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Psychosis is a serious mental disorder. The 

result is that the perception or interpretation of 

things around patients affected is disordered 

such that those people who have contact with 

them believe that they have lost contact with 

reality. There are two main symptoms, 

hallucinations and delusions 

 Hallucinations These occur in 

circumstances where a person sees, 

hears, smells, tastes or feels things that 

aren’t there. Commonly they may hear 

voices. 

 Delusions. These are thoughts or beliefs 

that are obviously untrue. Believing that 

a neighbour is tampering with the water 

supply might be such an example. They 

may be subclassified according to the 

presenting features. Paranoid delusions 

are unrealistic perceptions, grandiose 

delusions are of an exaggerated sense 

of importance and somatic delusions 

are beliefs about illness and dying in 

someone who is healthy.  

 

Hallucinations and delusions appear completely 

real to the sufferer and they cannot be shaken 

by rational argument. 

 

Post-natal psychosis, also called puerpural 

psychosis or severe post-natal depression, 

affects about 1 woman in 800 giving birth. It 

tends to be associated with women with a pre-

existing history of bipolar or schizophrenia.  

 

The early stages of psychosis may be difficult to 

identify because they may be non-specific; 

depression, anxiety, withdrawal from social 

activities and difficulty concentrating may be 

features and signs of suspicion may be a more 

suggestive characteristic, especially if 

accompanied by unusual thoughts or beliefs.  

 

In the later stages the condition becomes more 

florid with hallucinations and/or delusions, 

suicidal thoughts, confused and pressured 

speech and loss of the ability to function 

properly.  

 

Psychosis 
Psychosis (and its adjective ‘psychotic’) is a word which has one meaning in medicine and another in 

television drama. On the television its use in programmes like The Sweeney to suggest someone who 

goes round shooting people does not necessarily make them psychotic. They may be, of course, but 

the inevitable association between aggression and irrationality is not right.   
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There are a number of causes of psychosis. 

 Psychotic disorders. They may be the 

result of drug or alcohol abuse, or 

illness or they may appear 

spontaneously. 

o In bipolar disorder there are 

dramatic mood swings and, at 

the extremes, psychotic 

symptoms may be a feature.  

o Psychotic delusions are serious 

and patients may feel 

persecuted, omnipotent or 

become withdrawn and isolated 

o Psychotic depression is major, 

severe depression accompanied 

by psychotic symptoms.  

o Schizophrenia is a psychotic 

disorder which may be long-

lasting but sufferers of which 

may display very variable 

patterns, some of which may be 

only a single episode. 

o Other Causes include chronic 

lack of sleep and severe 

prolonged stress or anxiety.  

 Illnesses. A variety of conditions 

including Parkinson’s disease, brain 

tumours, dementia, epilepsy, stroke, 

multiple sclerosis and tertiary syphilis 

may be accompanied by psychotic 

behaviour.  

 Environmental causes. It may be 

triggered, particularly in vulnerable 

patients, by alcohol, drugs,exhaustion 

and some prescription medications such 

as steroid drugs. Illicit drugs known to 

cause the effects include amphetamine, 

cocaine, methamphetamine, cannabis, 

LSD and ketamine.  

 

The diagnosis of psychosis is made by a detailed 

psychiatric evaluation process which is 

associated with detailed questioning, 

observation and evaluation of behaviour. Such 

questions will include information about drugs 

(prescribed or illicit) , day-to-day activity, 

hallucinations and delusions as well as any 

other symptoms. Physical investigations may 

also be undertaken to exclude an physical 

illnesses which might simulate the symptoms.  

 

There has been considerable research into the 

aetiology and causes of psychosis. Interestingly 

attention has focused on changes in the grey 

matter of the brain which appears to be 

diminished in bulk and on the neurotransmitter 

dopamine which is responsible for transmitting 

electrical impulses between nerve cells. The 

chemical in excess can disrupt memory, social 

behaviour and emotion. Instilling dopamine into 

the brains of rats under experimental conditions 

has been shown to change them from 

communal animals to aggressive, confused, 

disorientated creatures showing clear psychotic 

behaviour.   

 

Treatment of Psychosis 

Psychotic events may present as an emergency 

which requires rapid and effective intervention 

using powerful tranquillisation. Patients may 

need referral to a crisis mental health resolution 

team or to a psychiatric unit for mental health 
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support and treatment. The drugs to treat the 

condition are called antipsychotics. They have 

been available for many years. Many will know 

the names of the first generation of drugs; the 

phenothiazines such as chlorpromazine and 

fluphenazine which may be given by mouth or 

by injection. Other drugs frequently used 

include haloperidol, flupenthixol and 

trifluoperazine. They are powerful and not 

without significant side effects which include 

drowsiness, tremor, muscle spasm, blurred 

vision, dry mouth, risk of seizures, depression, 

liver disturbances, heart problems, blood 

disturbances, confusion and bowel 

disturbances. Drug therapy is combined with 

mental health interventions which might 

include Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, support 

for family members and Self-Help Groups.  

 

The Mental Health Act (1983), which prescribes 

the rights of patients with mental health 

problems in legislation, may be necessary for 

patients with psychosis. The guiding principles 

in its use to detain people in secure mental 

health establishments are whether the 

individual is a danger to him or herself or 

whether he or she is a danger to others. There 

are a number of elements to the Act allowing a 

patient to be detained for either 72 hours, 

twenty-eight days or six months. During the 

time allocated, a full assessment is made and a 

decision taken about whether the patient can 

be discharged safely. Any detained patient can 

appeal to the Mental Health Review Tribunal. 

 

The complications of psychosis include self-

harm, which may be serious and repeated, and 

suicide. However, with effective support from 

family, friends and the mental health services, 

many patients do recover and resume normal 

activitries in society.  

 

The comments of sufferers and those who live 

with them give some idea of how difficult and 

distressing it can be. Andy Behrman  (American 

writer and mental health advocate) said “In my 

most psychotic stages I imagine myself chewing 

on sidewalks and bulging and swallowing 

sunlight and clouds”. Jerome Lawrence said “A 

neurotic is a man who builds a castle in the air. 

A psychotic is a man who lives in it . . .”  
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