
European College of Neuropsychopharmacology (ECNP) – press release 

Improved early psychosis detection system may halve risk in 
young people  

Embargo until: 00.05 CEST (Vienna) Monday 14th September 2020 
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Doctors have developed a new data mining method to detect many young people with emerging 
psychosis. The new methods, based on advanced data mining to pick up early risk sign from schools, 
hospitals, and general doctors, will be presented at the ECNP virtual congress, and is in press with a 
peer-reviewed journal*. 

Psychosis is a condition which causes you to lose touch with reality, causing you to suffer from 
hallucinations or delusions. There are a variety of possible causes, including migration and social 
stress, trauma, substance abuse, etc. It represents a significant care burden, affecting about 20 
million people and costing Europe around €94 billion European every year (2011 estimate).  

Clinical experience has shown that the best way to manage it is to stop it developing. Over the last 
25 years doctors have developed ways of detecting young people at risk of developing psychosis and 
predicting which young people might go on to develop the disorder, and so have been able to take 
steps to lower risk. However the way clinicians were detecting young people was not systematic and 
may have missed many at-risk people. Now doctors in the UK have developed new data mining 
methods which can potentially detect most people who are at risk of developing psychosis. This, in 
turn would allow to offer them preventive psychological interventions that can halve their risk of 
developing full-blown psychosis.  

Research leader Professor Paolo Fusar-Poli, of the institute of Psychiatry at King’s College, London, 
said “Prevention is the most promising way of improving mental health of young people. This 
generation’s mental health is particularly under stress, especially facing the ongoing COVID-19 
worry, and we need to intervene urgently. The future for those at risk of psychosis is to intervene 
before the disorders strike”. 

“We have developed a data mining method (using Natural Language Processing), to search medical 
records for those at risk of progressing to psychosis. Many medical records are fairly unstructured, 
with information of mental health being hidden in sections which do not allow systematic research. 
Our data-mining system does a more complete search of the records people who have been referred 
to hospital (secondary care), looking for keywords such as weight loss, insomnia, cocaine, guilt, etc. 
We can look for 14 different terms which we then evaluate for the risk of psychosis. At that point 
patients might be invited for a one-to-one interview. We have found that prevention can halve the 
risk of psychosis developing”.  

The systems have evaluated 92,151 patients over a long follow up period. They were able to confirm 
that their method worked well to detect young people at risk, although Professor Fusar-Poli 
cautioned that “these results need further replication in other countries before they can enter 
clinical routine but they look very promising. Replication will be facilitated by international research 



consortia such as the ECNP-funded Prevention of Mental Disorders and Mental Health Promotion 
Network” (see https://www.ecnp.eu/research-innovation/ECNP-networks/List-ECNP-
Networks/Prevention-mental-disorders-and-mental-health-promotion). 

Prof. Fusar-Poli suggested that detection of these young people is the first step towards prevention. 
Preventive interventions in these people can translate in several benefits: 

“This translates into real benefits. Although the initial cost for establishing specialised services 
detecting young people at risk of psychosis is greater, intervening before the onset of psychosis is 
associated with fewer treatments, fewer days in hospital, in addition to the tangible and social 
health benefits, meaning that the NHS saved around £1000 per patient diagnosed. Our detection 
systems can extend these benefits to many other young people who might be at risk of psychosis” 

Professor Fusar-Poli will present the work while chairing a session on the prevention of mental 
disorders (see below) at the ECNP congress.  

He continued “We have been working with the ECNP special group on Prevention of Mental 
Disorders and Mental Health Promotion, and with the EU-Funded European Brain Research Area 
(EBRA, see https://www.ebra.eu/psmd/) to set up a Europe-wide system of advance warning for 
young people at risk of psychosis.  It is essential that we bring the best expertise to bear on this 
problem, and we can all learn from the experience of others” 

Commenting, Professor Andreas Meyer-Lindenberg (Mannheim), member of the ECNP executive 
board said: “This work is an excellent example of the transformative role of artificial intelligence and 
big data processing in psychiatry. While much attention in this field has been focused on biological 
data and biomarkers, this result shows the gains that can be made if the wealth of written 
information that clinicians produce in their daily work is mined using innovative approaches.” 

Professor Meyer-Lindenberg was not involved in this work, this is an independent comment. 

Note: All the early-warning systems meet accepted requirement for data protection 

*This press release includes material from the following article, in press with the peer-reviewed journal Schizophrenia 
Bulletin (with permission): USING NATURAL LANGUAGE PROCESSING ON ELECTRONIC HEALTH RECORDS TO ENHANCE 
DETECTION AND PREDICTION OF PSYCHOSIS RISK, Jessica Irving, MSc; Rashmi Patel, MD, PhD; Dominic Oliver, MSc; Craig 
Colling, MSc; Megan Pritchard, MSc; Matthew Broadbent, MA; Helen Baldwin, MSc; Daniel Stahl, PhD; Robert Stewart, MD, 
PHD; Paolo Fusar-Poli MD, PhD https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin  
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European College of Neuropsychopharmacology (ECNP) 

The ECNP is an independent scientific association dedicated to the science and treatment of disorders of the brain. It is the 
largest non-institutional supporter of applied and translational neuroscience research and education in Europe. Website: 
www.ecnp.eu 

The 33rd annual ECNP Congress –ECNP Virtual- takes place from 12th to 15th September. It is Europe’s premier scientific 
meeting for disease-oriented brain research. In 2020 it is a virtual congress. The regular congress annually attracting up to 
6,000 neuroscientists, psychiatrists, neurologists and psychologists from around the world. Congress website: 
https://www.ecnp.eu/Congress2020 The 2021 congress is scheduled to take place in Lisbon next September. 
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ECNP Session description 

A major barrier to improving outcomes of mental disorders is that once the onset of the disorder has begun, there are 
limited treatment options and even fewer possibilities to alter the illness course. Thus, prevention of mental disorders is 
the most promising way to reduce the high personal, familial, societal, clinical and economic costs of mental disorders in 
Europe and worldwide. The most validated preventative paradigm has focused on indicated primary prevention in 
individuals presenting with subtle symptoms, such as those at clinical high-risk for psychosis or those at risk for bipolar 
disorders, depression or anxiety disorders. Complementary emerging approaches include selective primary prevention, 
targeting asymptomatic individuals with specific risk factors for mental disorders, and universal primary prevention, which 
can be applied at scale in the general population. Primary interventions for mental disorders are embedded in a clinical 
staging and transdiagnostic model and are ageless, encompassing the perinatal period, the post-natal period, childhood, 
adolescence and early adulthood. Secondary prevention of relapses and tertiary prevention of chronicity can further be 
employed in later adulthood. Over the past decade, several European research sites have produced accumulating evidence 
in this field, generating innovative potentials to foster breakthrough disease-modifying preventive research. This 
symposium, sponsored by the ECNP Network on the Prevention of Mental Disorders and Mental Health Promotion (PMD-
MHP), will present state-of-the-art lectures on the prevention of psychotic, anxiety, bipolar and depressive disorders in 
Europe. 
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