
 

Early Psychosis for Primary Care Physicians 
“Psychosis” refers to disturbances involving delusions (fixed beliefs that resist conflicting 
evidence), hallucinations (perceptual experiences that occur without an external 
stimulus), disorganized thinking or speech (rapidly switching between topics, tangential 
responses, incoherence), or grossly abnormal psychomotor behavior (ranging from 
developmentally inappropriate silliness, to agitation, to catatonia- a marked decrease in 
reactivity to the environment). 

 
These symptoms can manifest in a variety of ways over the course of the illness. While 
everyone may have a different experience, psychosis is often described as being 
confusing and scary. 

 
Early Warning Signs Before Psychosis: 
Early psychosis typically has gradual, non-specific changes in thoughts and perceptions 
that may not always be understood by the individual experiencing them. These 
changes can be difficult to distinguish from typical adolescent behavior–which is why 
early detection, assessment and treatment is important. 

 
Early warning signs may include: 

● A significant decline in academic or work performance 
● Difficulties thinking and concentrating 
● Uneasiness or suspiciousness around others 
● A decline in self-care routines (e.g. showering, brushing teeth, etc) 
● Isolating behaviors 
● Experiencing intense, inappropriate emotions or numbness 

 
Signs of Early or First Episode Psychosis: 
Although detection of a first episode psychotic episode can be difficult, these are the 
most common symptoms associated with early psychosis: 

● Hearing, tasting, feeling, or seeing things that other people do not 
● Experiencing intense, inappropriate emotions or numbness 
● Withdrawing from any social support system (e.g. family, friends, etc) 
● Persistent, unusual thoughts or beliefs that are unwavering regardless of what 

others think 
● Trouble thinking clearly or concentrating 
● A sudden decline in self-care routines (e.g. showering, brushing teeth, etc) 

 
 



 

Symptoms of Psychosis: 
Psychosis includes a range of symptoms, but generally involves one of two major 
experiences - hallucinations and delusions. 
 

 
 

Treatment 
 
Early treatment of psychosis, at the earliest signs of illness, is crucial in supporting the 
best outcomes for individuals. Research has shown that the best approach to early 
psychosis treatment is by the use of Coordinated Specialty Care (CSC). CSC is formed 
of a team of different health professionals and specialists who work with the individual 
and their families to create a treatment plan based on personal life goals. 

 
Key Components of CSC: 

● Psychotherapy 
● Peer support 
● Family support and education 
● Case management & Resource Connect 
● Medication management 
● Vocation and School Support 



 

Decision-Making Flowchart for Patients ages 12-35: 
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Useful Links: 
https://www.unlv.edu/medicine/fep  

https://www.nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Mental-Health-Conditions/Psychosis 

https://www.samhsa.gov/esmi-treatment-locator 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/understanding-psychosis 

https://childmind.org/article/watching-for-signs-of-psychosis-in-teens/#:~:text=Early%20 
signs%20of%20psychosis%20are,would%20probably%20be%20very%20noticeable. 
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