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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Thinking Through the Schizophrenia Spectrum: Nosological Scenarios and Perspectives Beyond Psychosis



The concept of schizophrenia remains a matter of enduring debate, although often limited to the psycho-behavioral surface of its descriptive criteria. This Research Topic integrates such debate providing a set of different state of the art perspectives on the challenges surrounding the schizophrenia concept.

In contemporary research, the notion of a broad psychotic spectrum, within which schizophrenia loses its nosological boundaries and dissolves, has gained once again a certain momentum. Proponents of this view argue that this concept is better supported by genetic, neurobiological, and neurodevelopmental data than the traditional categorically defined diagnoses. Others, however, defend the concept of schizophrenia or schizophrenia spectrum and continue the search for its essence that will allow demarcation of schizophrenia from other forms of psychosis. From yet other points of view, the Research Domain of Criteria (RDoC) and the Hierarchical Taxonomy of Psychopathology (HiTOP) address the general validity crisis of current nosography and explore new possible nosological horizons. This Research Topic aimed at an overview of possible nosological scenarios for schizophrenia and its spectrum disorders.

Consistent with the RDoC approach, Cuthbert and Morris, in their perspective article, argue that genomic data provide increasing support for the concept of systematic, trans-diagnostic components of neurodevelopmental and genomic spectra. In this view, the neurodevelopmental gradient is not simply a matter of cognitive performance, but a result of multiple functional domains, whose combinations comprise potentially significant clinical phenotypes with schizophrenia representing one segment of multiple broader spectra.

From the perspective of HiTOP, Cowan and Mittal, in their brief research report article, present a transdiagnostic dimensional analysis of psychiatric comorbidity in a Clinical High Risk (CHR) sample. They found that, although the CHR group presented more positive symptoms compared to healthy controls, the negative symptom factor was much more strongly linked than the other factors to impaired cognition, impaired social and role functioning, and risk of transition to psychosis This finding suggests that negative symptoms may be more specific of the progression toward psychosis in the broader spectrum of subthreshold positive psychopathology.

In their original research article, Pontillo et al. found that in children and adolescents with early and very early onset schizophrenia, the presence or absence of neurodevelopmental disturbances or difficulties differentiated the characteristics of psychotic onset. In fact, in the presence of neurodevelopmental dysfunctions, the onset occurs earlier and was associated with more severe functional impairment, positive and disorganized symptoms. By contrast, in children and adolescents without neurodevelopmental disorders or difficulties, the psychotic onset was later and associated with negative symptoms.

Collectively, these papers explore the relationship between neurodevelopmental disorders and schizophrenia through analysis of psychopathological trajectories and clinical pathways of childhood neuropsychiatric disorders.

Exploring new potential phenotypes and endophenotypes, was another aim of the Research Topic, and it was addressed by Gao et al. In their original research article, patients with schizophrenia showed an association between cognitive dysfunction and increased regional homogeneity values (ReHo), an index of neural activity, in prefrontal regions including the right rectus gyrus, inferior frontal gyrus/insula, the lower right and left insula, interestingly, all in the limbic area. Furthermore, ReHo values in the right inferior frontal gyrus/insula were correlated with negative symptoms and verbal learning tasks. The combined increases of ReHo values in the left inferior frontal gyrus/insula with the right gyrus rectus may be an underlying biomarker differentiating patients with schizophrenia from healthy controls.

Bleuler, who coined the schizophrenia concept, considered formal thought disorders (“disturbances of association”), and ego-disorders as fundamental symptoms of schizophrenia. In contemporary psychopathological research, ego-disorders have been re-conceptualized and systematically assessed under the notion of self-disorders. The novelty of the original research paper by Nordgaard et al. is the finding of a close relationship between formal thought disorders and self-disorders—a finding that further reinforces the notion of self-disorders as a unifying, psychopathological core beneath the apparently heterogeneous symptoms of schizophrenia spectrum disorders.

Consistently, through the novel theoretical approach of shared intentionality, Salice and Henriksen, in their Hypothesis and Theory Article, aimed to differentiate the sources of social difficulties in schizophrenia spectrum disorder and severe autism spectrum disorder. They proposed a distinction between two kinds of shared intentionality—joint- and we-intentionality—and argue that we-intentionality may be affected in schizophrenia, whereas both joint- and we-intentionality are impaired in autism. They argue that the qualitatively distinct social difficulties are linked to the disorders' different psychopathological cores. Trait-like self-disorders may affect the psychological preconditions for we-intentionality, whereas the psychological preconditions for both forms of shared intentionality are impeded by problems with the ability to “be moved” by others' intentions, perspective-taking, and mind-reading in autism.

The complex relationship between formal thought disorders, self-disorders, negative symptoms, and social cognition may be reflected in a specific phenotype, which, in part, concerns dis-sociality and detachment from the common sensical world. This phenotype is reflected in the classical phenomenon of schizophrenic autism, which Bleuler also originally described as a fundamental symptom of schizophrenia. In their original research article, Palumbo et al. proposed a novel scale, viz. the Autism Rating Scale (ARS), to detect and measure the phenomenon of schizophrenic autism. Their article explored the psychometric properties of the ARS and furthermore found that scorings on the ARS differentiated patients with schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.

Finally, in their opinion article, Guloksuz and van Os provocatively restate their belief in the death of schizophrenia concept and in the promise of the wider psychosis spectrum concept. They summarize shortcomings to the schizophrenia concept (e.g., lack of etiological and phenotypic specificity as well as its stigmatizing connotations such as chronicity and deterioration) and highlight the benefits of the psychosis spectrum concept in conjunction with clinical characterization.

Overall, we hope that this Research Topic dedicated to the nosological promise and perils of the Schizophrenia Spectrum concept will contribute to further advancements in the field.
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