iagnostic tests for schizophrenia and other

serious mental disorders will soon be

availablein your GP surgery, according

to a Scottish medical research charity

that specialises in neurodevelopmental
conditions. The NessFoundation, basedin Inverness,is
currently working on a simple diagnostic toolkit that
could beusedin any GP surgeryto identify equickly and
non-invasivelys whether or not a patient with early
symptoms is suffering from schizophrenia, or if their
problems havea different origin ..suchasdrug induced
psychosis for example.This, it says,will not only allow
early treatment, with better long-term outcomes; it will
also mean that treatments can be better tailored to
peoplesindividual needs.

Theresearch ingtitute has the backing of the Scottish
Executive and the European Commission, through a
three-year funding package from Highlands & Islands
Enterprise (HIE), the Scottish Funding Council (SC) and
the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), with
additional fundsfrom HIE Invernessand East Highlands.

It hasalready developeda skin testthat usesa simple
patch, and a breath test, both of which are being trialed
worldwide, and is in the process of developing
saliva/DN A testsand blood tests, to add to itsdiagnostic
techniques.

The skin patch testis basedon the finding that most
people with a diagnosis of schizophrenia do not flush,
unlike the generalpopulation, when given high dosesof
the B vitamin niacin. Patients were often reluctant to
take niacin orally, particularly asthe flush effect is
physically quite uncomfortable. The skin patch avoids
all these problems, the N ess Foundation says, and it
claimsthat trials have shown a 70% accuracy ratein
predicting onsetof schizophrenia.
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It saysthetest could be a useful «objective aide to
diagnosiswhen patientsarefirst admitted to hospital, and
for peoplewho cannot communicate easily, such aspeople
with learning difficulties. At present however, itsuseis
limited to people with pale skin colour, and work is now
focused on how to makeit useable on skin of any colour.

Thereis also emerging evidence that niacin flush is
delayed, but not reduced, in peoplewith depression. The
N ess Foundation hopesthe skin patch tests could be
usedto diagnosethis too.

The breath test uses a gas chromatograph mass
spectrometer (GCM S), like a breathalyser, to analyse
chemicalsin peoples alveolar breath (the breath at the
bottom of the lungs). People with schizophrenia have
beenfound to havehigh levelsof ethanein their breath,
which researchers say indicates oxidation (damage) of
fatty acids (omega-3 fatty acids are thought to be
essentiakbrain foodes and their deficit hasbeenlinked to
mental health problems). High levels of ethane have also
beenfound in breath trials of children with ADHD.

Recentresearchwork showing increasedevelsof the
enzyme cPla2 in the cell membrane of thered blood cells
of people with schizophrenia is providing the basis for
the N ess Foundationssresearch into atest that could give
a diagnosisfrom only a pinprick of blood.

Douglas M undieg, chair of the Ness Foundation, is
anxiousto emphasise that these testswould only be used
by GPs or psychiatristsin conjunction with existing
diagnostic criteria. But they could mean vulnerable people
get theright help earlier, he says: *What we aretrying to
do is help tailor the treatment required for patients
displaying early symptoms of such illnesses as
schizophrenia. Early diagnosisof schizophreniaisdifficult.
This means that early intervention is difficult, and
therefore early treatment in the community isdifficult.e



He argues that the testing kit could be particularly
helpful to GPs and patientsin rural areas where access
to specialist consultantsislimited. sWesre not pretending
that, on its own, thistest is conclusive, but it does give
anindication of early symptomsof the illnesswhich can
help doctors with their diagnosis.s

In May this year the Ness Foundation further
expandedits researchprogramme with the opening of a
brand new laboratory to research thelinks between
genetic factorsand mental illnesses. Says M undie: *Wesre
looking for further evidence to prove what we already
believe..that what we put into our body in what we eat
or the supplements we take can alter the expression of
faulty genes, making the symptoms of mental illness
behavedifferently. Wefirmly believethat changesin the
environment or in diet can be beneficial in managing
mental illness.e He saysitsrarefor biochemistry, genetics
and tissue cultureresearch in relation to mental illnesses
to be gatheredtogether under one roof.

However, despite M undiess assurances, there are
concerns among some mental health professionals and
service usersabout thesetestsand how they might be used.

Alison Blair is a consultant psychiatrist with Esteem
Scotland. Based in Glasgow, Esteem works with young
adults with first-episode psychotic illness. Sheisvery
scepticalabout the NessFoundations claims. Diagnosis
of schizophrenia at this early stage is notoriously
inaccurate,shesays:sIt hasbeenshown that, on clinical
grounds alone, there is considerable diagnostic
uncertainty for the first 12 to 18 months, so a diagnosis
of schizophreniawill bewrong in approximately 50% of
cases. While some psychiatrists may think a test which
adds weight to clinical judgement may be helpful, |
would not. | believe a diagnosis of schizophrenia or
bipolar is best come to over time. This allows a
relationship with the treating team to have been
establishedand a full exploration of the meaningof the
diagnosisto the young personand their family.e

She also fears the tests may lead to too hasty
diagnosis: *Trialshave shown transfer ratesto full-blown
psychosis of 40% and 20%. | doubt anyone would see
any sensein giving people a diagnosis at this stage. We
expect that at least 20% of young people presenting with
psychosiswill only everhaveone episodeof illness,soit
certainly seemsunreasonableto call that schizophrenia.e

The Ness Foundation websitess claims of a false
positive diagnosis rate of 23% she describes as *not
clinically usefuls.

Jane Harris, campaigns manager at Rethink, says
early identification and access to treatment for
schizophreniaisvital, and needsto be improved, but
shares some of Alison Blairsreservations: eIt really isa
caseof a stitch in time savesnine but any new approach
should be evaluated and tested fully before being used
and peoplewith schizophrenia and their carersshould be
consultedabout it.

MHT also talked to the Highland Users Group: a
network of users of mental health services across the
Highlands of Scotland. Spokesman Graham M organ
says members are cautiously welcoming of the Ness
Foundationssresearch, so long asthe skin test isnot used
on itsown. M any of usface great anxiety over diagnosis
and a test which confirms or denies our fears may put
our mindsat rest, and wedo feel that used correctly such

testing could be of benefit in some situations as it may
help usreceivetargetedtreatment. But usedon its own,
we worry a falsepositive testcould resultin stigma.s

He saysHUG membersarein two minds about the
benefits of early diagnosis: sTreatment at an earlier stage
isknown to improve prospects of recovery but weworry
about the impact on a young person on hearing the
possibility that they may be prone to an extremely
unpleasant illness at atime when they should belooking
forward to liferather than worrying about the possibility
of becomingveryill.

But HUGes main worry is over the ethics of genetic
testing and the possibility that others could misuse the
results.sWeworry that the world is not a nice placeand
that the wrong people will want thisinformation and
will useit againstus. In job interviews, insuranceand so
on they may even copy the history of such testing and use
the fact that we havehad suchatestagainstus.s

It isthisthat concerns Sandra M cDougall, legal officer
for the Scottish Association for M ental Health (SAMH).
People who have a diagnosis of long-term severe mental
health problems already report discrimination in getting
life assurance and other financial services. So while
welcoming news of the possible benefits of such genetic
testing, M cDougall warns: <SAM H would advise anyone
thinking of having genetic testing to consider theseissues
very carefully before going ahead. We would also
welcome wider policy debate on the ethical and legal
challengesthis area presents.e

People need to be fully aware of the benefits and
particularly therisksof participating in thesetests so that
they can make an informed choice.+Theremay be more
guestions than answers,« she believes. *What actual
benefit might there be in taking part? How will the
information be used and who will have accessto it? How
will peoplefeelabout the results?What support will be
available? What implications will there be for family
members? What about the potential for discrimination
in areaslike employmentand insurance?e
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