis are often complicated and involve a range of different and interacting factors in a person’s life and social context. Families are one amongst many positive and negative influences on wellbeing.
Families often find the behaviours of their ‘psychotic’ relative bizarre or challenging. They are usually difficult to understand and may lead to a significant change in the relationship between parent and child. In addition, there is often a significant ‘carer burden’ in that parents and/or other family members take on extra pressures in terms of time, social and financial support for their relative.

Research has found that social support can play a key role in an individual’s recovery from mental health difficulties. For people who have experienced an episode of psychosis, support from family and friends can help them to return to their previous lifestyle and occupation. It can be helpful to have someone there who can provide a listening ear or support with the practical difficulties of getting back to school or work. Monitoring levels of stress at home and at school can be another useful role. Sometimes, families notice ‘early warning signs’ of deterioration in a young person’s mental health (e.g. becoming more withdrawn) and may be able to encourage them to seek professional support which could prevent a relapse of psychosis.

When the inevitable challenges arise it is generally thought to be helpful if family members make attempts to understand the individual from their perspective without directly challenging or driving home their point of view. It is not thought to be helpful if family members are blaming or critical of the individual. Instead, if challenges can be dealt with through discussion of different viewpoints and time out when emotions are high, this is thought to reduce the risks of relapse. This approach to thinking about the way in which family members can best support individuals experiencing psychosis is sometimes known as ‘Expressed Emotion’. The Highfield Unit has developed a further handout on ‘Expressed Emotion’ which you may find useful. Your son or daughter’s nominated secondary nurse will be happy to provide you with a copy of this handout. 
It is important that parents and other family members have their own sources of support to help them through difficult periods that may arise. Keeping yourselves healthy and as stress-free as possible will increase your ability to deal with challenging times.
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