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Social environment and relapse in schizophrenia

The social and environmental factors that influence the course
of schizophrenia have been intensively researched.1 Many of
the factors responsible for deterioration and relapse have been
elucidated over the last two decades by the Medical Research
Council's Social Psychiatry Unit. *Three elements have
consistently run through its work: close attention to the
quality of the environment, whether institution or family, in
which schizophrenic patients live; progressive refinement of
research methods; and verification of the results by repeating
studies over long periods. The classical survey by Wing and
Brown2 comparing social conditions in three mental hospitals,
for example, which spanned eight years, showed that deteriora-
tion in chronic schizophrenia was significantly associated
with restrictive staff attitudes and with absence of sensible
occupation.

Similarly, deterioration and relapse after discharge from
hospital seemed to depend largely on where and with whom
the patients lived.3 This led to the investigation ofthe influence
of family life on the course of the illness.4 The degree of
emotional involvement, hostility, and dominance shown by
relatives was assessed, and relapse rates were found to be
greatest in families where these features were prominent.
Furthermore, the risk of relapse in the highly emotional
family was significantly reduced if the patient's contact with
key relatives was less than 35 hours a week. More refined
measurements of family attitudes were then developed, with
interviews lasting up to eight hours,5 which confirmed the
previous findings.6 This second study also suggested a circular
relationship whereby the patient's disturbance, which is
aggravated by a highly critical, emotional family atmosphere,
tends to provoke yet more emotionality from the relative.
The disturbance was also found to be moderated not only by
reduced contact between patient and relative but also by
phenothiazine medication.6 Tackling the problem from a
different angle, Leffand Wing showed in a trial of maintenance
treatment that, while phenothiazine was significantly more
effective than placebo in preventing relapse, one-third of the
patients known to be receiving the active drug still relapsed.7
The earlier findings were replicated by Vaughn and Leff8

with their abbreviated family interview schedule. The various
themes examined in the previous research were then simul-

taneously pursued in an elegant study comparing a group of
schizophrenic patients discharged to families rated as having
a high degree of emotional expression with another group
returning to families with a low degree ofemotional expression. 9
Relapse rates in the highly emotional families varied according
to whether the patients received maintenance medication
(53%) and whether they had limited contact with the key
relative (42%). The relapse rate rose steeply, to 92%, if the
patient took no medication while his contact with the relative
exceeded 35 hours a week. On the other hand, when the patient
was "protected" by medication and at the same time had
limited contact with the relative the relapse rate was only
15%, which was almost the same as in patients living in
families with a low degree of emotional expression.
More recently, recordings of patients' psychobiological

responses have confirmed the adverse effect ofhighly emotional
families: appreciable changes in heart rate and sweat gland
activity occurred when schizophrenic patients were in contact
with emotional relatives.10 These findings also support the
concept of increased cortical arousal,11 which was previously
postulated to explain how relapse could be precipitated by
the environment. A replication of the study would thus be of
great interest.
The role of life events in precipitating relapse in schizo-

phrenia is now firmly established.12 Recently Leff and
Vaughn13 have investigated the interaction between life
events and a measure of relatives' expressed emotion in the
three months before relapse. The onset was found to be
associated either with a high level of emotional expression in
the family or with an independent life event. Thus schizo-
phrenia appears to differ from depression in the patterns of
factors conducive to relapse; but the explanation of these
findings must await further work.
The MRC Social Psychiatry Unit's findings have thus

shown a consistency over the years, with obvious implications
for the management and rehabilitation of schizophrenic
patients. Clearly the priority in each case is to detect and
remove those factors that precipitate relapse.
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Special hospital transfers

Special hospitals seem fated to be constantly in the news in
Britain-usually because of some criticism. A report published
in March, simultaneously as a Special Hospitals Research
Report1 and a paper in the British Journal of Psychiatry,2 result-
ing from work commissioned by the DHSS and carried out by
Mrs S Dell of the Institute of Psychiatry in London, gave
another view, highlighting some of the difficulties under which
the hospitals work.
At the end of 1976 there were 2200 patients in the four

establishments (Broadmoor, Rampton, Moss Side, and Park
Lane) run directly by the DHSS as maximum security hospitals
for the care of patients with "dangerous, violent, or criminal
propensities." During the year 8% (161) of the patients had
been approved for transfer. Mrs Dell found that this approval
was a somewhat capricious process; the chances were lower
for patients in hospitals where there was a high turnover among
the consultants, presumably because a doctor needs time to get
to know a patient well enough to form a view on his suitability
for release. Clearly, too, different doctors had different views
on suitability for release, so that a patient's chance of being
recommended for transfer could depend less on him than on his
doctor.
By the autunn of 1978 a quarter of the 161 patients whose

transfer had been approved in 1976 were still waiting for admis-
sion to anNHS hospital. "Various reasons are givenbytheNHS
hospitals [for the transfer delays] but it is often uncertain,"
says Mrs Dell, "how much they reflect reality." In many cases
an ever-changing string of objections seemed to be an attempt
to make acceptable the uncomfortable truth that the hospital
did not want to take the patient, whom they feared as poten-
tially difficult or even dangerous. Lack of room was the reason
most commonly advanced for not taking patients-usually the
mentally handicapped. The next most frequent reason related
to the patient's character or characteristics. Third on the list
came refusal by staff; in such cases the patients had usually
not been visited at the special hospitals by the prospective
consultant and his nurse. Overall, the research showed that

the gravest difficulties were encountered not by mentally ill
offenders but by handicapped civil patients with no criminal
record at all.
The report suggests four ways in which the position may be

improved. Firstly, proper services need to be provided for the
mentally handicapped; secondly, the special hospitals need to
ensure that NHS consultants see their prospective patients
before coming to decisions about them; thirdly, more patients
could be discharged directly to the community; and, fourthly,
"there is a need for the DHSS at the appropriate level to come
to grips with the issues involved."

Psychiatrists will be all too familiar with the problems out-
lined in this report, for every district in every part of Britain
has one or two difficult patients who require long-term care
and slow intensive rehabilitation, sometimes after time spent in
a special hospital or a prison. Provision for such patients is
extremely poor and-as the report hints-staff are often
actively hostile towards this group of people. Nurses and other
staff seem afraid of the consequences of caring for disturbed
and possibly dangerous people. The current philosophy is for a
steady move away from care in mental hospitals and mental
handicap hospitals towards so-called community care. The
recent Jay Report3 on the mentally handicapped is a good
example of the advice being given along these lines. So far
the only provision for "difficult" patients that has been pro-
posed for a world without mental hospitals is the regional
secure unit, which will supposedly keep them for short
periods-say, 18 months. As the BMJ has pointed out pre-
viously,4 experimental and pilot units need to be established
so that policies can be formulated in the light of practical
experience rather than untested, armchair theories.
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Mild asymptomatic
hyperparathyroidism
With the widespread use ofmultichannel analysers in hospitals,
the serum calcium concentration is becoming increasingly
available as a routine measurement. Predictably this has
resulted in a dramatic increase in the incidence of detected
hypercalcaemia, much of it mild and asymptomatic. In a
recent study from the Mayo Clinic,' Minnesota, the annual
incidence of primary hyperparathyroidism detected by routine
screening reached a peak rate of 188 cases per 100 000 among
women aged 60 and over. In the study as a whole nearly 80%
of the patients had a mean serum calcium concentration below
2-75 mmol/l (11.0 mg/100 ml) and in half it was less than
2-6 mmol/l (10.4 mg/100 ml) (normal range 2-20-2-50 mmol/l,
8 8-10 0 mg/100 ml). The critical question is whether this
degree of asymptomatic parathyroid overactivity is an in-
dication for parathyroidectomy and, if not, what type of
medical follow-up is required. Experience with hypertension
has shown that the best approach to assessing the value of
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