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Functional Tic-like behaviours: A Comparison with Tourette syndrome and Functional Symptoms in Children and Adolescents
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Background:

Functional tic-like behaviours (FTLB) are characterised by multiple, complex, rapidly evolving, vocal, and motor tics, with rapid onset, usually in adolescence (Pringsheim et al., 2022). Like other functional disorders/symptoms, the diagnosis is made clinically from biological, psychological and social indicators. Clinical consensus (Pringsheim et al., 2022) indicates that FTLB are qualitatively different from TS and more likely aligned with Functional Symptoms (FS). To date few studies have directly compared these groups, especially in paediatric samples. The aim of this study was to explore whether young people with FTLB have different demographics, family history, and psychiatric co-morbidity to those with TS, and are instead more aligned to those with FS.

Methods:
Children (N=176) aged 4 to 17 (M = 13, SD = 3) years old presenting to a Tic Disorders Service between July 2019 and June 2021 and subsequently diagnosed with TS (N=88), FTLB (N=63), and FS (N=59) are described. Information was retrospectively collected from electronic health records and clinic letters for all patients, including: demographic information of the children, co-occurring psychiatric and neurodevelopmental diagnoses, and neurodevelopmental and psychiatric diagnoses of first and second degree relatives, which were volunteered by the families. A case-control design was used. Young people diagnosed with FTLB were compared firstly, with young people with TS and secondly, with young people in the FS group.
  
Results: 

21 cases had FTLB and TS (FTLB-TS), 4 cases had FS and FTLB (FTLB-FS), 2 cases had FS, FTLB and TS. These cases were excluded from further analysis and will be considered in more detail by additional research. There were 35 ‘pure’ FTLB cases (without TS and FS), 48 ‘pure’ FS cases (without TS and FTLB) and 61 ‘pure’ TS cases.

When compared to young people with TS, the FTLB group were more likely to identify as female, older at symptom onset and assessment, 5 times more likely to have any co-occurring psychiatric condition (OR = 5.44), twice as likely to have ASD (OR= 2.44), and almost 5 times as likely to be depressed (OR=4.93). They were less likely to have a family history of any neurodevelopmental disorder (OR=0.40), a family history of ASD (OR=0.29) or a family history of tics (OR=0.1), and almost three times more likely to have a first degree relative with an anxiety disorder (OR=2.69).

Fewer differences were noted when the FTLB group were compared to young people with FS. Although children with FTLB were slightly more likely to be female and older at symptom onset, 4 times more likely to have co-occurring ADHD (OR=4.14), less likely to have a family history of depression (OR=0.32) and more likely to have a family history of anxiety (OR=3.25), no other significant differences with regards to demographic factors, comorbidity or family history were observed.

Conclusions:

Although FTLB can look like TS even to the clinical eye, there are significant differences between FTLB and TS that can be garnered from clinical history. There were fewer differences between the FTLB and FS groups, supporting the idea that FTLB are likely to represent an FND subtype (Pringsheim et al., 2022). Clinicians should gain comprehensive clinical history in adolescents with first presentation of tics to support accurate diagnosis making. This study did not explore FTLB-FS and FTLB-TS subtypes which may present as intermediary subtypes and require further exploration.
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