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The retrospective analysis of outcomes of pediatric patients with functional tic-like behaviors – what lessons have we learnt?
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Background:
Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, a well-documented influx of adolescents presented into neurology and psychiatry clinics worldwide with acute onset of functional tic-like behaviors. Multifactorial causes that included stress related to the pandemic, social isolation, increased illness-related anxiety, family tensions, loss of extracurricular activities and increased social media use with exposure to online influencers likely played a role.  We sought to evaluate additional predisposing psychosocial factors and to examine outcomes after pandemic isolation protocols were lifted.

Methods:
A retrospective chart review of 56 patients ages 10 to 18 seen at Boston Children’s Hospital in Boston, Massachusetts with a diagnosis of functional tic-like behaviors (FTLB) was completed. Psychosocial factors such as previous neuropsychiatric diagnoses were recorded. To determine if patients improved, results from the Clinical Global Impression Improvement (CGI-I) and Severity (CGI-S) scales were obtained from August 2022 to December 2022. CGI-I assessed progression of FTLB and improvement or worsening over time; CGI-S assessed overall function.

Results:
The majority of patients (96%) were females assigned at birth; 45% identified as gender diverse. Sixty-eight percent had no prior history of tics, 45% had ADHD and 7% had autism. Most patients had preceding mental health struggles, including 93% with anxiety disorders and 71% with depressive disorders. On CGI-I scores, 79% of patients showed improvement in FTLB at follow-up. In terms of overall function, clinicians rated most patients as normal to mildly ill (71.4%) at follow-up; a subset developed other functional neurologic disorders (FND).  Eighty-four percent of our patients engaged in therapy and medication, and this combined approach yielded the most improvement, regardless of the type of therapy.  

Conclusions:
Increase in functional tics in adolescents during COVID-19 pandemic resolved for 79% of patients in our cohort. A subset has received other neuropsychiatric diagnoses. Treatments targeted towards anxiety, depression and ADHD were essential. A modified comprehensive behavioral therapy for tics (CBIT) with comprehensive behavioral therapy (CBT) and sensory grounding warrants a development of a modified protocol for patients with FTLB. Patient’s willingness to engage in therapy and commitment to practicing skills and shifting their mindset away from tics, regardless of the type of therapy seemed essential. We learned that social connectivity and spread of ideas among teens via social media has become a powerful, previously underestimated tool and we need to be cautious about future mass sociogenic illnesses. Even though for many patients FTLB have improved but anxiety driven illnesses including other FND presentations and eating disorders need to be monitored. The future research and recognition of contributing psychosocial factors will allow optimal support for these patients.
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