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Background
Specific neurocognitive deficits were found to act as "rate-limiting factors" to functional outcome in schizophrenia. Verbal memory, card sorting (executive functioning/set shifting), and verbal fluency restricted the functioning and adaptation of patients with schizophrenia in the outside world. Consequently, it was hypothesized that sex differences in the performance of patients with schizophrenia on some domains of cognitive functioning may contribute to the poorer social course of men with schizophrenia in comparison to women suffering from the disease. The purpose of the present study was to investigate sex differences in a group of patients with schizophrenia relative to healthy controls regarding performance in different domains of cognition.

Materials and methods
Participants were 70 patients (44 men) with schizophrenia and 42 (21 men) normal controls. Patients with schizophrenia had a mean age of 36.30 years (SD: 10.28, range: 19–65), a mean of 10.44 years of education (SD: 3.29, range: 3–17), and a mean duration of illness of 9.73 years (SD: 8.15, range: 0.5–36). Healthy controls had a mean age of 37.88 years (SD: 15.40, range: 19–68) and a mean of 13.69 years of education (SD: 3.79, range: 2–20). The two groups were matched on age and male to female ratio, but differed in their level of education. A battery of neuropsychological tests was selected to assess executive functions/abstraction, fluency, working memory, verbal and spatial memory, attention, visuospatial ability, and psychomotor speed.

Results
Univariate analysis of covariance, after adjusting for level of education, showed a significant effect of group for executive functions/abstraction [F(1,90) = 53.55, p < 0.001], fluency [F(1,92) = 59.15, p < 0.001], working memory [F(1,100) = 23.90, p < 0.001], verbal memory [F(1,99) = 66.88, p < 0.001], non-verbal memory [F(1,101) = 74.59, p < 0.001], attention [F(1,104) = 11.96, p = 0.001], and visuospatial ability [F(1,102) = 45.46, p < 0.001], with patients with schizophrenia presenting poorer performance, and of sex for verbal memory [F(1,99) = 6.18, p = 0.015], with women performing better than men, and spatial memory F(1,101) = 4.53, p = 0.036], with men performing better than women. Sex-by-Group interactions showed no significant interactions for any of the cognitive domains examined.

Discussion
Sex differences in cognitive function in patients with schizophrenia are not robust findings. Better social outcome of women than men with schizophrenia may be accounted for by other factors, like women's higher level of social development at illness onset, cooperativeness and compliance.
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