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Schizophrenia affects one’s ability to express one-
self clearly, to have close social relationships, to express 
positive emotions, and to plan for the future. Not every-
one with schizophrenia displays the same symptoms. 
Individuals with schizophrenia may hear voices, see 
images not seen by others, believe that others wish to 
harm or control them, and have bizarre thoughts. The 
most common set of symptoms seen in individuals with 
schizophrenia over the past 100 years is a belief that oth-
ers are out to get them and the hearing of voices that 
others do not hear (Insel, 2010).

Individuals with schizophrenia can display prob-
lems in terms of cognitive processes, emotional pro-
cesses, and motor processes. Cognitive problems can 
be seen as a disorganization of thinking and behavior. 
In listening to a person with schizophrenia, you may 
note a speech style that although detailed does not seem 
to have a coherent focus and does seem to constantly 

change themes. Technically, these are referred to as circumstantiality and tangentiality. In more 
severe cases, the speech is actually incoherent and contains a stream of words that are unrelated to 
one another, which is referred to as word salad.

Mood symptoms include impairments in affective experience and expression. Depression is 
a common experience with schizophrenia along with thoughts of suicide. A number of individu-
als with schizophrenia hear voices that tell them to kill themselves. Ken Steele’s voices told him 
“Hang yourself. The world will be better off. You’re no good, no good at all” (Steele & Berman, 
2001). Motor symptoms can range from repetitive behaviors such as rocking to total stiffness or 
lack of change in posture referred to as catatonia.

Prevalence and Course of Schizophrenia
Schizophrenia affects about 1% of the population. It is seen throughout the world with simi-
lar symptoms regardless of culture or geographical location. Onset of schizophrenia occurs 
in the late teens or early twenties. Males show an earlier onset than females by about 5 years. 
Some individuals with schizophrenia display the symptoms throughout their life. However, 
there is a subgroup of individuals who, a few years after the initial display of symptoms, show 

a lack of symptoms even without treatment (Jobe & 
Harrow, 2010). Even with symptoms, some people 
with schizophrenia are able to be part of the social and 
economic world experienced by healthy individuals. 
In fact, two of the individuals whose self-reports are 
included in this chapter work at major universities in 
the United States.

The symptoms of schizophrenia are not constantly 
present. There are examples of individuals with schizo-
phrenia who were able to finish college and main-
tain jobs, even high-level jobs. Thus, individuals with 
schizophrenia may show periods in which they are able 
to function in terms of external realities. Symptoms 
for some people tend to appear in times of change or 
stress. Different individuals with schizophrenia may 
show very different symptoms. For example, some 

Individuals with psychotic disorder may experience delusions, 
hallucinations, disorganized thinking and speech, abnormal motor 
behaviors, and negative symptoms.

Schizophrenia affects about 1% of the world’s population.
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