What is schizophrenia?
Schizophrenia is a serious illness that affects one person in a hundred at some time in their life. It can start at any age but most commonly begins in the late teens or early twenties. More or less equal numbers of young men and women become ill and the condition has been described in all cultures with a similar incidence worldwide.
Schizophrenia is one of the psychotic disorders with symptoms such as delusions, hallucinations and thought disorder that show the person has lost touch with reality. Contrary to what many people believe a person with schizophrenia does not have a 'split personality'. The symptoms of schizophrenia vary from person to person and are generally divided into positive symptoms which are abnormal experiences and negative symptoms which are more an absence of normal behaviour. 
Positive symptoms of schizophrenia
Delusions
These are false and usually fixed beliefs which cannot be explained by the believer's culture or changed by logic or arguments. Delusions can be of a paranoid or persecutory nature, they can be grandiose and fantastic, and may arise out of the blue, and are quickly recognised by family and friends to be abnormal beliefs.
Hallucinations
This refers to the experience of hearing, seeing, smelling, or feeling in the absence of a real stimulus. Hearing 'voices' when there is no one there is the commonest hallucination in schizophrenia. The 'voices' are so real that the hearer is convinced that they come from the outside, perhaps from hidden microphones, loudspeakers or the spiritual world. In schizophrenia 'the voices' typically talk about, as well as to, the person.
Other 'positive symptoms'
Other 'positive symptoms' include experiences of the person's thoughts being read by others or that thoughts are put into the person's mind by others. There are experiences of being controlled by external forces, and sometimes schizophrenia may interfere with a person's train of thought to the extent that it may become difficult to follow what they say. There may also be a disturbance of emotions so that the person may laugh or cry for no obvious and appropriate reason.




Negative symptoms of schizophrenia
The negative symptoms include feeling of emotional numbness, difficulty in communication with others, lack of motivation, social withdrawal, lack of general care or personal hygiene, and a changed sleep pattern. The negative symptoms develop slowly and do not respond so well to established treatment. However the newer drugs to treat schizophrenia show more encouraging results.



What causes schizophrenia?
The causes of schizophrenia are not fully understood. However approximately one in ten people with schizophrenia have a parent who suffers from the illness. This is likely to be due to heredity (genes) and not upbringing. Life stressors can precipitate the illness in genetically predisposed people.
Newer brain imaging techniques have shown that some people with schizophrenia have larger spaces in the brain than people who do not suffer from the illness. Complications during birth and a viral infection during the early months of pregnancy are two possible causes. Abnormalities in brain chemistry are also important causative factors.
Illicit drugs such as amphetamines, LSD, cocaine and cannabis can produce hallucinations and paranoid delusion similar to those found in schizophrenia. 



How is Schizophrenia Treated?
The first step is to make a correct diagnosis based upon a full assessment and investigations. This may have to be carried out in an inpatient setting. Often patients suffering from schizophrenia do not recognise that they are ill and therefore admission to hospital may be necessary on an involuntary basis. Compulsory admission to hospital can be arranged under the Mental Health Act, if required.



The sooner treatment is started the better the prognosis.
Medication in the form of antipsychotic drugs is necessary to relieve the patient of the disturbing symptoms. The response to medication is carefully monitored and the appropriate drug and its dosage is tailored to suit the individual patient. In addition to drug treatment other psychosocial treatments are also available.
Rehabilitation especially where a patient may have been ill for a long time is a very important stage in treatment. Support is provided by the nursing staff, occupational therapists and members of the community mental health team.
