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Words matter:                    
after more than a century it 
is time to cosign 
‘schizophrenia’ to history
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All over the world, 
‘schizophrenia’ is the psychiatric 
term most strongly associated with 
negative stereotypes, prejudice
and discrimination
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The stigma of schizophrenia  … 

• Schizophrenia has a far worse public 
acceptance than any other mental disorder (ie 
depression, bipolar, anxiety) (Angermeyer & 
Dietrich, 2006; Angermeyer et al., 2011) 

• Public stigma and social rejection toward 
persons with schizophrenia have steadily 
increased over the last 20 yrs (Schomerus et 
al., 2012)
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• Public image of schizophrenia is dominated by 
the stereotypes of unpredictability and 
dangerousness (Levey et al., 1995; Corrigan et 
al., 2002)

• This is sustained by mass media that use 
inappropriately the term “schizophrenia/ic” to 
indicate any incoherent/contradictory/deviant 
behavior or criminal/violent/dangerous persons 
(Boke et al., 2007; Clement & Foster, 2008)

…the stigma of schizophrenia
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Nowadays, the term ‘‘schizophrenia’’ has 
been increasingly used as a metaphor 

by mass media - often in political articles 
and in culture, entertainment, sport 

sections
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‘Schizophrenia’ is a loaded word,   
one that carries with it the baggage 
of more than one hundred years of 
gross associations and 
misunderstanding of the reality of the 
persons living with this condition 
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No wonder if the word 
“schizophrenia” is being increasingly 
contested by patients and family 
members (but also by clinicians and 
researchers)
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According to patients and                      
family members...

• Schizophrenia is a potentially harmful term, since it 
has a strongly negative connotation, which in turn 
leads to a negative self-image in persons affected 
by the condition   

• It represents an obstacle for seeking care, a 
barrier to recovery, and an obstruction to the 
possibility to find a meaning in what has happened
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• The word is misleading, since “split brain” (σχιζειν + 
φρην) has nothing to do with this disorder (Kingdon 
et al., 2013)

• ‘Schizophrenia’ does not provide any information 
about the fundamental nature (eg, pathophysiology) 
and structure of the disorder (Maj, 1998;Boyle, 2004)

• The word is of limited clinical utility, since it does not 
provide specific information on treatment needs, 
course and outcome (due to large heterogeneity of 
the condition defined by the term) (van Os, 2009)

According to clinicians and 
researchers…
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‘…ICD-11 should remove the term “schizophrenia”…’
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“…I expect to see the end of the 
concept of schizophrenia soon…. 
Presumably this process will 
accelerate, and the term 
schizophrenia will be confined to 
history, like “dropsy”…
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The Japanese experience

• In 1993, the National Federation of Families with Mentally Ill 
requested the Japanese Society of Psychiatry (JSPN) to replace 
the term seishin-bunretsu-byo (“mind-split-disease”) with a 
less stigmatizing one

• In 2002, at the WHO Congress in Yokohama, the JSPN 
proposed to change the old term with togo-shitcho-sho
(“Integration dysregulation syndrome”)

• The new term referred to the vulnerability-stress model and 
implied that the disorder is treatable, and recovery possible if a 
combination of advanced pharmacotherapy and psychosocial 
intervention is provided

• In 2005, the new term was officially recognized by the 
Japanese Ministry of Health and Welfare 
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Consequences of the  
name change …

• Before: only 7% of psychiatrists used to inform their 
patients about the diagnosis; only 37% used to inform the 
families (Ono et al., 1999)

• After: 78% of patients were told their diagnosis and all 
family members were informed on diagnosis (Sato, 2006)

• 86% of psychiatrists found the new term easier to inform 
patients as well as to explain the concept (Sato, 2006)

• 82% of psychiatrists found the new term more suitable to 
obtain consent to treatment, useful to improve treatment 
compliance, effective to reduce stigma, and promising for 
achievement of social integration (Sato, 2006)
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• A weaker association was found with the terms 
‘criminal’/’violent’ for the new word with respect to the 
old label (undergraduate non-medical students) 
(Takahashi et al., 2009) 

• The renaming of schizophrenia reduced the public 
negative image of the condition (postgraduate clinical 
residents) (Omori et al., 2010)

• The name change had a successful long-term effect
(12 years) in reducing public stigma towards pts with 
the condition (students and university students) (Koike 
et al., 2015)

… consequences of the 
name change 
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South Korea followed the 
Japanese experience…

• In 2007, a users’ advocacy group submitted a petition to 
the Korean Society of Schizophrenia Research, leading 
them to declare renaming schizophrenia an official goal

• In 2011, the Korean Neuropsychiatric Association and 
Korean Society of Schizophrenia Research replaced 
schizophrenia with “Attunement disorder””

• In 2012, the law including the new term was passed in 
the National Assembly

• Renaming the old name as “Attunement disorder” 
resulted in reduced prejudice and discrimination against 
people with the condition (Kim et al., 2012)
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And Hong Kong…
• In 2001 a new term si-jue-shi-tiao

(“dysregulation of thought and perception”) was 
proposed to replace jing-shen-fen-lie-zheng (“mind-split-
disease

• The new term sounded less negative than the old one, 
since it emphasized on thought and perceptual 
disturbance, and avoided any reference associated with 
the stereotype of insanity (Chen et al., 2004)

… and Taiwan
• In 2012, a new term for schizophrenia                                 

sī jué shī tiáo zhèng (“dysfunction of thought and 
perception”) was chosen at the 51th Annual Meeting of 
Taiwanese Society of Psychiatry (Sartorius et al., 2014)
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What can be learned from the 
‘Asian experiences’ ? 

• Japan and South Korea have implemented 
the largest anti-stigma “social experiment” 
ever undertaken in the world

• The first lesson is that a change is possible 

• The second lesson is that change may be 
beneficial for mental health users and their 
carers and professionals alike
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A new name for schizophrenia may…

• be more acceptable for users (less stigma, less 
shame, greater treatment involvement, higher 
service uptake)

• be more acceptable for professionals (facilitate 
communication of diagnosis, ease informed consent, 
improve treatment adherence)

• improve the public image of the disorder and of 
people suffering from it 

• give a more realistic picture of the condition, 
providing hope and promoting recovery

• foster educational and anti-stigma campaigns and 
encourage the public debate on the condition

Percentages of psychiatrists who do NOT disclose the 
diagnosis of schizophrenia range from 50% to 70%
Reasons for not disclosing the diagnosis:

• diagnostic uncertainty
• pessimism regarding prognosis
• fear of increasing patient’s distress 
• lack of patient’s ability to understand the information 
• concern about stigma
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A new name for schizophrenia may…

• be more acceptable for users (less stigma, less 
shame, greater treatment involvement, higher 
service uptake)

• be more acceptable for professionals (facilitate 
communication of diagnosis, ease informed consent, 
improve treatment adherence)

• improve the public image of the disorder and of 
people suffering from it 

• give a more realistic picture of the condition, 
providing hope and promoting recovery

• foster educational and anti-stigma campaigns and 
encourage the public debate on the condition
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A new name for schizophrenia may…

• be welcomed by researchers, since it can foster the 
scientific community to reformulate and re-
conceptualize the condition

• improve funding for both research and services (as it 
has happened for other conditions, eg Alzheimer’s 
disease)
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• lead to disagreement among professionals and 
hinder diagnostic communication 

• give rise to confusion in the public

• wrongly suggest that some fundamental truth about 
the condition has been newly discovered

• be only semantics 

• have the effect to blame the person rather than the 
illness 

• have only a temporary effect, stigma would soon 
follow again

A new name for schizophrenia may…
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The advantages of renaming 
schizophrenia outweigh the 
potential disadvantages 
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Precedences for such a move

• Leprosy (leper) Hansen’s disease (1952)

• Mongolism (mongoloid) Down’s syndrome
(1965)

• Manic-Depressive illness (manic)         Bipolar 
Disorder (1980) (DSM III)

• Mental retardation (retarded)          Intellectual 
disability (2013) (DSM-5)

• Dementia (demented) Major Neurocognitive 
Disorder (2013) (DSM-5)
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• Terms such as ‘mongoloid’, ‘manic’, ‘retarded’, 
commonly used over the past decades, have all 
been changed with success

• This has probably not eradicated the stigma 
attached to these conditions, but has provided 
more generally acceptable terms 

• Certainly any return to the use of the previous 
terminology is not contemplated and use of it is 
now seen as insulting and derogatory

• Why should it not be the same for ‘schizophrenia’?

Precedences for such a move
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Caveats
• A name change is a long and complex process                   

that needs the involvement of all the potential key-
stakeholders (patients, carers, professionals and the 
general public)

• This process should necessarily go along with the 
implementation of educational and anti-stigma campaigns 
and changes into legislation and services

• What needs to be changed is the public perception of what 
is currently known as “schizophrenia”

• Simple relabeling it is not likely by itself to address the 
problem of stigma, which arises out of background 
assumptions about the nature of mental disorders

• Nevertheless, renaming may be a welcome initial step
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The Greek word λόγος (lògos) has the 
double meaning of…

• "word", "speech", "discourse”
AND

• "reasoning", “thought”

to indicate the substantial overlap between 
the process of naming and the act of 
thinking
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It is not just a matter of semantics or 
being “politically correct”...

• the language we use reflects what we 
think and how we feel about a given 
condition... and the persons suffering 
from that condition

• language choices help define our 
worldview
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“…the metaphoric trappings that deform the 
experience of having a disease…have very 
real consequences: they inhibit people from
seeking treatment early enough, or from 
making a greater effort to get competent 
treatment. The metaphor and myths, I am 
convinced, kill…”

Susan Sontag
AIDS and its Metaphors, 1989 


