
The Intriguing World of Delusions and Their
Etiology: Exploring Different Hypotheses

A delusion, defined as a fixed false belief, is a captivating and puzzling
phenomenon that has fascinated psychologists and psychiatrists for centuries. It
is a symptom often associated with various mental disorders, including
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and major depressive disorder. While delusions
can take on different forms and content, their underlying cause, the etiology,
remains a subject of intense research and speculation.

Understanding Delusions: A Complex Cognitive Puzzle

Delusions possess a mysterious grip on the minds of those who experience them,
distorting their perception of reality. From persecutory delusions, where
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individuals believe they are being targeted or followed, to grandiose delusions,
where one feels they possess exceptional abilities or status, exploring the origins
of these cognitive distortions is crucial for better understanding mental health
disorders.
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Theories regarding the etiology of delusions have evolved over time, reflecting
advancements in neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and biological psychiatry.
These hypotheses aim to shed light on why certain individuals develop delusions
while others do not and offer potential avenues for novel therapeutic
interventions.

Hypothesis 1: Dopamine Dysregulation Theory
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One prominent hypothesis suggests that abnormalities in dopamine, an important
neurotransmitter in the brain, play a significant role in the development of
delusions. The dopamine dysregulation theory posits that excessive dopamine
activity in certain brain regions, particularly the mesolimbic pathway, contributes
to the formation and maintenance of delusions. This hypothesis is supported by
evidence from imaging studies and the effectiveness of antipsychotic medications
that target dopamine receptors.

Hypothesis 2: Cognitive Biases and Reasoning Errors

Another intriguing hypothesis suggests that delusions may arise from cognitive
biases and reasoning errors. According to this theory, individuals with delusions
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have a heightened tendency to misinterpret and overgeneralize information due
to cognitive distortions. For example, confirmation bias may lead a person to seek
evidence that supports their delusional beliefs while ignoring conflicting evidence.
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) approaches have been developed to
challenge these biases and help individuals reevaluate their distorted thought
patterns.

Hypothesis 3: Social Factors and Interpersonal Influences

Delusions are not solely influenced by biological factors; social and interpersonal
factors also play a crucial role. This hypothesis suggests that stressful life events,
social isolation, and interpersonal difficulties contribute to the development and
persistence of delusions. Traumatic experiences, childhood adversities, and
social exclusion have been identified as potential contributors. Understanding the
impact of social factors is essential for providing holistic care and support to
individuals experiencing delusions.

Hypothesis 4: Neurodevelopmental Abnormalities

Some researchers believe that delusions may arise from neurodevelopmental
abnormalities during critical periods of brain development. Studies have identified
structural and functional differences in the brains of individuals with delusions
compared to those without. These differences include alterations in the prefrontal
cortex, hippocampus, and amygdala. Research focusing on identifying the exact
mechanisms underlying these abnormalities may provide insights into early
intervention and prevention strategies.

Hypothesis 5: Abnormalities in the Glutamate System

The glutamate hypothesis suggests that disruptions in the glutamate system, one
of the primary neurotransmitter systems in the brain, contribute to the
development of delusions. Abnormalities in glutamate transmission, particularly in



the N-methyl-D-aspartate (NMDA) receptor pathway, have been implicated in the
pathophysiology of delusions. Medications targeting the glutamatergic system,
such as ketamine, have shown promising results in reducing delusional
symptoms, further supporting this hypothesis.

Unraveling the Delusion Enigma: The Need for Further Research

The etiology of delusions remains a complex puzzle, and these hypotheses
represent just a glimpse into the multifaceted nature of this phenomenon. Future
research should focus on integrating various factors, such as genetics,
epigenetics, and individual vulnerability, to form a comprehensive understanding
of delusions. By uncovering the underlying mechanisms of delusions, we can
improve diagnostic accuracy, develop personalized treatments, and ultimately
enhance the lives of those affected by these debilitating symptoms.

In

Delusions are captivating yet mystifying manifestations of the human mind.
Exploring the hypotheses surrounding their etiology provides us with valuable
insights into the intricate workings of our cognitive processes. Whether it be
abnormalities in neurotransmitter systems, cognitive biases, or social influences,
understanding the origins of delusions is fundamental for advancing our
knowledge of mental health disorders and refining therapeutic approaches.

As researchers delve deeper into this enigma, they bring us one step closer to
unraveling the complexity of delusions and, in turn, unlocking the door to a
brighter future for those living with mental health challenges.
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This is the English version of a paper published in Teoría y Crítica de la
Psicología (not-conventionally-peer reviewed journal)

It presents a new theory, but, synthetically, the main contribution to the state of
the art is that delusions are a more intense “continuum” of two cognitive
distortions that occur throughout the population.

Negative delusions - such as persecution, celotype, hypochondria - are a more
intense version of what is known in psychology as "defensive pessimism."
(Norem, J. K., & Cantor, N. 1986)

Positive delusions - such as grandiosity, possession, etc. - are a more intense
version of what is known in psychology as “self-service bias”.

All delusional beliefs have a reason for self-defense and protection of one's
reputation, but which are accentuated in psychosis.

The causes of psychosis should be sought in the reasons that allow these
phenomena of distortion of reality (defensive pessimism and self-service bias),
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which are seen in dim forms in the entire population, to occur with greater
intensity in some people. and are more problematic
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