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Introduction

An incidence of hysterical neurosis among neurologi-
cal patients ranging between 1 and 9% has been reported
[1]. Although this matter has been the subject of extensive
investigation, little is known about its pathophysiology in
terms of neurochemical abnormalities. In this study we
have addressed this problem by comparing the therapeut-
ic efficacy of haloperidol with that of sulpiride, a D2-
receptor antagonist with marked hyperprolactinemic ef-
fects, in patients affected by hysterical neurosis of the con-

version type.

Materials and Methods

We have studied 18 patients (13 females and 5 males; age range:
24-64 years) suffering from recurrent hysterical neurosis of the con-
version type, according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorder-III-R criteria (n. 300.11) [2]. The most common
symptoms observed were: paralysis, anesthesia, pseudoseizures,
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Abstract

To show a possible correlation between drug-induced hyperprolactinemia and
improvement of hysterical neurosis of the conversion type, we followed 18
patients monitoring clinical somatic and psychic symptoms as well as serum
prolactin levels. Six patients were treated with haloperidol and 12 with sulpir-
ide; after 2 months sulpiride was administered at half the daily dose to 6
patients previously treated with the same drug. Clinical evaluation showed
that sulpiride treatment led to a greater improvement compared to the halo-
peridol group. The different effectiveness of treatment could be explained by
the different hyperprolactinemic potency. The therapeutic efficacy of neuro-
leptics suggests also that hyperactivity of dopaminergic transmission is
involved in the pathophysiology of hysterical neurotic symptoms.
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ataxia, aphonia, amnesia and agraphia (table 1). The psychological
factors of their etiology were mostly (70%) related to family, occupa-
tion, relationship problems and to a smaller extent, to intrapsychic
conflicts. Most (n = 12) patients had been unsuccessfully treated with
antidepressants (desipramine, clomipramine or amitryptiline) and/
or benzodiazepines (bromazepam, diazepam or lorazepam). All pa-
tients were hospitalized before inclusion in the study and subjected
to routine laboratory and X-ray analysis, EEG recording, computed
tomography or magnetic resonance imaging. Patients suffering from
severe somatic illness, brain damage, myelinopathy or a psychotic
disorder were excluded. After a washout period of at least 1 week,
two groups sex- and age-matched were randomly treated with halo-
peridol (n = 6) and sulpiride (n = 12). Haloperidol was administered
orally in a dose of 1 mg b.i.d. for the 1st week and increased to 2 mg
t.i.d. in the 2nd week of treatment (a large dose of haloperidol
impairs compliance in these patients). Sulpiride was administered
orally at an initial dose of 100 mg per day. The daily dose was grad-
ually increased to 400 mg b.i.d. from the 4th day of administration.
After 2 months the drug was administered at half the daily dose to 6
patients of the last group while the treatment with haloperidol was
discontinued. Our study lasted 4 months. The severity of symptoms
was evaluated before and every month after the treatment by 2 physi-
cians unaware of the medication, using the clinical evaluation of
somatic symptoms (paralysis, anesthesia, pseudoseizures), the 8
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Fig. 1. Severity score of neurotic symptoms (a) and PRL levels (b) in patients treated with sulpiride (sulp) and
haloperidol (hal) for 4 months. A score ranging from 0 to 3 was given to each of the 8 items of the subtest specific for
hysterical traits and symptoms in the MHQ. A comparison is made between the two treatments after 1 and 2 months.
a*p<0.005;* p<0.002. b *p<0.0001; ** p<0.002.

items of the subtest of the Middlesex Hospital Questionnaire (MHQ)
specific for hysterical traits and symptoms {MHQ) [3] and the Ham-
ilton Depression and Anxiety Rating Scale (HDRS and HARS) [4, 5].
Blood samples for prolactin (PRL) determination were collected eve-
ry month at the same time. All blood samples were collected in hepa-
rin, rapidly centrifuged, and stored at -20° C until assayed. PRL was
measured by RIA (Amersham). The sensitivity of the PRL assay was
1 ng/ml and intra- and interassay coefficients of variation were 4.5
and 6%, respectively. Student’s test, analysis of variance and correla-
tion coefficient determination were used in the statistical analysis to
determine the differences between means and the correlation be-
tween the various parameters.

Results

The results showed that both HDRS and HARS scores
exhibited slight variations from normal values for depres-
sion and anxiety without significant differences, measured
by the analysis of variance, during the treatment with the
two drugs. Although other authors [6, 7] have observed the
presence of depression in convension phenomena, our
patients showed neither important depressive symptom-
atology nor anxiety. Clinical evaluation and the MHQ
showed that sulpiride treatment led to a greater improve-
ment in neurotic symptoms compared to the haloperidol
group, inducing a slow but progressive motor and/or senso-
ry recovery, decrease or disappearance of pseudoseizures.
Patients treated with haloperidol also improved, albeit to a
smaller extent. In the sulpiride group 8 patients remark-

Neuroleptics Improve Hysterical Neurosis
of the Conversion Type Depending on
Their Hyperprolactinemic Potency

Table 1. Symptoms exhibited by 18 pa-
tients (some complained of more than one
symptom)

Symptoms Patients

Paralysis
Anesthesia
Pseudoseizures
Ataxia
Aphonia
Amnesia
Agraphia
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ably improved, 2 partially improved and 2 did not
improve while in the haloperidol group 1 remarkedly
improved, 3 partially improved and 2 did not improve.

In both groups we found significant differences (p =<
0.0001), measured by the analysis of variance, in MHQ
scores. As expected, repeated sulpiride and haloperidol
administration induced a marked increase in plasma PRL
levels with significant differences compared with basal
levels. In the next 2 months, the reduction of the sulpiride
dose induced a relevant decrease of PRL plasma levels in
6 patients which paralleled a decrease in clinical improve-
ment (fig. 1). The regression analysis showed a significant
negative correlation between clinical data and PRL levels
(r=-0.795; p = 0.0001).

Neuropsychobiology 1996;33:186-188 187



Discussion

The therapeutic efficacy of sulpiride suggests that hy-
peractivity of dopaminergic transmission is involved in
the pathophysiology of hysterical neurotic symptoms.
This hypothesis is supported by the impairment of the
clinical picture that we have observed [11] in patients
treated with amineptine, a drug reported to increase cen-
tral dopaminergic transmission [12].

The action of sulpiride both in clinical and animal
studies has been ascribed to the inhibition of the D2 dopa-
mine receptor subtype which induces also a large increase
in PRL secretion [8]. The drug-induced hyperprolacti-
nemia could, at least in part, explain the effectiveness of
sulpiride in our neurotic patients. PRL has been found to
act as a modulator of central dopaminergic transmission
in experimental animals [9, 10]. It is consistent with this

hypothesis that haloperidol, which blocks central dopa-
mine receptors but is less potent than sulpiride in increas-
ing PRL secretion, was not as effective as sulpiride in the
treatment of hysterical neurosis. However, the activity of
sulpiride could also be ascribed to its antidepressant and/
or tranquilizing effect but this theory appears untenable
because of the unsuccessful treatment with antidepres-
sants and/or benzodiazepines. Also the possible changes
in psychogenic factors seem to play a minor role in the
improvement of the patients’ condition since the therapy
was only pharmacological. Furthermore during the wash-
out period only slight nonsignificant changes were ob-
served.

In conclusion, our data indicate a positive correlation
between D2-dopamine receptor inhibition, drug-induced
plasma PRL levels and the improvement of patients
affected by hysterical neurosis of the conversion type.
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