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WHAT IS PSYCHOSIS?

Psychosis is a mental health condition that 
affects a person’s thoughts, emotions, 
perceptions and behaviour. It usually 
causes people to misinterpret things that 
are happening to them or around them.  
People who have psychosis can get con-
fused between what’s real and what’s not. 
Most people with psychosis experience 
either delusions (fi xed false beliefs about 
themselves or the world) or hallucinations 
(seeing, hearing or smelling things that 
aren’t real). Many people with psychosis ex-
perience both hallucinations and delusions. 
These experiences can be frightening and 
upsetting for the person with psychosis and 
for the people around them. 

The good news is that psychosis can be 
treated very successfully and most people 
recover from the experience. The earlier 
psychosis is detected and treated the 
better so it’s really important that people 
are aware of the signs of psychosis and how 
and when to get help if they are worried 
about themselves or someone they know.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS 
OF PSYCHOSIS?
There are many different symptoms of 
psychosis. Some are easier to notice than 
others. People who are experiencing psy-
chosis can experience just a few or many of 
these symptoms. 

Delusions – Delusions are fi xed false beliefs. 
To be considered a delusion, a person’s be-
liefs must be so fi xed that they are unable 
to give up those beliefs even when there 
is no evidence for them. Examples of de-
lusions include beliefs like ‘People around 
me are reading my mind’, ‘That newspaper 
article contains special messages for me’ or 

‘An international criminal gang has tapped 
my phone and is following my every move’.

Hallucinations – Hallucinations happen 
when a person’s senses become distorted 
and the person sees, hears, smells, tastes 
or feels things that are not real. Examples 
of hallucinations include hearing sounds 
or voices, seeing people or objects, or 
smelling things that are not there. People 
who have hallucinations experience these 
sensations as if they are really happening 
to them. 

Disorganised thinking and speech – With 
psychosis, a person can struggle to concen-
trate and their thinking can become very 
confused. They may say strange or unusual 
things. Their sentences might seem very 
disorganised and they may fi nd it diffi cult to 
follow a conversation.

Unusual or disorganised behaviour – When 
a person has psychosis their behaviour 
can change and they can act in ways that 
are out of character for them. For exam-
ple, they might become withdrawn or 
stop tending to their personal hygiene or 
appearance.

Limited or decreased range of emotional 
expression – Psychosis can affect people’s 
emotions and they may seem less expres-
sive than usual. It may also seem like the 
person isn’t really feeling anything at all. 
Because of this, people with this symptom 
of psychosis have often been described 
by their family and friends as being very 
emotionally ‘fl at’.

Reduced speech – Some people with 
psychosis speak very little and can struggle 
with communication. Sometimes the person 
forgets even simple words to express 
themselves.

Diffi culties concentrating and getting things 
done – Psychosis can affect people’s con-
centration as well as their motivation and 
their ability to do things. They may struggle 
to complete tasks, even tasks that they 
would have been able to do easily before 
they experienced psychosis.

WHAT CAUSES PSYCHOSIS? 

Like every other mental health condition, 
anyone can experience psychosis. About 
3 in every 100 people will experience 
psychosis at some time in their lives. Why 
some people develop psychosis while oth-
ers don’t is often hard to know for certain 
but there are a few things that researchers 
believe increase a person’s risk of experi-
encing psychosis.

Genetic factors – Having a close relative, 
particularly a parent, with psychosis is a risk 
factor for developing the condition. This 
doesn’t mean that every person who has a 
close relative with psychosis will develop 
psychosis themselves but it does increase 
someone’s vulnerability to developing 
psychosis.

Experience of stress and trauma – Stress is a 
risk factor for developing any mental health 
diffi culty, including psychosis. Research has 
shown that the experience of trauma or 
abuse in life is a risk factor for developing 
psychosis. 

Psychological factors – Poor coping skills 
can increase a person’s vulnerability to 
developing psychosis. Not having good 
psychological coping skills also means that 
a person is more vulnerable to the impact 
of stress and trauma.
  
Biological factors – Research has shown that 
there are often changes to the structure of 
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FURTHER INFORMATION
For more information about the signs of psychosis and how to get help, you can check out the rest of the PERL Factsheets in 
this series at www.rcsi.ie/perl. PERL: The Psychiatric Epidemiology Research across the Lifespan Group, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland



the brain among people with psychosis. 
Whether these changes have contributed 
to someone developing psychosis or are 
a result of the condition is still unclear and 
ongoing research is being done in this area. 
Psychosis is also a symptom that can be 
associated with certain neurological condi-
tions (e.g. dementia or brain injury).

Social factors – Many social factors can 
increase a person’s risk of developing 
psychosis. These include being socially iso-
lated, experiencing discrimination, living in 
poverty, having diffi culties in school or work 
and being involved in crime.

Substance use – A defi nite relationship be-
tween cannabis use and psychosis has been 

established and cannabis use is a signifi cant 
risk factor for this condition. Alcohol use is 
also a potential risk factor for psychosis.
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