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a  b s t r  a  c t

The pathogenic nucleus of schizophrenia has varied according to the different eras and influ-

ences  of distinguished clinical researchers. Self-disorders have also been recognised to be

at  the heart of this disorder, although they have seldom been studied due to their subjective

nature.  Recently, due to the growing interest in the  study of the early stages of schizophrenia,

the  study of self-disorders has been resumed. The self-disorders in schizophrenia model,

developed by Sass and Parnas, proposes that in this disorder the person suffers loss of

the  first-person perspective and experiences hyperreflexibility, diminished self-affection

and disturbance of the field of awareness. Therefore, the person experiences feelings of

strangeness about him/herself, difficulty in understanding the common sense of things

and difficulty interacting with his/her environment. Based on this model, self-disorder eval-

uation  instruments have been developed and empirical studies have been conducted to

evaluate people at  risk of developing a  schizophrenia spectrum disorder. These studies show

that  self-disorders are found in prepsychotic stages and that their manifestation may predict

the  transition to schizophrenia spectrum disorders. These results have important clinical

implications as  they enable people in the early stages of the  disorder to be identified and

create  the opportunity to apply early therapeutic interventions.
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Alteraciones  del Yo  en  las  fases  iniciales  del  espectro  esquizofrénico

Palabras clave:

Alteraciones del Yo

Yo mínimo

Esquizofrenia

Espectro de esquizofrenia y  otros

trastornos psicóticos

r e s u m e n

El núcleo patogénico de la esquizofrenia ha  variado de acuerdo con la época y la influen-

cia  de insignes investigadores. También se ha  reconocido a las alteraciones del Yo  como

el  eje de este trastorno, aunque están  poco estudiadas debido a su naturaleza subjetiva.

En  los últimos años, dado el  creciente interés por las fases iniciales de la esquizofrenia, se

ha  retomado el estudio de  las alteraciones del Yo. El modelo de  las alteraciones del  Yo en

la esquizofrenia, desarrollado por Sass y  Parnas, propone que en este trastorno la persona

sufre pérdida de  la perspectiva en primera persona y  experimenta fenómenos de hiper-

reflexibilidad, el  sentido disminuido del Yo y  trastornos del campo de la conciencia. Por ello,

experimenta sentimientos de  extrañeza de sí mismo, dificultad para entender el  sentido

común de  las cosas y problemas de interacción con el entorno. Con base en este modelo,

se  han elaborado instrumentos de evaluación de las alteraciones del Yo y se han conducido

estudios empíricos para la evaluación de pacientes en riesgo de sufrir un trastorno del

espectro esquizofrénico. Estos estudios muestran que las alteraciones del Yo  se encuentran

en estadios prepsicóticos y  que su presencia puede predecir la transición a  trastornos del

espectro esquizofrénico. Estos resultados tienen importantes implicaciones clínicas, pues

permiten  identificar a  personas en fases iniciales del trastorno y crean la  oportunidad de

aplicar  intervenciones terapéuticas tempranas.

© 2018 Asociación Colombiana de Psiquiatrı́a. Publicado por  Elsevier España, S.L.U.

Todos los derechos reservados.

Introduction

Psychiatry has focused on the  study of the established phases
of schizophrenia, dominated by the so-called Schneiderian
first-rank symptoms.1 These stages of the  disorder reflect the
accumulated sediments of the aetiopathogenic factors, effects
of the treatment and coping attempts, which is why the pri-
mary basis of the condition cannot be determined by studying
the disorder in  these stages.2 In contrast, the early stages
of the disorder have received less attention and have only
been addressed academically in  recent decades, despite being
the closest to the  aetiopathogenic and trigger factors. These
studies include phenomenological approach research focused
on the study of the early phases of schizophrenia with the
objective of identifying predicative variables and markers of
vulnerability, facilitating early intervention in the progression
of the disorder.3 Currently, these studies are carried out on
the presumption that early intervention in the disorder may
improve its long-term outcomes, and therefore delay, slow
down or even prevent the onset of the condition.4–6

One of the models used for the study of the early phases
of schizophrenia is the Gerd Huber basic symptoms model.7,8

This approach is  based on the psychopathological observa-
tion that symptoms of the prodromal phases of schizophrenia
are characterised by symptoms of a  non-psychotic, subjective
and non-specific nature.9,10 These manifestations are called
“basic”, due to  the consideration that these symptoms precede
the clear psychotic symptoms of schizophrenia.8 The empiri-
cal study of basic symptoms started with the semi-structured
instrument called the  Bonn Scale for the Assessment of Basic
Symptoms (BSABS),11 which is a  semi-structured interview
that enables such manifestations to be evaluated. The results

of these studies showed that basic symptoms were present
in the schizophrenia prodromal phases.12 In addition, it  was
observed that self-disorders, a  concept closely related to that
of basic symptoms, were prevalent in these stages.13,14

Several psychopathologists at the start of the  twentieth

century postulated that the self-disorder was a basic substrate
of schizophrenia. However, this concept was abandoned for
most of the second half of the century.15 In recent years, this
approach has been taken up  again due to  the  growing interest
in the early phases of schizophrenia. The current model that
postulates the presence of self-disorders in  schizophrenia,
proposed by Sass and Parnas, suggests that the person affected
suffers mainly from a loss of first-person perspective.16 This is
manifested in  a series of non-psychotic symptoms, by which
the person experiences reality in a  distorted manner.15,16 Self-
disorders had not been studied empirically in schizophrenia
due to  the subjective characteristics typical of the object of
study. However, the development of evaluation instruments
such as  the Examination of Anomalous Self-Experience (EASE)
has enabled the systematic study of these manifestations in
schizophrenia.17

The aim of this paper was  to review the scientific literature
and studies which show self-disorders in the initial phases of
the schizophrenia spectrum. In this sense, the concept of the
self, its characteristics and morbid alterations are analysed.
Finally, the  studies which show self-disorders in the prodro-
mal  phases of the schizophrenia spectrum are presented.

Historical  background

The first notions of self arose in Greece, where Plato and Aris-
totle were the first to discuss the need for an  individualisation
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theory of objects and entities.18 However, the concept of self
as it is known today was developed by the  first Stoic philoso-
phers who considered the hêgemonikon as a  component of the
soul that made experiences be identified as individual.1 In the
seventeenth century, Descartes identified the self with the res
cogitans (thinking substance) and considered that it was the
basis for the belief of existence of the external world.19 In the
eighteenth century, the anatomo-clinical model of disorders
promoted reification of the self, and statements on its location
and pathology were postulated.1 At the end of the  nineteenth

century, the concept of the self reached psychiatry, its disor-
ders were formulated and its morbid fragility was recognised.
Since its arrival in this field, the self and its disorders have
been studied to explain the  psychopathological development
of schizophrenia.1

Since the start of the twentieth century, different
authors have recognised with variable clarity the existence
of self-disorders in schizophrenia.15 Kraepelin suggested
that the core of this disorder resided in a deep “dis-
unity of consciousness”.20 Bleuler signalled that experiential
ego-disorders shaped the  fundamental complex symptoms
of schizophrenia.21 For Kurt Schneider, the person with
schizophrenia suffered a “radical qualitative change in the
thought process”, which caused the first-rank symptoms.22

Similar statements were also made by Eugène Minkowski,
Karl Jaspers, Klaus Conrad and Wolfgang Blankenburg.23 How-
ever, it was  Joseph Berze (1914) who explicitly proposed
that the primary schizophrenia disorder was  due to a self-
disorder.1,24 After a  period of continuous research during the
first part of the twentieth century, the  study of self-disorders
in schizophrenia diminished during the remainder of the
century.15 However, in recent decades there has been renewed
interest in the topic, linked to the study of schizophrenia in its
first stages.1

Despite the multiple studies carried out in different dis-
ciplines, the self continues to be one of the  most important
and elusive concepts in the  study of mental disorders.25 There
is much debate concerning its ontology and, ultimately, its
real nature, whether as a  substance, object or process.4 As
a concept of  the mind, the self lacks specific characteris-
tics and it does not seem to belong to the physical world.1

There are even authors who mention that this concept is
only a creation of Western thinking and lacks an objectifiable
nature, which prevents it from being studied scientifically.1

The uncertain clarity about its nature has meant that different
areas of knowledge, such as philosophy of mind, cogni-
tive sciences and developmental psychology, among other
knowledge trends, have addressed this concept.26 The lack
of consensus on the real nature of the self makes it difficult
to construct a  general definition that all disciplines accept by
convention, meaning that there are currently up  to 21 defini-
tions of the self.27

The  self

The phenomenological approach that was  the basic tool of the
first psychiatry tools developed studied the self by analysing
it as the awareness that a person has about him/herself as
a vigil and lucid subject: “I am myself”.28 This natural, tacit

and pre-reflective notion offers the knowledge of who one is,
who is  the author of their actions and who is  different from
the surroundings.15 Similarly, this same notion makes it  possi-
ble to experience moods, perceive stimuli and develop within
a personal life path.28 The self can also be understood as a
fundamental, mental and body unity, which is basic to the
experience and through which one’s own existence is lived.1

This concept, of a  personal, subjective and abstract nature,
which provides the ability to  experience reality, is the  fun-
damental structure by which a person feels him/herself and
interacts with the world.15

The self has characteristics which are identified more
clearly in the experiences of ill individuals, because in
“healthy” subjects these occur logically.28 According to
Jaspers, self-awareness has  four formal characters: the feel-
ing of activity, awareness of one’s own activity; awareness of
unity, I am one at the  same time; awareness of identity, I  am
always the same, and self-awareness in  opposition to external
factors and others.29 Honorio Delgado described eight char-
acteristics of self-awareness, including those highlighted by
Jaspers (although not always with the same name): the dis-
tinction of self-awareness compared to the awareness of the
external world in  general and of other people in  particular;
the belief of personal existence; the feeling of existing full-
ness; the feeling of virtual constancy; the feeling of activity;
awareness of autonomy; awareness of unity, and awareness
of identity.30 In recent decades, Scharfetter, based on factor
analysis studies, added the dimension of vitality, which is  the
notion enabling a  person to experience his/her existence in a
natural and logical manner, to the characteristics described by
Jaspers.28

On the other hand, for  Sass and Parnas the  fundamen-
tal  characteristic of self is the first-person perspective. This
characteristic can be understood as  a  point of view, the
way of considering situations or events, or the appearance
that objects have amongst themselves from the observer’s
position.26,31 The concept of the first-person perspective
differs according to the study approach. For example, for phe-
nomenology, this characteristic of self refers to the content of
the actual “field of experience” and emphasises its ontological
irreducibility and its epistemic privacy.26 On the other hand,
for cognitive science, the first-person perspective refers to
the private consciousness, which is  populated by experiences
belonging to the  self.26 Regardless of the study approach, it is
considered that the first-person perspective is  the character-
istic of the  self which enables one to appreciate the external
world by means of affectivity that grants the feeling of exis-
tence and awareness of what the “space” is where the reality
experienced appears.23

The  minimal  self  and  narrative  self

Phenomenology has divided the self into the narrative self and
the minimal self.32 The first, also known as the social self or
the autobiographical self,32,33 is a self which is made up of a
past and a  future based on the experiences lived and what it
says about us.32 It is what Neisser called the extended self, due
to  expanding in  time and covering memories of the past and
future intentions.34 This mode of self can be understood as  a
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succession of momentary feelings which are closely subject
to imagination.23 In fact, the narrative self is  not something
which is materially real, but instead an abstraction which
makes it possible to have a sense of continuity of life.32 A  nec-
essary condition for the construction of the narrative self is the
adequate functioning of the  episodic memory  which provides
information on the autobiographical events of the person.32

The narrative self becomes specifically evident in  the concepts
of social identity, personality, habits and personal history of
the person.33

On the other hand, the minimal self, also known as the
basic, nuclear and pre-reflective self or ipseity (from the Latin
ipse: self) is  the  awareness that a person has of him/herself as
an immediate subject of the experience which he/she is hav-
ing in the here and now.26,33 It is the essential and necessary
component so that the experience is  had in the first person
and experienced as  belonging to oneself.16 The minimal self
grants the feeling of identity, which makes the person become
aware of his/her own  self and avoid processes of introspection
or self-reflection recurring to  ensure him/herself of being who
he/she is.15 This mode of self is not a  product of reflection
which “appears” as a type of object towards which one may
direct their attention.15 On the contrary, it is only manifested
pre-reflectively through experience and persists over time
through different situations of conscious living.15,16 Therefore,
the minimal self is pre-reflective, timely, non-inferential and
works as a  stratum based on our experiential life.15,26

The minimal self has  the sense of agency and the sense
of ownership as phenomenological characteristics.26,32 The
sense of agency refers to  the experience that a person is  gen-
erating an action by his/herself.35 For example, feeling that I
am the one who  is causing something to move or generating
a certain thought.32 Psychotic phenomena such as auditory
hallucinations, delusions of control and thought insertion cor-
respond to a basic alteration of the sense of agency.32 In
contrast, the sense of ownership is  the certainty that the
person has of it being him or herself who is having an expe-
rience, in other words, that this experience belongs to him or
her as a person.35 The sense of ownership is  not necessarily
pre-reflective, as we can recognise our acts (e.g. movements)
without having to reflect whether they are really ours. Exam-
ples of the sense of ownership are feeling that the body moves
independently, if  the movement  is voluntary or involuntary or
that the body is  one’s own  even when it does not move.32

Minimal  self-disorders

Minimal self-disorders have been related to the development
of mental disorders in  the field of psychiatry. While narrative
self-disorders have been related to personality disorders,14

minimal self-disorders have traditionally been associated
with the development of schizophrenia.16,23,36,37 The latter
consideration has  been included in the self-disorder model
of schizophrenia by Sass and Parnas, for whom the minimal
self-disorder produces a  breakdown in the  structure of the
experience that the first-person perspective manages.33 This
results in the person experiencing a  reduction of harmony
and immersion in the  world and difficulty understanding the
evident meanings of daily life (loss of common sense) and

acquiring attitudes of hyperreflexivity in their actions.33 This
model also considers that the  positive, negative and disorgan-
ised symptoms of schizophrenia, although clinically different,
share forms of self-disorders in their foundations.23

Two aspects of minimal self-disorders described in
schizophrenia are hyperreflexivity and diminished self-
affection.16,23 Hyperreflexivity comes from the term “reflec-
tive”, referring to situations in  which an  individual takes
him/herself or any aspect of him/herself to  be an object of
his/her own attention.23 In schizophrenia, this process occurs
in an exaggerated manner, which is why patients tend to adopt
hyperreflective attitudes.15 Hyperreflexivity is an  exaggerated
awareness of the self, which is manifested by the tendency to
monitor the processes that should normally be experienced
tacitly.23 In this sense, the routine and natural phenomena
experienced as part of oneself go to the forefront and end up
being converted into objects of focal awareness.16,23 This man-
ifests in that the person tends to be highly reflective in the
event of usual sensations of daily life, which ends up creating
doubt, surprise and strange meanings for these experiences.

Furthermore, diminished self-affection emphasises a  com-
plementary aspect of hyperreflexivity.16 This pathological
characteristic of the minimal self, also called reduced belief
of personal existence, refers to a decline in the sense of exist-
ing as a subject of consciousness or agent.16,23 This concept
can also be understood as a  reduction in the basic and implicit
sense of existing as a vital centre of consciousness or source of
brightness that is sometimes called “pre-reflective cogito”.38

This manifests in a  reduction in  the intensity of one’s sub-
jectivity and results in a reduction in the sense of existing as
a  subjective part of consciousness.23 As a result, the subjec-
tive experience is  no longer experienced automatically and
immediately as  one’s own.39,40 Diminished self-affection and
hyperreflexivity are not constant over time, but instead they
increase or decrease depending on the perspective, orienta-
tion and attitude of the  person towards the world.23

Hyperreflexivity and diminished self-affection are two
aspects of self-disorders that seem to be mutually contra-
dictory but in reality are interdependent.23 While the first
emphasises that something which is normally tacit becomes
explicit, the second focuses on a  reduced sense of existence.16

These two  characteristics of self-disorders can be considered
concurrent interactive processes.23 However, there are periods
of the  illness in which one aspect emerges with greater clinical
prominence than the other.41 Both facets of the self-disorder
interrupt the normal, tacit and pre-reflective sense of existing
as  a subject of experience. This is “I as the centre”, “I  as the
central point of psychic life” or “I  as a  point of origin of my  own
attention”.42 Finally, both processes together disrupt the field
of perceptual and conceptual consciousness of the person.33

An  additional characteristic of self-disorders are disorders
in the  field of consciousness, known as disturbed hold or
grip. This phenomenon refers to the concomitant loss of the
prominence or  stability with which objects stand out in an
organised field of consciousness around the  individual.23 In
this phenomenon, there is a  disruption of the spatio-temporal
structure which one has of the world and the different expe-
riences that occur among what is perceived, remembered and
imagined.23 Disorders of awareness of the world depend on
the experience of the self, as  this structure provides the point
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of reference of orientation and source of motivation which
our experiential world organises according to our desires and
needs.41 Consequently, apprehension disorders are frequently
associated with perplexity and loss of the common sense of
things.23

Minimal  self-disorders  in  the  schizophrenia
spectrum

The classic and recent psychiatric literature agree that self-
disorders form part of the core of schizophrenia.1,15 Until a
few years ago, this concept had not been studied systemati-
cally due to its subjective nature or due to being considered
an abstract topic.43 However, the growing interest in recent
years in the study of early phases of schizophrenia has meant
that this concept has been taken up again.1 Therefore, differ-
ent semi-structured instruments have been developed with
quantitative and qualitative characteristics, which enables
the comprehensive and systematic study of self-disorders
in the schizophrenia spectrum, in particular in their initial
stages.11,17 The results of the studies which identify self-
disorders in  the initial phases of the schizophrenia spectrum
disorders are presented below, according to the instruments
developed for their study.

Bonn  scale  for  the  assessment  of  basic  symptoms

The empirical and systematic study of the  basic symptoms
of schizophrenia, among those which include self-disorders,
was initiated with the development of the Bonn Scale for
the Assessment of Basic Symptoms (BSABS). This instrument
is a semi-structured and comprehensive interview designed
to detect cases of schizophrenia in the early stages.11 The
term “basic symptoms” proposed by Gerd Huber was  used
in the presumption that several of these disorders are spe-
cific to schizophrenia and are often present before psychotic
symptoms appear.13,44 The BSABS evaluates alterations of
the experience in affective, volitional, cognitive, perceptual
and bodily areas, and questions which specifically evaluate
self-disorders were included in its latest version.13,44 The sen-
sitivity and specificity of the instrument are 0.98 and 0.59,
respectively, and inter-rater reliability has a kappa statistic
>0.60.11

The BSABS has shown that it is capable of identifying
patients at risk of suffering from a  schizophrenia spectrum
disorder. One study evaluated patients with and without
schizophrenia prodromal phases identified with the BSABS
to analyse the transition to schizophrenia. After 9.6 years
of follow-up, the authors found that the absence of pro-
dromal phases precluded the onset of schizophrenia with
a probability of 96%, while their presence predicted the
condition with a  probability of 70%.13 A second study evalu-
ated whether self-disorders in  the baseline measurement of
patients with non-psychotic disorders predicted the devel-
opment of schizophrenia spectrum disorders.14 The results
showed that high scores in the self-disorder sub-scales and
perplexity of the BSABS in the  baseline measurement pre-
dicted the onset of schizophrenia spectrum disorders after five
years of follow-up.14 Although the BSABS does not exclusively

evaluate self-disorders, the results of these studies showed
that these disorders were closely related to schizophrenia pro-
dromal phases.14

Examination  of  anomalous  self-experience

A  second instrument for the phenomenological evaluation
of self-disorders specifically is the Examination of Anoma-
lous Self-Experience (EASE).15,17 This instrument is based on
the inputs from the  descriptions of classic psychopathology,
notions of the “basic symptoms” of Huber and the empir-
ical studies carried out with the BSABS.7,15,45,46 The EASE
operationalises the Sass and Parnas self-disorders model in
schizophrenia and qualitatively and quantitatively evaluates
sub-psychotic subjective experiences, which can be consid-
ered primary minimal self-disorders.15,17,47 These symptoms
correspond with non-psychotic disorders, which, despite their
intrinsic and unclear nature, are subject to self-description
and clinical evaluation.48 Unlike the  BSABS, which covers a
wide spectrum of experiential phenomena, the EASE only
evaluates minimal self-disorders. However, there are  overlaps
between both tools, in  particular in the domains of cognitive
disorders, coenesthesia and another group of questions.17

The EASE has  some characteristics which have to be  con-
sidered when it is applied. The scale has been designed for the
evaluation of schizophrenia spectrum disorders and should
not be used as  a  diagnostic instrument.17 The instrument
has  57 questions, defined and illustrated with typical exam-
ples of the symptom under study, and its application takes
approximately 90 min.17 The instrument gathers information
on areas of cognition and the trend of consciousness, self-
consciousness and presence, bodily experiences, demarcation
and transitivism, and existential reorientation. Furthermore,
the instrument includes questions which specifically evalu-
ate phenomena of hyperreflexivity, diminished self-affection
and disturbed hold or  grip.17 In different studies, the EASE has
shown adequate psychometric properties, which are reflected
in its high internal consistency,49 its one-factor structure48

and good to excellent inter-rater reliability.50

The EASE predicts the onset of schizophrenia spec-
trum disorders in individuals at high risk of psychosis and
non-psychotic clinical populations. Nelson et  al. measured
self-disorders in a  sample of patients at high risk of psy-
chosis and a  sample of healthy controls with the objective of
examining whether the presence of these disorders predicted
the transition to a psychotic disorder.3 The results showed
that self-disorders were significantly greater in patients with
a high risk of psychosis, compared to the sample of healthy
controls. Similarly, it was  found that the  total score of the
EASE significantly predicted the transition to a  schizophrenia
spectrum disorder.3 A second study evaluated the presence of
self-disorders in non-psychotic individuals who sought med-
ical care (aged between 14 and 18 years). The results showed
that these disorders were correlated with the subclinical pro-
dromal symptoms of the schizophrenia spectrum disorders.5

Furthermore, it has been found that the  EASE can differen-
tiate schizophrenia spectrum disorders from other psychiatric
disorders. Nordgaard and Parnas carried out a  study in a
heterogeneous sample of patients in order to  evaluate the
specificity of the  EASE to detect self-disorders. The authors
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found that these disorders were more  intense in  those with
a schizophrenia spectrum disorder than in patients with
other psychiatric disorders.49 Haug et al. applied the  EASE
to patients diagnosed with schizophrenia, bipolar disorder
with psychotic symptoms and other psychotic disorders (delu-
sional disorder and psychosis NOS). The results showed a
higher EASE score in  patients with schizophrenia than in  the
other two groups.51 Nelson et al. carried out a study with the
objective of examining the association between self-disorders
and borderline personality disorder. The results indicated that
there was no correlation between these variables.52 These
findings indicate that the EASE identifies and differentiates
schizophrenia spectrum disorders from other psychiatric dis-
orders.

On the other hand, self-disorders do not seem to be  totally
specific to schizophrenia spectrum disorders, as they have
also been identified in depersonalisation disorders and in
“healthy” people in  states of introspection.53,54 One study
applied the EASE to case reports of depersonalisation and
found that 72% of the instrument’s questions were positive
in the study sample.54 Similarly, the application of this instru-
ment to individuals in states of introspection found that 77%
of the questions were also positive.53 Furthermore, symptoms
associated with cases of depersonalisation, introspection and
schizophrenia included feelings of passivity, disappearance
of the self or of the world and thought alienation,53,54 while
symptoms of dislocation, erosion and dissolution of first-
person perspective were almost exclusively found in cases
of schizophrenia.53,54 The results of these studies reveal that
minimal self-disorders are not exclusive to schizophrenia
spectrum disorders.

Self-experience  lifetime  frequency  scale

The EASE has demonstrated that it is effective for the study of
self-disorders in the schizophrenia spectrum. However, some
authors report that its application is not very practical in clin-
ical scenarios or in large-scale studies due to  the time that
its application takes up.55 With  this consideration, the Self-
Experience Lifetime Frequency Scale (SELF) has recently been
created for the screening of self-disorders. This instrument is
based on a scale which evaluates depersonalisation (Deper-
sonalisation Severity Scale), a  scale which identifies subjects
at risk of a psychotic event (Comprehensive Assessment of At-
Risk Mental States) and the EASE. The factor analysis showed
that the most important areas of the scale were self-awareness
disorders and the reduced sense of feeling oneself or deper-
sonalisation. In the application of the scale, it was found that
patients with psychotic symptoms presented higher scores
than their siblings (non-psychotic) and healthy controls. The
authors concluded that the instrument is  appropriate for use
in clinical and research scenarios.55

Conclusions

Although they belong to a  subjective field, it has been possible
to empirically evaluate self-disorders thanks to the  devel-
opment of instruments which systematically measure their
disorders.11,17 The studies show that self-disorders appear in

the early pre-psychotic phases and may  predict the develop-
ment of schizophrenia spectrum disorders.3,5,13,14 Similarly,
their presence makes it possible to differentiate disorders
of this spectrum from other psychiatric conditions, such as
bipolar disorder, other cases of psychosis and borderline per-
sonality disorder.49,51,52 However, it should be considered that
self-disorders are not totally specific to schizophrenia spec-
trum disorders, as some of their domains have been identified
in cases of depersonalisation and even in healthy people
in a  state of introspection.53,54 For these reasons, the  study
of self-disorders is providing new phenomenologically-based
knowledge for the nosological understanding and clinical care
of schizophrenia from its first stages.

Furthermore, these findings have important repercussions
in the diagnosis of schizophrenia. Currently, the  diag-
nostic classification systems, both the ICD-10 and DSM-5
systems,56,57 do not consider the subjective experiences of
the patient within their criteria and only prioritise observ-
able characteristics of the  disorder.1,23,49 Given that the
symptomatic expressions of schizophrenia are  presented in
established phases, these systems can only be used to diag-
nose consolidated cases and are not very useful for the
evaluation of patients in early stages. An  attempt to recog-
nise the early phases of schizophrenia is  found in the DSM-5,
which introduces the diagnostic category “attenuated psy-
chosis syndrome”.58 However, this entity considers the same
psychotic symptoms of schizophrenia, but at a  sub-threshold
level (duration or intensity), and it has  also only been recog-
nised for research and cannot be used in clinical practice.58,59

Despite the fact that the concept of self is  not recognised
within the classification systems, it is necessary to consider
it in the  evaluation of people at risk of psychosis due to the
predictive value of its identification in these stages.

The self-disorder model in schizophrenia has some lim-
itations that are worth mentioning. First, a new approach
indicates that disorders in  schizophrenia occur at the level
of the narrative self, and not the  minimal self.60 This model
postulates that self-disorders in schizophrenia occur due to a
disruption between the processes of forming complex ideas of
the self and those of others, which produces a collapse in the
experience of the self and of the behaviour aimed at goals.60

Second, there is controversy regarding the adaptation of the
Sass and Parnas model to the medical model. In the latter, the
symptoms of schizophrenia and of self-disorders occur sepa-
rately. However, in  the Sass and Parnas model the symptoms
of both entities occur at the same time.39 Finally, Berrios and
Markova discuss the real existence of the self. These authors
argue that the self is  not a natural entity and that, lacking
an  objectifiable nature, its creation only corresponds to a  con-
struction of Western thought.1

In summary, the notion that self-disorders are the basis
for development of schizophrenia has been taken up  again in
recent years. These disorders are being evaluated systemati-
cally with the use of semi-structured instruments that have
appropriate psychometric characteristics. These instruments
have shown that such disorders are prominent in the pre-
psychotic phases and that their presence predicts, with high
probability, the onset of a  schizophrenia spectrum disorder.
These results open up opportunities for diagnosis and early
intervention and, with that, for improvement of the prognosis
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of the disorder in the  long term. Therefore, the evaluation of
self-disorders with measuring instruments, whether for clini-
cal or research purposes, could be implemented as part of the
evaluation of patients in  emerging stages of psychotic organ-
isation.
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