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What Is Psychosis?

Psychosis can be understood as a way of the mind coping with something – potentially a life event or, a series of events that have caused a type of stress too difficult for a person’s mind to handle at the time. There are many factors that can play a part in increasing a person’s vulnerability to psychosis including: overwhelming stress, traumatic life events, unavailability of social support and genetic/inherited factors. 

Psychosis can include a wide range of experiences that can develop gradually over time or happen suddenly, and range in frequency. 

Psychosis usually includes:

• Hearing noises or voices that others don’t seem to hear. Other senses can also be affected, e.g. seeing, smelling, tasting or physically feeling things others can’t.

• Changes in how events, people and thoughts are perceived.

• Feeling suspicious about other people.

• Experiencing beliefs and thoughts that cause distress and/or change the way a person behaves.

• Some changes in behaviour may include doing less than usual, e.g. becoming more isolated or less motivated or doing things that you wouldn’t usually do, which could become risky.

Everyone’s experience of psychosis is usually unique to them, but can sometimes be similar to others. 
For further information on this please ask your doctor to see ‘The Early Intervention Service’ or ‘Website Guide’ leaflets, or talk to your Early Intervention worker.

Holistic Approach

Research suggests that there are a wide range of approaches that can aid a person recover from psychosis and help improve their overall mental health and resilience. Your Early Intervention worker, and Psychiatrist, can help you think about what might help you alongside any medication prescribed or sometimes instead of it.  It is important that any medication is part of a range of activities and interventions. These may include:

· Psychological therapies - such as CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy), Family (systemic) Therapy, Psychotherapy or Art Therapy.
· Physical wellbeing and supporting lifestyle changes– such as fitness, sleep, weight and diet.

· Occupational activity– such as getting into education, training, volunteering or employment. 

· Social interventions – support to access benefits, housing and financial stability. 

· Self-help groups, befriending and peer support. 

· Developing a range of coping strategies and plans.
· Spiritual support.

An approach to psychosis that is holistic in nature is in line with the National Institute of Clinical excellence (NICE) guidelines, which is based on research on interventions that help recovery.  You can read the full guidance here: 
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg178/ifp/chapter/Getting-help-early-if-you-are-at-risk-of-or-have-a-first-episode-of-psychosis
What is Antipsychotic Medication?

Antipsychotic medications are sometimes called ‘neuroleptics’ or ‘major tranquilizers’. 

Chlorpromazine was the first antipsychotic medication used as an ‘antipsychotic’. It was introduced in the 1950’s as it was found to have properties that alleviated some of the symptoms described as psychotic experiences. 

This type of medication is understood to work on a naturally occurring chemical (‘neurotransmitter’) in the brain called dopamine. Dopamine is the chemical messenger in the brain mainly involved with thinking, emotions, behaviour and perception. In some conditions, research suggests that dopamine may be overactive and upsets the normal balance of chemicals in the brain; excess dopamine may contribute to the occurrence of psychotic experiences. Antipsychotic medication blocks some dopamine receptors in the brain, reducing the effect of having too much dopamine. This can cause a reduction of the symptoms experienced in psychosis. Most antipsychotic medications also target other chemicals in the brain to a lesser extent. 

The IRIS guidelines, a specific guidance for Early Intervention services (http://www.iris-initiative.org.uk/silo/files/iris-guidelines-update--september-2012.pdf) suggest that antipsychotic medication remains an important aspect of treatment in first episode psychosis. However, some people may choose to avoid medication and should not be made to feel they are not cooperating.
Guidelines for Prescribing 

Antipsychotic Medication

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) has written guidelines for treating people with first episode psychosis.  

They recommend that: 

People with first episode psychosis are offered oral antipsychotic medication with psychological interventions. Psychological interventions are more effective when delivered with antipsychotic medication. 

The choice of antipsychotic medication should be made by the service user and healthcare professional together. Information about the benefits and side effects of drug should be provided. 

Before starting antipsychotic medication, baseline physical investigations should be carried out.

Before starting antipsychotic medication, discuss the side effects that the person is most willing to tolerate.

Carry out a trial of the medication at optimum dosage for four - six weeks.

During treatment monitor for side effects.

Other medication can also be prescribed to help other problems, such as depression, anxiety and sleep problems.

Before Starting Antipsychotic Medication

Before you start taking antipsychotic medication, ideally your physical health will need to be checked. 

The physical health check will include measuring your blood pressure, pulse, weight and sometimes an ECG (electrical recording of your heart) is requested. This medication has the potential to increase the risk to develop an irregular heartbeat, especially in people that have a previous history of heart problems. 

You will also have some baseline blood tests to check:

-Blood glucose - to check sugar levels.

-Lipids (fats).

-FBC (full blood count) and WCC (white cell count) Mostly looking at signs of anaemia or infection.

-LFT (liver function tests) - to check how your liver is functioning.

-U&E (urea and electrolytes) - to check how your kidneys are functioning.

-TFT (thyroid function tests) - to check how your thyroid is functioning.

-Prolactin - a hormone that can increase with some medications.

These tests are carried out to help choose the best medication for you and to anticipate any problems that may arise with the medication. 

Your physical health will also need to be monitored regularly while you are taking antipsychotic medication, initially after three months and then annually if no problems are found. Weight and blood pressure checks may be more frequent, especially after starting medication or when your dosages are altered. All this will ensure that any problems potentially caused by the medication are identified and a solution is found promptly.

Side Effects

Like all medication, antipsychotic medication can cause side-effects. Making you aware of potential side effects allows you to become more involved in the decision in choosing a medication that is most suitable.
For reference only, this chart compares the side effects of commonly prescribed antipsychotic medications. The chart also shows how likely they are to occur. For more information visit the ‘choice and medication’ website - http://www.choiceandmedication.org/bradford/ . Ask your Psychiatrist and mental health practitioners for any further explanations. 
	Name of medication
	Stiffness or involuntary movements
	Sleepiness
	Weight gain
	Dry mouth and constipation
	Sexual problems

	Risperidone
	++
	+
	++
	+
	++

	Olanzapine
	+
	+++
	+++
	+
	+

	Quetiapine
	+
	+++
	++
	+
	+

	Aripiprazole
	+
	+
	-
	-
	-

	Amisulpride
	+
	-
	+
	-
	++


-
(very rare/not known to be a side effect)

+         (only a few people will get this side effect)

++       (quite a few people will get this side effect)

+++     (most people will get this side effect)

Which Medication Will Suit Me? 

Always tell your doctor if you are pregnant, could be pregnant or are breastfeeding.
Here are some examples of questions you might want to think about regarding medication:

1. Which aspects of your psychosis have you found most troublesome?

2. How important do you think the following side effects are?
Give yourself a rating out of 10 for each;

• Stiffness or involuntary movements.
• Sedation (feeling tired / slowed down).
• Raised prolactin (hormonal changes leading to sexual problems and/or osteoporosis).
• Metabolic problems: weight gain, diabetes, blood pressure abnormalities, blood lipids (fats) abnormalities.

3. Why did you rate the side effects as you did?

4. Which would you consider 1st and 2nd choice?

Questions You Might Want To 

Ask Your Psychiatrist

These are important and focused questions you might want to ask your Psychiatrist during your appointment. Preparing these questions in advance will help you get the most out of the time you have together and support you to be more involved and informed about the decisions of your treatment. Here are some examples of questions that you might want to use:

· What medications are available to me?

· How do the medicines work?

· How will the medication address the issues I am struggling with?

· How effective is the medication?

· What are the short and long term side effects? 

· How long would I need to take the medication for? 

· What happens if the medication doesn’t work for me?

· Will I need any extra health checks if I am taking this medication?

· How regularly will this medication need to be reviewed? 

· What would happen if I stopped taking this medication? 

· What is it like to withdraw from/come off the medication?

· What about taking medication whilst pregnant or breast feeding?

Finding the Right Medication

Psychosis can affect people in different ways, and can occur alongside other mental health problems.  This means that it is important to consider carefully with your doctor what medication options exist, which would suit your needs best.  Taking medication is a choice and evidence shows that some people can do well without medication. A doctor that specialises in psychiatric (mental health) medication is called a Psychiatrist. They will help you think about the right medication for you. 

Other Psychiatric Medications

As well as antipsychotic medication, people experiencing psychosis may benefit from other psychiatric medications, for example: antidepressants, sleeping tablets or mood stabilizers. 

All these options will be discussed with you during appointments with your Psychiatrist.  It is usually advisable to start one individual medication at any one time, to help understand the effects that each individual medication has, as well as the potential side effects the medication may cause.  

It is not within the scope of this leaflet to cover all of the medication treatments available in psychiatry. For each one of these medications you may be prescribed, information should be provided stating why that medication is being prescribed, side effects and the length of time you need to take it for, so you can make an informed decision (whether you want to take it or not).  More information about psychiatric medications is available on the websites listed on page 14 of this booklet.
How Long Would I Need to Take Antipsychotic Medication?

The length of antipsychotic treatment can vary widely from individual to individual, as everyone is different and psychosis affects people in different ways. There are guidelines (like those developed by NICE and IRIS referred to in this leaflet) that doctors and mental health practitioners follow whenever possible. However, ultimately the decision should be based on your preferences when discussing medications with your Psychiatrist. 

Many individuals profit from continuing the treatment for at least one to two years. Some may benefit from treatment for several years depending on their progress and potential for relapse.

In certain circumstances, for example there is significant risk of harm to the person or others, medication may be given against the person’s will under legislation called the Mental Health Act (see MIND website http://www.mind.org.uk/) usually in hospital. A formal assessment involving several mental health professionals takes place before this can happen.
Coming Off Your Medication

The general principles for coming off medication are:
· Do not stop medication suddenly, unless advised by your doctor or if you think you are having a serious adverse reaction. Stopping medication suddenly can cause distressing and discontinuation symptoms. 

· If you wish to stop your medication, ideally take the decision together with the mental health professionals or GP involved in your care and those who support you/care for you.

· Prepare yourself in advance by considering alternative ways of dealing with any distressing symptoms that may come back.

· Come off gradually and carefully by reducing dosages to start with and doing this one medication at a time. 
For more detailed information and support relating to coming off medication, talk to staff and refer to the websites listed in page 14. 
Medication Management

Store your medication out of the reach of children, at room temperature and somewhere dry and dark. Do not give medication to anyone else.
Make sure you have medication to cover any upcoming bank holidays (typically May, Easter, summer and Christmas). Please note that during Bank Holidays it can be difficult to get prescribed medication if you run out. 

Medication Help Out of Hours

If you run out of prescription medicines, you may be able to get an emergency supply without a prescription from a community pharmacist or supermarket pharmacy. You may also be able to get a prescription from a GP out-of-hours service or an NHS walk-in centre.

If you are not certain what to do or who to contact, you can telephone the NHS on 111 who will be able to provide further advice 

If you feel you are in crisis please call First Response on 01274 221181 or visit www.bdct.nhs.uk/search/venue/first-response-55 .
Websites

Below are some useful websites that could help you on the road to recovery.
Choice and Medication - This website provides easy to read patient information leaflets on a range of psychiatric medications. www.choiceandmedication.org/bradford/
Bradford District Foundation Care Trust - Find useful information about what services we provide and what to do in a crisis. http://www.bdfct.nhs.uk/

Coming Off - Find helpful information about psychiatric medication, how it functions and the withdrawal process.
 www.comingoff.com
Harm reduction guide to coming off psychiatric drugs - The Icarus Project and Freedom Centre’s 52 - page illustrated guide. 
www.theicarusproject.net/HarmReductionGuideComingOffPsychDrugs

Alternative and Complementary Therapies - Please talk to your doctor and/or pharmacist before starting any alternative or complementary therapy as sometimes these can interact with prescribed medication. This website offers specific information about various complementary remedies and their use in different conditions. http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/healthadvice/treatmentswellbeing/complementarytherapy.aspx
If you do not have access to the internet, please talk to your worker who would be happy to print the information for you. 
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Early Intervention in Psychosis
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