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Plain English summary

Some people develop serious mental health illness resembling schizophrenia for the first time after
the age of 60 years, which is called very late-onset schizophrenia-like psychosis (VLOSLP). This is
characterised by false beliefs or delusions that other people are trying to harm or steal from them.
VLOSLP can be extremely frightening and distressing. It can cause sufferers to break off contact with
friends and family, thus becoming isolated.

Effective drug and psychological treatments are already available for schizophrenia. However, there
have been no randomised clinical trials of antipsychotic treatment in older patients, who are often not
prescribed antipsychotics because of a lack of effectiveness evidence and clinician anxieties about risks.

The study investigated the safety and effectiveness of treating VLOSLP patients with < 24 weeks of
low-dose amisulpride (an antipsychotic drug, used to treat schizophrenia) compared with an inactive
placebo tablet.

The study found that amisulpride treatment was associated with significantly greater improvement in
mental health symptoms than was seen with placebo. Patients receiving amisulpride showed improvements
on measures of hostility, suspiciousness, hallucinations, tension, lack of co-operation and overactivity.
These improvements did not lead to improvements in patients’ self-rated quality of life, but this could
reflect lack of sensitivity of the quality-of-life measure in this group. More participants who were taking
placebo were withdrawn from the trial by their doctors because their psychosis symptoms were not
responding or got worse.

The most common and troubling side effects of antipsychotics resemble Parkinson’s disease, with
slowness, muscle stiffness and shaking (older people being particularly susceptible). The study monitored
these symptoms in the participants. There was a small increase in these symptoms in the amisulpride group
compared with the placebo group; 11% of people taking amisulpride had clinically significant movement
problems compared with 0% of people taking placebo.

The results indicate that patients with VLOSLP benefit from treatment with a low-dose antipsychotic, such
as amisulpride, and that this treatment is generally well tolerated. We hope that mental health teams and
general practitioners providing care to these patients are encouraged to offer them antipsychotic treatment
in the light of our findings.
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