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of cognitive functioning was required. In order for the brain to develop the circuits required, 
brain maturation was lengthened. That is, given the physical constraints of the developing brain 
in the human fetus, brain development time needed to be lengthened. This trade-off meant that 
the developing brain experienced a long period of time in which complex gene interactions or 
accidents could happen.

The second trade-off for Burns (2004) happened more recently, about 100,000 to 150,000 
years ago. This date is important. Since schizophrenia is seen in all cultures with similar symp-
toms, it is assumed that the genes involved in its manifestation would have evolved before human 
groups began migrations out of Africa. What happened at this point was that some individu-
als experienced non-normal connections in the frontal areas of the brain. These connections 
resulted in some individuals being especially creative and thinking in different ways. These indi-
viduals may have been able to make important contributions to culture, much as our present-day 
artists and creative thinkers do. However, some individuals demonstrated a more severe version 
of these connections, which resulted in psychopathological experiences. Burns further suggested 
that this different way of experiencing the world in either its mild or severe form did not have any 
reproductive advantage. However, since the genes that controlled these experiences evolved as a 
part of the larger cortical networks needed for the cognitive and intellectual demands of social 
life, these genes continued to be passed on through their connections with adaptive mechanisms. 
Thus, according to Burns, schizophrenia represents one of the prices paid for evolving complex 
cognitive and social abilities. Further, it should be noted that ancient burial sites have bones of 
older individuals with various deformities. Since these individuals could not have survived with-
out care from others, this suggests to some that individuals with schizophrenia-like symptoms 
may also have been cared for and made part of the community.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• What can we say about the prevalence of schizophrenia across history? Across the world?
•• “Disorders with psychotic-like symptoms have been described for at least 4,000 years.”

Describe four important advancements in the development of the concept of schizophrenia 
since 1850.

•• Describe the evolutionary paradox that schizophrenia presents. What different theories did Crow 
and Burns present to explain the paradox?

Factors in the Development of Schizophrenia
Schizophrenia typically is first noted during the transition from late adolescence to adulthood. 
However, theories related to its development generally see its onset at this time as the manifestation 
of a process that may have begun before the individual was born (Uhlhaas, 2011). In a review of 
birth cohort studies in which individuals are followed from birth, there is evidence to suggest that 
children who later develop schizophrenia show different profiles from those who do not (Welham, 
Isohanni, Jones, & McGrath, 2009). These data from seven different countries show subtle deficits 
in terms of behavioral disturbances, intellectual and language deficits, and early motor delays.

The current research literature suggests that schizophrenia is a disorder that begins early in 
life. This has led some researchers to suggest that we consider schizophrenia as a neurodevel-
opmental disorder (Insel, 2010). A variety of negative events can happen to a fetus including 
infections and malnutrition. It has been shown, for example, that vitamin D deficiency during 
pregnancy can be a risk for developing schizophrenia (McGrath, Burne, Féron, Mackay-Sim, & 
Eyles, 2010). Likewise, maternal infection is now regarded as a potential risk factor for schizo-
phrenia (A. Brown & Patterson, 2011).

Overall, the theory that development of schizophrenia involves events experienced during 
pregnancy is referred to as the neurodevelopmental hypothesis. The basic idea is that during the 
time the fetus is in utero, an insult happens that influences the changes to the brain that later take 
place during adolescence.




