
Information on Psychosis for Parents: 

Description:  

Psychosis is a condition which impairs a person's sense of reality. It affects approximately 1 in 

50 people over their lifetime, and most commonly occurs later in adolescence and young 

adulthood. Males tend to experience symptoms a few years younger than females. A number of 

theories have been suggested as to what causes psychosis, but much more research is 

needed. There is some indication that psychosis is caused by a combination of biological factors 

in early development which contributes to an increased risk of developing psychosis in later life. 

Having a family member with a history of psychosis is another known risk factor. Symptoms 

may be triggered in response to stress, substance use, or social changes/disruptions in 

vulnerable individuals. Psychosis can happen to anyone, but like other illnesses it can be 

treated. Most young people can recover to live full and satisfying lives. 

What are the signs of psychosis? 

The term psychosis refers to a group of symptoms that reflects a change in a person's sense of 

reality and may lead to changes in their mood. The symptoms vary for each person and may 

change over time. When a person becomes ill in this way, it is referred to as a psychotic 

episode. Signs of a psychotic episode can include: 

 Changes in thinking - Everyday thoughts can become confused, making a normal 

sentence unclear and difficult to understand. Someone who is living with psychosis may 

have difficulties following a conversation or remembering things, and their thoughts can 

seem to speed up or slow down.  

 False beliefs (delusions) - A person may strongly believe that something is real when it 

isn't. The person is so convinced about their delusion that even the most logical 

argument won't change their mind. For example, they may think that cars parked outside 

their house mean that they are being watched by the police. This can at times lead to 

them becoming suspicious of the people around them.  

 Hallucinations - Some people may see, hear, taste, smell or feel which isn't real. A 

common feature of psychosis can be auditory hallucinations, in which a person may hear 

voices that no one else can hear. These voices may comment on their activities or give 

them instructions.  

 Changes in mood - A person may experience rapid mood changes for no apparent 

reason, such as feeling unusually excited or depressed. Some people may feel strange 

and cut off from the world. It may feel to the person that everything is moving in slow 

motion. As a result they may experience less emotion, or show a narrower range of 

emotions to the people around them.  



 Changes in behaviour - Someone with psychosis may demonstrate odd or unusual 

behaviour, often when responding to their hallucinations or delusional thinking. They 

may also demonstrate an increase or a decrease in their energy, or changes in their 

sleeping patterns.  

 Social changes – Someone experiencing psychotic symptoms may demonstrate a 

withdrawal or isolation from friends and family, such as staying in their room or refusing 

to attend social gatherings.  

 Changes in functioning - Given the impact of psychotic symptoms, there is often a 

decline in someone's school or work performance. They may also demonstrate 

deterioration in their self-care including personal hygiene.  

What are the types of psychosis? 

Everyone's experience of psychotic symptoms is different, and when someone is experiencing 

their first episode is may be difficult to make a clear diagnosis. It may sometimes be only with 

the opportunity to look back over the progression of symptoms that a diagnosis can be made. 

Psychotic symptoms/episodes can occur in a number of mental illnesses, including: 

 Bipolar disorder - Psychotic symptoms may feature as part of this disorder (which used 

to be referred to as manic depression). When present, they tend to fit in with the 

person's mood. For example, if depressed a person may hear voices telling them to 

complete suicide. When experiencing an elevated mood, however, they may believe 

they have special abilities which are out of keeping with their normal functioning.  

 Brief reactive psychosis - Psychotic symptoms may appear a major stress in a 

person's life, such as a death in the family or a change in living circumstances. 

Symptoms can be severe, but a person can make a full recovery in as little as a few 

days.  

 Drug-induced psychosis - Using or withdrawing from drugs, especially cannabis or 

amphetamines, can cause psychotic symptoms. These may resolve as the effects of the 

substance wear off. In other cases, the symptoms may last longer but begin with a drug-

induced psychosis.  

 Organic psychosis - Sometimes psychotic symptoms may appear as a result of a head 

injury or physical illness which disrupts brain functioning.  

 Psychotic depression - Psychotic symptoms can develop in very extreme cases of 

depression. However, someone with psychotic depression does not experience an 

elevated mood as occurs in bipolar disorder.  

 Schizophrenia - An illness in which psychotic symptoms have lasted for at least six 

months. The types and length of symptoms vary from one person to another, and 

contrary to popular opinion people with schizophrenia can often lead fulfilling lives in 

learning to manage their illness, thereby preventing ongoing psychotic episodes.  



Early Recognition 

Psychosis is often misunderstood by the general public. The early signs of psychosis may also 

be difficult to detect, and can be mistaken for the normal changes of adolescence. Symptoms 

may also be viewed differently by people from a culturally or linguistically diverse background. 

The impact of psychosis can be very traumatic for the young person and can disrupt their life at 

a critical developmental stage. The longer it takes to receive effective treatment, the longer it is 

likely to take for symptoms to go away. Delayed help also increases the risk of further episodes. 

It is therefore important to get help as soon as possible. Noticeable and persistent changes in 

the young person's behaviour and moods should not be ignored. Earlier treatment of 

psychosis increases the likelihood of the young person having a good recovery. Young people 

with their first episode of psychosis may be reluctant to seek treatment because they don't think 

anything is wrong or they hope their symptoms will go away. Due to their distorted thinking 

including delusional beliefs, they may also believe that people taking an interest in their 

symptoms may be trying to hurt or trick them. Help is needed for the young person to find out 

what is happening and what treatment is required. Families also need support to understand 

what is happening and how they can help. In very sever situations a Person may need to be 

assisted involuntarily by use of the Mental Health Act. 

Treatment of Psychosis 

In recent years, research has led to the development of improved medications and therapy. 

Selection of the right treatment options for each individual will be determined by an assessment 

undertaken by a trained professional, such as a psychiatrist or mental health professional. 

Having someone to talk to is an important part of treatment. Mental health workers can provide 

reassurance and information for the young person and their family. Ultimately, determining the 

best treatment will depend on factors such as personal preference, how severe the symptoms 

are, how long they have been present for and the apparent cause. A person with psychosis will 

need regular appointments to assist them. Sometimes admission to hospitalization is required. 

Living in their normal environment rather than going to hospital minimizes distress and 

disruption for the young person and their family. Hospitalization is generally only considered 

when the psychotic symptoms place the person or others at a level of risk that cannot be 

managed by them remaining in the community. 

Medication is usually recommended as a part of the treatment of psychosis to assist recovery 

and prevent further episodes. A psychiatrist can determine if medication is needed. There are 

several different types of medication that may be recommended and young people usually start 

on low doses. Details on how much to take and when to take it should be discussed with the 

treating doctor, who will monitor any side-effects associated with the prescribed dose. This is 

vital so that the type or dose or medication can be reviewed to minimise any side effects that 

may prevent the person from staying on medication to assist in their recovery. It is important to 

continue taking medication to prevent the occurrence of another psychotic episode, and ceasing 



medication should only be done with medical advice. In addition, it is important for the person to 

learn additional strategies to cope with stress and learn to recognise warning signs of any future 

episodes. Because of the potential impact of psychosis on a person's functioning, treatment 

may also include assistance with practical tasks such as getting back to work or school, 

securing accommodation or obtaining financial help. Throughout treatment, it is important for the 

person with psychosis to be actively involved in their recovery. Sometimes they may need to 

sort out secondary problems such as catching up on the school they have missed, or dealing 

with the depression arising from their experiences. They need to be informed of their rights, and 

have the opportunity to ask questions. A good outcome for someone with psychosis includes 

the following components: 

 Early detection;  

 Rapid start of treatment;  

 Short duration of untreated psychosis;  

 Participation in developing treatment plans that include recovery and maintaining 

functioning.  

 Optimal treatment including medication, individual counselling, family support, 

psychosocial treatment and information;  

 A supportive social network;  

 A stable living environment;  

 Structure and calm;  

 Meaningful occupations: work, study and hobbies;  

 Someone to share their experiences with;  

 Good physical health;  

 Rapid and lasting absence of symptoms; and  

 Realistic expectations and hopes for the future.  

Helping a Young Person with Psychosis 

It is not uncommon for family and friends to go through a series of their own stages in response 

to a loved one experiencing psychosis, from the initial crisis to seeking help, needing 

reassurance, feeling relief and a possible return of anxiety as the person recovers well enough 

to return to their everyday world. Family and friends may also be involved in supporting a 

person's access to treatment, with confidentiality ideally not being used as a barrier to providing 

assistance to such support people. If you are involved in someone's treatment, consider the 

following strategies to assist their recovery: 

 Identify the key people in the treating team, and attend relevant appointments prepared 

with questions and relevant issues;  



 If you don't understand what you are being told, say so and ask for clearer explanations;  

 Ask where you can access additional information; and  

 If cannabis or other substance misuse is a problem, ask the treating team what can be 

done about it and talk to the young person themselves about it. Let them know where 

you stand on their substance use, and encourage them to seek help to reduce or ideally 

cease their use.  

It can be very distressing watching their experience of psychosis, and can generate a range of 

feelings including grief, anxiety, confusion and guilt. Listed below are a number of strategies that 

may help in supporting someone when they are at the acute phase in particular. Offer support 

and encouragement throughout, and convey that while you may not always like or agree with 

your behaviour, you still care for them as a person; 

 Understand that the person might be talking and acting differently due their psychotic 

symptoms;  

 Don't take it personally if they say hurtful things while unwell;  

 When someone is in the midst of an acute episode they may seem more child-like, and 

so may need a comforting environment and support in making decisions;  

 Don't get involved in long disagreements about their fixed ideas or beliefs. Instead, listen 

with interest to demonstrate empathy and develop understanding to discuss this with 

them further when they are well. It is important to generally maintain a calm 

environment, as conflict can contribute to the stress experienced by everyone; and  

 Take care of yourself by acknowledging and  
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http://healthymindsclinic.com/referrals/Medications_Used_ in_Treatment_ of_Psychosis.pdf 

 
 

Useful Websites: 
 
 
http://www.bcss.org/category/resources/ 
 
 
www.earlypsychosis.org.nz/PDF/CAN/psychosisparentsenglish.pdf 
 
 
keltymentalhealth.ca/mental-health/disorders/psychosis 
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www.psychosissucks.ca/whatcausespsychosis 


