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BACKGROUND 
Polydipsia, meaning insatiable thirst is also used to de-

scribe excessive drinking (although the rarely used term 

polyposia would be more etymologically correct for this) 

is a nonspecific symptom or behaviour present in several 

medical disorders: diabetes mellistus and insipidus, pitui-

tary insufficiency, hypothalamic dysfunction and kidney 

disease. It is also common in people with serious mental 

illness, autism and learning disability and occurs after ac-

quired brain injury. Primary polydipsia is defined as “a 

marked increase in water intake that cannot be explained 

as a compensatory mechanism for excessive fluid 

loss” (Feldman, 2015). The terminology of polydipsia and 

polyposia has a long and complex history, dating back to 

Hippocrates and has been used to describe water over-

consumption in people both with and without psychiatric 

conditions. A number of subtypes have been proposed: 

psychogenic polydipsia, dipsogenic polydipsia and habit-

ual polydipsia. Subtypes of diabetes insipidus have also 

been proposed including psychogenic diabetes insipidus, 

dipsogenic diabetes insipidus. However, it is far from 

clear whether these are distinct or overlapping condi-

tions, physical or psychiatric illnesses or psychopatho-

logically consistent syndromes.   

 

AIM/OBJECTIVES 

 To explore the conceptual history of psychogenic  

polydipsia and dipsogenic diabetes insipidus 

 To clarify the terminology used to describe different 

subtypes of primary polydipsia 

 To understand whether dipsogenic diabetes insipidus 

and psychogenic polydipsia are in fact the same    
condition, but just described by different medical    
traditions 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

  

 Terms relating to polydipsia have been inconsistently 

used in the literature  
 

 The terms dipsogenic diabetes insipidus and psycho-

genic polydipsia, as well as psychogenic diabetes      

insipidus have all been used to refer to the same    

condition of a presumed impairment of the thirst-

regulating mechanism in the hypothalamus. The term 

“psychogenic” was simply used to distinguish          

between patients with and without psychiatric illness-

es 
 

 Other studies used the term psychogenic polydipsia to 

describe excessive drinking of liquids for a variety of 

reasons, but not because of an altered sensation of 

thirst 
 

 Dipsogenic polydipsia is used to describe people who 

consciously drink large quantities of water to maintain 

a healthy lifestyle as well as those with hypothalamic 

dysfunction  
 

 The term psychogenic polydipsia and variants was 

used predominantly in the psychiatric literature and di-

abetes insipidus in the endocrinology literature 

 

 Polydipsia is a common clinical problem in psychiatric 

patients and requires careful evaluation and manage-

ment to prevent long term neurological sequelae 
 

 All psychiatric patients with polydipsia should be re-

ferred for specialist assessment and investigation as 

any other patients 
 

 Healthy individuals and psychiatric patients should be 

educated on the risks of overhydration 
 

 The term psychogenic polydipsia should be avoided as 

it incorrectly implies an aetiology and it can result in a 

serious and potentially treatable clinical problem being 

under-investigated and behaviourally managed rather 

than treated  

Dipso/dipsia - ancient Greek δίψα 

(dípsa) =  thirst 

Mania - ancient Greek μανία 

(mania) = madness 

Poly - ancient Greek πολύς (polús) 

= many or much 

Genic - ancient Greek γένος 

(genos) = produced, formed by 

Psych - ancient Greek ψυχή 

(psyche) =  mind, mental, spirit 

Posia - ancient Greek πόσις 

(posis) = drink 

Aretaeus of Cappadocia (First       

Century CE), introduced the term    

diabetes in which he emphasised the 

symptoms of polyuria and polydipsia. 

De Sauvages (1706 – 1767)     

compiled one of the most detailed 

medical nosologies of the     

eighteenth century and included 

pplydipsia amongst mental      

disorders in the order of           

morositates which also included 

pica, bulimia and nymphomania. Polydipsia in psychiatric patients 

has been studied since the 1920s. 

Many terms have been used: 

psychogenic polydipsia (Bauer 

1925) 

compulsive water drinking 

(Barlow and De Wardener 1959) 

psychosis, intermittent                

hyponatraemia and polydipsia 

(PIP) syndrome (Vieweg et al., 

1985) 

self-induced water intoxication 

(Hobson and English 1963) 

Polydipsia - The OED dates the  

earliest use of poludipsie in      

English to a book about Jamaica 

published in 1661 by Edmund          

Hickeringill (1631-1708). 

Primary polydipsia was extensively 

studied by Barlow and de          

Wardener in 1959 in patients with 

and without psychiatric disorders. 

Dipsogenic diabetes insipidus was 

described as a subset of primary 

polydipsia in 1987. The term was 

used to distinguish patients with 

primary polydipsia but without a 

psychiatric illness. 

RESULTS 

METHOD 

 
A literature review was conducted following a search of MEDLINE,    
CINAHL Plus, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycBooks, APA PsycInfo and 
Google Scholar databases. In addition, the Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED), the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography and numerous 
online historical document archives were used to explore the etymolo-
gy and conceptual history of the terms.  

Dipsas 

In Greek mythology, dipsas (δίψας)  
was a snake whose bite would cause a   
raging, extreme thirst. 
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