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Abstract

Background: Detection of psychotic disorders is an important issue, since early treatment might
improve prognosis. Timely diagnosis of psychotic disorders depends on recognition of psychotic
symptoms and their interpretation. The aim of this study is to examine to what extent reported
psychotic symptoms are accounted for in clinical diagnosis.

Methods: The medical files of all patients who had a first contact with one of two mental health
care services (N = 6477) were screened for reported psychotic symptoms and subsequent clinical
diagnosis. Patients who reported psychotic symptoms and who were diagnosed with a psychotic
disorder were followed-up for two years to register prescription of antipsychotic treatment and
continuity of care.

Results: In the files of 242 (3.7%) patients specific psychotic symptoms were recorded. 37% of
these patients were diagnosed with a non-affective psychotic disorder, 7% with other psychotic
disorders and 56% with non-psychotic disorders or no diagnosis at all. About 90% of the patients
diagnosed with a psychotic disorder did receive any prescription of antipsychotics, and about 50%
were in continuous care during the first 2 years.

Conclusion: Relatively large proportions of patients presenting with psychotic symptoms were
diagnosed with a non-psychotic diagnosis or not diagnosed at all. This applies also to patients
reporting at least two or more psychotic symptoms. Although we did not verify the
appropriateness of clinical diagnosis, these findings are an indication that psychotic disorders may
be underdetected. Improving the diagnostic process in mental health care services may be the most
obvious way to promote early intervention in psychosis.

Background

Early detection and intervention of psychotic disorders are
important issues in mental health practice and research
[1,2]. Different strategies have been developed to improve
the detection of first episode psychosis both in the pro-
dromal phase and during the first psychotic episode to

minimize the delay of treatment after the onset of psycho-
sis [3,4]. The role of treatment delay has been shown to be
an important factor associated with response to antipsy-
chotic treatment, in terms of severity of global psychopa-
thology, positive and negative symptoms, functional
outcomes and time to response [5-7]. As a consequence, it
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was hypothesized that reducing the duration of untreated
psychosis would improve outcome [8-13]. Therefore it is
essential that patients who report psychotic symptoms at
first contact with mental health services are adequately
diagnosed and treated accordingly. The APA practice
guidelines for the treatment of patients with schizophre-
nia [14,15] as well as the Dutch guidelines [16] provide
recommendations for treatment in every phase of the ill-
ness. The most important interventions for first episode
psychosis are: accurate diagnostic assessment, initiating
antipsychotic medication as soon as it is feasible, and con-
tinuation of antipsychotic treatment after response for at
least one year in the APA guidelines and at least two years
in the Dutch guidelines. The recommended duration of
antipsychotic prophylaxis in the Dutch guidelines is one
year longer, because relapse rates do not seem to level off
during the first years after remission from a first episode
[17].

Despite the importance of treatment guidelines, however,
implementation has been shown to be difficult to achieve
[18-20]. The aim of the study is to examine to what extent
reported psychotic symptoms are accounted for in clinical
diagnosis and subsequent treatment.

Methods

Study design

The design of the study is an administrative inquiry into
the diagnostic and daily practice of mental health care
services regarding patients who report psychotic symp-
toms at first contact. The study was conducted in two
mental health regions of The Netherlands, with 1.028 mil-
lion inhabitants on January 1, 2002. The two regions were
Friesland (636,000 inhabitants) and Twente (392,000
inhabitants). The total number of inhabitants between
18-45 years of age, representing the at risk population,
was 404,909, of which 210,294 (51.9%) were males.

The medical records of all patients between 18-45 years of
age who had a first contact with mental health care serv-
ices in 2002 were screened for reported specific psychotic
symptoms and their initial clinical DSM-IV diagnosis. All
available documents from the first six months after first
contact were taken into account. Patients with at least one
of four specific psychotic symptoms were included and
followed-up for two years. The psychotic symptoms
screened for were the symptoms listed under paragraph A
in the schizophrenia section of the DSM-IV: delusions,
hallucinations, disorganized speech and grossly disorgan-
ized behaviour [21]. After thirty months of follow-up
medical files were screened retrospectively for final DSM-
IV diagnosis, any prescription of antipsychotic treatment
and continuity of care during two year follow up.

http://www.cpementalhealth.com/content/4/1/29

Results

0Of 404,909 inhabitants between 18-45 years of age, 6477
(1.6%) were referred to mental health services for a first
ever contact in 2002. The medical files of 892 patients
were excluded (14%) due to lack of information (526) or
availability (366). 5585 medical files were eligible for fur-
ther research. In the files of 242 patients one or more spe-
cific psychotic symptoms were reported; 140 patients
(58%) were males. In 182 files delusions were reported, in
90 files hallucinations, in 37 files grossly disorganized
behaviour and in 17 files disorganized speech.

As shown in table 1, at baseline 90 patients (37%) were
diagnosed according to DSM-IV with a non-affective psy-
chotic disorder (NAPD): schizophrenia, schizophreni-
form disorder, brief psychotic disorder, schizoaffective
disorder, delusional disorder or psychotic disorder not
otherwise specified. 17 patients (7%) were diagnosed
with other psychotic disorders: organic or substance
induced psychotic disorder (n = 6), affective episode with
psychotic features (n = 6) or schizophrenia spectrum per-
sonality disorder [5]. The other 135 patients were diag-
nosed with non-psychotic disorders (n = 77, 32%) or were
not diagnosed at all (n = 58, 24%). 75 patients (31%)
who reported psychotic symptoms had a combination of
two or more psychotic symptoms, of whom 45 were diag-
nosed with a non-affective psychotic disorder (NAPD)
and the other 30 patients with other psychotic disorders
or a non-psychotic disorder. 16 patients (53%) were diag-
nosed as a non-affective psychotic disorder sometime dur-
ing the follow-up period. A combination of at least three
symptoms was reported in the records of 9 patients. Of the
167 patients with one reported psychotic symptom, 45
(27%) were diagnosed with a non-affective psychotic dis-
order.

As shown in table 2, antipsychotic medication has been
prescribed anytime during the follow-up period to 158
patients (65%). Of the 90 patients with a non-affective
psychotic disorder antipsychotics were prescribed to 81
patients (90%). Of the patients diagnosed with other psy-
chotic disorders (n = 17), 88% received a prescription of
antipsychotic medication. Patients diagnosed with other

Table I: Psychotic symptoms per diagnostic group

NAPD OPD Other None N
I'sx 45Q27%) 12(7%) 61 37%) 49 (29%) 167 (100%)
2sx 40 (61%) 3 (5%) 15(23%) 8 (12%) 66 (100%)
3sx 4 (50%) 2 (25%) 1 (12.5%) 1 (12.5%) 8 (100%)
4sx 1 (100%) O 0 0 I (100%)
NAPD = non-affective psychotic disorder
OPD = other psychotic disorders
Other = other disorders
Sx = symptoms
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Table 2: Treatment per diagnostic group
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Prescription of antipsychotics Continuous care N
NAPD 81 (90%) 46 (51%) 90 (100%)
OPD 15 (88%) 6 (35%) 17 (100%)
Other 33 (43%) 27 (35%) 77 (100%)
None 29 (50%) 14 (24%) 58 (100%)

NAPD = non affective psychotic disorder
OPD = other psychotic disorders
Other = other disorders

disorders or without any specified diagnosis received a
prescription of antipsychotic medication in 46%. Of the
90 NAPD patients, 46 (51%) received continuous care for
at least two years.

Discussion

The present study, in which more than 5500 medical files
were studied from the population of two mental health
regions, revealed that many patients presenting psychotic
symptoms are not adequately diagnosed. Even when two
psychotic symptoms are presented, 25% of patients
received a non-psychotic diagnosis or no diagnosis at all.
In case one psychotic symptom was stated in the files, the
chance of getting a psychotic diagnosis is only 33%. These
data strongly indicate that psychosis in mental health care
is under detected. We were not able to estimate the preva-
lence of underdetection of psychosis because of a number
of limitations of the study. We were not able to verify clin-
ical diagnosis by a standardized diagnostic procedure, and
therefore some of the clinically assigned diagnoses might
indeed be appropriate (e.g. in case of PTSS or personality
disorder with psychotic symptoms). This study com-
pletely relied on reported psychotic symptoms as written
in the medical files. Such symptoms might not have been
recorded or even noticed and therefore have escaped
proper attention. Underdetection of psychotic symptoms
may also contribute to underdetection of NAPD. System-
atic examination of psychotic experiences at first contact
with mental health services may serve as a useful measure
to overcome this limitation of our study and of clinical
practice. The results did not differ between the two regions
with only two mental health care services which were
both included in the study, so it is unlikely that local fac-
tors played an improtant role or that patients received
treatment elsewhere.

90% of the patients clinically diagnosed with a non-affec-
tive psychotic disorder received at least one prescription of
antipsychotic medication while half of them received con-
tinuous care for at least two years. We may conclude that
if clinical diagnosis of a non-affective psychotic disorder
has been established, proper treatment consequences are
more or less assured. This underlines the importance of
timely detection of psychotic disorder by mental health

care services. Effort should be primarily directed to
patients referred to mental health care services in stead of
to individuals who do not yet seek help.

List of abbreviations

APA: American Psychiatric Association; DSM-IV: Diagnos-
tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; NAPD:
non-affective psychotic disorder; PTSS: Post Traumatic
Stress Syndrome.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors' contributions

NB conceived the study, carried out the field study, per-
formed the statistical analysis and drafted the manuscript.
LW participated in the design of the study and helped to
draft the manuscript. SS supported the statistical analysis
and revised the manuscript. DW contributed to the study
design and revised the manuscript. All authors read and
approved final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
Thanks to Erik Noordhoorn, Fleur Vruwink and Pieter de Wit for their
contributions to design, acquisition and interpretation of data.

There was no funding for this study.

References

l. Hanssen M, Peeters F, Krabbendam L, Radstake S, Verdoux H, van Os
J: How psychotic are individuals with non-psychotic disor-
ders? Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 2003, 38(3):149-154.

2. Lambert M, Conus P, Schimmelmann BG, Eide P, Ward , Yuen H, Sch-
acht M, Edwards ], Naber D, McGorry PD: Comparison of olanza-
pine and risperidone in 367 first-episode patients with non-
affective or affective psychosis: results of an open retrospec-
tive medical record study. Pharmacopsychiatry ~ 2005,
38(5):206-213.

3. Harrigan SM, McGorry PD, Krstev H: Does treatment delay in
first-episode psychosis really matter?  Psychol Med 2003,
33(1):97-110.

4. Lieberman JA, Fenton WS: Delayed detection of psychosis:
causes, consequences, and effect on public health. Am | Psychi-
atry 2000, 157(11):1727-1730.

5. Perkins DO, Gu H, Boteva K, Lieberman JA: Relationship between
duration of untreated psychosis and outcome in first-episode
schizophrenia: a critical review and meta-analysis. Am | Psychi-
atry 2005, 162(10):1785-1804.

6.  Waunderink A, Nienhuis FJ, Sytema S, Wiersma D: Treatment delay
and response rate in first episode psychosis. Acta Psychiatr
Scand 2006, 113(4):332-339.

Page 3 of 4

(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12616313
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12616313
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16189747
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16189747
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16189747
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12537041
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12537041
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11058464
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11058464
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16199825
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16199825
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16199825
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16638078
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16638078

Clinical Practice and Epidemiology in Mental Health 2008, 4:29 http://www.cpementalhealth.com/content/4/1/29

7.  Marshall M, Lewis S, Lockwood A, Drake R, Jones P, Croudace T:
Association between duration of untreated psychosis and
outcome in cohorts of first-episode patients: a systematic
review. Arch Gen Psychiatry 2005, 62(9):975-983.

8. Ho BC, Andreasen NC, Flaum M, Nopoulos P, Miller D: Untreated
initial psychosis: its relation to quality of life and symptom
remission in first-episode schizophrenia. Am | Psychiatry 2000,
157(5):808-815.

9. Larsen TK, McGlashan TH, Johannessen JO, Friis S, Guldberg C,
Haahr U, Horneland M, Melle |, Moe LC, Opjordsmoen S, Simonsen
E, Vaglum P: Shortened duration of untreated first episode of
psychosis: changes in patient characteristics at treatment.
Am | Psychiatry 2001, 158(11):1917-1919.

10. Loebel AD, Lieberman JA, Alvir M, Mayerhoff DI, Geisler SH, Szy-
manski SR: Duration of psychosis and outcome in first-episode
schizophrenia. Am J Psychiatry 1992, 149(9):1183-1188.

I1. McGorry P, Nordentoft M, Simonsen E: Introduction to "Early
psychosis: a bridge to the future". Br | Psychiatry Suppl 2005,
48:s1-s3.

12.  Melle I, Haahr U, Friis S, Hustoft K, Johannessen JO, Larsen TK,
Opjordsmoen S, Rund BR, Simonsen E, Vaglum P, McGlashan T:
Reducing the duration of untreated first-episode psychosis -
effects on baseline social functioning and quality of life. Acta
Psychiatr Scand 2005, 112(6):469-473.

13.  Norman RM, Malla AK: Duration of untreated psychosis: a crit-
ical examination of the concept and its importance. Psychol
Med 2001, 31(3):381-400.

14. Practice guideline for the treatment of patients with schizo-
phrenia. American Psychiatric Association. Am | Psychiatry
1997, 154(4 Suppl):1-63.

15.  APA Practice guidelines workgroup on schizophrenia. Prac-
tice guideline for the treatment of patients with schizophrenia second edi-
tion. 2004.

16. Schizofrenie Stichting Nederland. Consensus document Schizof-
renie Stichting 1996.

17. Bosveld-van Haandel L, Slooff CJ, Bosch R] van den: Reasoning
about the optimal duration of prophylactic antipsychotic
medication in schizophrenia: evidence and arguments. Acta
Psychiatr Scand 2001, 103(5):335-346.

18. Davis DA, Taylor-Vaisey A: Translating guidelines into practice.
A systematic review of theoretic concepts, practical experi-
ence and research evidence in the adoption of clinical prac-
tice guidelines. CMAJ 1997, 157(4):408-416.

19.  Gaebel W, Weinmann S, Sartorius N, Rutz W, Mclntyre JS: Schizo-
phrenia practice guidelines: international survey and com-
parison. Br | Psychiatry 2005, 187:248-255.

20. Milner KK, Valenstein M: A comparison of guidelines for the
treatment of schizophrenia. Psychiatr Serv 2002, 53(7):888-890.

21. American Psychiatric Association: Diagnostic and statistical man-
ual of mental disorders: DSM-IV. 1994.

Publish with Bio Med Central and every
scientist can read your work free of charge

"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for
disseminating the results of biomedical research in our lifetime."
Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK
Your research papers will be:
« available free of charge to the entire biomedical community
« peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance
« cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central
« yours — you keep the copyright

Submit your manuscript here: O BioMedcentral
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp

Page 4 of 4

(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16143729
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16143729
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16143729
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10784476
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10784476
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10784476
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11691702
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11691702
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=1503130
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=1503130
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16055795
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16055795
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16279877
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16279877
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16279877
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11305847
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11305847
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11380303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11380303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11380303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9275952
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9275952
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9275952
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16135862
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16135862
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16135862
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12096176
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12096176
http://www.biomedcentral.com/
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp
http://www.biomedcentral.com/

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Study design

	Results
	Discussion
	List of abbreviations
	Competing interests
	Authors' contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References

