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Because of the controversial opinions concerning the incidence of peptic ulcer in
schizophrenic patients, a survey of 1275 autopsy protocols of a selected group of
schizophrenics (white males, hospitalized for an average of 24 years, who died at
the age of 40 or over in 1 of 29 Veterans Administration psychiatric hospitals)
was carried out. The incidence of healed and active ulcers detected was 6%. This
figure was within the range of those reported on large unselected general popu-
lations similarly surveyed.

A HE INCIDENCE of peptic ulcer in men-
tal patients has been reported with con-
troversial results. From surveys of clini-
cal records, several authors concluded
that ulcer disease is rare in psychotic
patients,1"7 while others found an
equal8"12 or higher incidence of ulcer in
these individuals.13' u Surveys of autopsy
records of mental hospitals reported a
low incidence of ulcer among mental
patients.1S-16

The few studies confined to schizo-
phrenic patients gave similarly contro-
versial results. In the clinical records of
399 schizophrenic men, Gosling17 found
only 4 with the diagnosis of ulcer instead
of the expected 12-16 found among
healthy men of the same age and in the
same community. Pollak and Kreplick16

reported 5 peptic ulcers found in 273
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autopsies of schizophrenic patients.
Samet et al.18 reported, as a medical
curiosity, a case of duodenal ulcer in a
patient with schizophrenia. Ross et al.™
expressed the opinion that peptic ulcer
is not associated with schizophrenia, but
with manic-depressive psychosis. Honig11

also found a low incidence of clinical
diagnosis of peptic ulcer in schizo-
phrenic patients, but he ascribed this to
the difficulty in diagnosing ulcer under
these conditions. In Ehrentheil's clinical
study,12 the frequency of ulcer in schizo-
phrenic and nonpsychotic groups was
identical.

Because of the rarity of complaints of
ulcer symptoms by schizophrenic pa-
tients, the disorder thus frequently es-
caping detection, autopsy material prob-
ably furnishes the most reliable survey
of the incidence of peptic ulcer in a
population with long-standing schizo-
phrenic illness.

Material and Method

The autopsy protocols of 1275 white male
patients who had spent an average of 24
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years in Veterans Administration psychiatric
hospitals with the diagnosis of schizophrenia
and who died at the age of 40 or over dur-
ing 1954-1959, were examined. They were
surveyed for findings of healed or active
peptic ulcer of the stomach or duodenum,
as well as for reports of gastric resection,
gastroenterostomy, or perforation repair in
those patients who carried the clinical diag-
nosis of ulcer but showed no healed or ac-
tive ulcer at necropsy. The protocols were
collected from 29 hospitals located in vari-
ous parts of the United States. The autopsy
rates in these hospitals were over 60S, and
the autopsies were requested and performed
in a routine manner. The diagnosis of gas-
tric or duodenal ulcer, active or healed
(scar), were part of the description of the
gross anatomic changes found at autopsy.

The mean age at death of the 1275 schiz-
ophrenic patients was 62.8 years.

Results

Of the 1275 autopsied schizophrenic
patients, 76 (6%) had had healed or
active peptic ulcer (Table 1). The rela-
tive incidence of duodenal to gastric
ulcers was 3:1, a ratio usually found in
mentally "healthy" populations. The
relative frequency of healed and active
ulcers was 1:4, similar to that found in
2 series of nonpsychotic patients.20-21

Mean age at death of the duodenal ulcer
group was 64.2 years, and of the gastric
ulcer group, 61.9 years. Arrangement of
distribution of ulcer patients by age
groups showed erratic peaks of inci-
dence; distribution by the major types
of schizophrenic illness (hebephrenic,
catatonic, paranoid) revealed no sta-

tistically significant differences among
the subgroups.

There was a group of 32 patients who
at necropsy showed no evidence of
healed or active ulcer, but who had
residual evidence of surgical procedures
(15 had had gastric resection, 15 gastro-
enterostomy, and 2 perforation repairs)
carried out for the clinical diagnosis of
ulcer. The addition of these 32 patients
to the 76 already described would raise
the incidence of peptic ulcer disease in
this group of 1275 schizophrenic patients
from 6 to 8.5$.

Necropsy incidence of peptic ulcer in
the general population has been reported
in several large series. Cordon and
Manning22 reviewed the world's litera-
ture of almost a century and added their
own retrospective survey of 23,000 au-
topsies performed at the Philadelphia
General Hospital during 1920-1937. The
reported incidence ranged from about
1 to 5%, with an average of 3.1*. In a
similar survey by Portis and Jaffe20 of
9171 consecutive autopsies performed at
Cook County Hospital during 1929-1936,
the relative incidence of peptic ulcer in
white males (of all ages) was 2.9% for
gastric ulcer and 2.3% for duodenal ulcer.
The total incidence for the entire group
was about 5%. In Sturtevant and Sha-
piro's examination of 7700 records of
autopsies performed at Bellevue Hospital
during 1904-1922, the incidence of pep-
tic ulcer in patients over the age of 40
(both sexes, white and Negro) was 3.3%
(0.8% duodenal and 2.5% gastric ulcers).21

Of the 1275 schizophrenic patients in

TABLE 1. INCIDKNCK OF PKPTIC ULCER IN AUTOPSY PROTOCOLS
OF A SKLKCTKD GROUP OF 1275 SCHIZOPHRENIC PATIKXTS

Ulcer

Duodenal
Gastric
Duodenal + gastric

TOTAL

Active

No.

43
18

%

79
95

Healed

No.

12
1

%

21
5

Total
No.

55
19
2*

76

% of all
autopsies

4.3
1.5
0.2
6.0

* In one patient the duodenal ulcer was active; in the other patient the gastric ulcer was active.
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our study, 31 (2.4%) died of complica-
tions of peptic ulcer. The immediate
causes of death are shown in Table 2.
According to the Vital Statistics of the
United States,23 of the 3,775,921 white
males who died at or over the age of
40 during 1954-1959, 41,535 (1.1%) died
of peptic ulcer (0.5% of gastric ulcer,
0.6% of duodenal ulcer). While, in gen-
eral, one should avoid the statistical
comparison of autopsy material with
the government's vital statistics figures
concerning causes of death, in the case
of peptic ulcer such comparison was at-
tempted on the basis that the immediate
cause of death from ulcer is one of the
alarming complications which, in most
cases, is correctly diagnosed clinically, on
the operating table, or the necropsy
room. The difference between 2.4% and
1.1% was found statistically significant
(p <0.01).

Time relationship between the onset
of schizophrenia and ulcer symptoms
could be determined from the available
clinical summaries attached to the proto-
cols in only 43 cases. Except for 2 pa-
tients, psychiatric symptoms preceded
manifestations of ulcer by several years.

Comments

The selection of patients in the present
survey was made with the intention of
examining a schizophrenic population
characterized by long duration of illness
and prolonged institutional care. The
collection of autopsy reports from 29 dif-
ferent Veterans Administration hospitals
minimized geographic bias and any
eventual individual bias of judgment in

the autopsy diagnosis of peptic ulcer.
Unfortunately, no well-matched control
groups of nonpsychotic patients were
available for precise comparison with
our selected group of schizophrenic pa-
tients. However, the finding of 6% healed
or active ulcers (8.5% if the operated
cases are included) in this group of pa-
tients vs. the 1-5% found in numerous
general population groups autopsied,
suggests that the incidence of peptic
ulcer was, at least, equally prevalent in
our selected group of schizophrenics.

This study is offered to show that
whatever the pathophysiologic mecha-
nism of peptic ulcer may be, it is present
and may even be exaggerated in long-
term institutionalized chronic schizo-
phrenic patients.

Summary

A total of 1275 autopsy protocols of
white male schizophrenic patients who
spent an average of 24 years in mental
hospitals and died at the age of 40 or
over during 1954-1959 were collected
from 29 Veterans Administration psychi-
atric hospitals. They were surveyed for
autopsy findings of healed or active pep-
tic ulcer of the stomach or duodenum.

The incidence of healed and active ul-
cers detected at routine autopsies in this
selected group of schizophrenic patients
was at least as high as in the unselected
autopsy materials of the general popu-
lation similarly surveyed. The ratio of
duodenal and gastric ulcer and the pro-
portion of healed to active ulcers in the
schizophrenic group closely resembled
those of the general population groups.

TABLE 2. IMMEDIATE CAUSES OP DEATH FROM PEPTIC ULCER IN 31 PATIENTS

Ulcer

Duodenal
Gastric

TOTAL

Hemorrhage

No.

7
1
8

%

27
20
26

Perforation

No.

10
4

14

%

38
80
45

Elective surgery

No.

9
0
9

%

35
0

29

No.

26
5

31
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This study suggests that the mecha-
nism producing peptic ulcer is also oper-
ating in long-term institutionalized,
chronically schizophrenic patients.

Medical Service
Franklin Delano Roosevelt V. A. Hospital

Montrose, N. Y. 10548
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