
Classifying Psychological 
Disorders

• DSM-V: 
Diagnostic 
Statistical Manual 
of Mental 
Disorders 
– the big book of 

disorders.

It’s easier to count cases 
of autism if we have a clear 
definition.

What does it do:
Classify disorders

What does it not do:
Provide treatment 

options
Provide definitive 

causes for disorders



Critiques of Diagnosing with the DSM

1.    The DSM calls too many 
people “disordered.”

2. The border between 
diagnoses, or between 
disorder and normal, seems 
arbitrary.

3. Decisions about what is a 
disorder seem to include 
value judgments; is 
depression necessarily 
deviant?

4. Gender bias and no 
sensitivity to cultural 
diversity

5. Creates the problem of 
Diagnostic labels…
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Labeling Psychological Disorders

1. Critics of the DSM-V argue that labels 
may stigmatize individuals.

Asylum baseball team (labeling)



David L. Rosenhan

“On Being Sane in Insane 
Places”
A study by D.L. Rosenhan
1973

Professor of Law and 
Psychology at Stanford 
University, Stanford, CA.

“A label can have a life 
and an influence of its 
own.”



Rosenhan’s Questions

Rosenhan wanted to know that if the patients were 
misdiagnosed, what the consequences were.

Can mental health professionals really tell the difference 
between mental illness or no mental illness?

Eight pseudopatients (5m/3f,) from various 
backgrounds pretended to be mentally ill and tried to 
gain admittance into various psychiatric institutions. 



Being sane in insane places…Thud !!!



Participants faked symptoms to gain admittance 
to mental institutions.  Upon admittance they 
immediately stopped showing any symptoms of 
abnormality.
All but one were diagnosed to have 
schizophrenia. 
The length of hospitalization was 7 to 52 days 
with an overall average of 19 days.
The study also showed in certain situations the 
label becomes self-limiting and self-confirming.

Most of all Rosenhan’s Studies proved 
that the hospital could not distinguish the 
mentally sane from the insane.



Abnormality vs. Insanity

• Insanity is a legal term 

• The insanity defense is used to 
argue that a mentally ill person 
should not be held responsible 
for his or her actions.

• Not everyone diagnosed with a 
mental disorder would be able 
to claim insanity – that 
designation is determined by 
judges and juries.



Labeling Psychological Disorders

Labels are helpful for healthcare professionals when 
communicating with one another and establishing therapeutic 
goals and plans.

The DSM may contain the information to correct inaccurate 
perceptions of mental illness. 

“ The hospital itself imposes a 
special environment in which the 
meaning of behavior can be easily 
misunderstood.”

D. L. Rosenhan, 1973

BUT…..
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Misconceptions

• Mental health patients stereotyped as homicidal 
(Hannibal Lecter)

• 9 out of 10 people disorders are NOT dangerous, 
in fact they are more likely to be a victim of 
violence than to perpetrate it.

• If they can steer clear of alcohol and drugs, 
those released from a mental hospital are no 
prone to violence than their neighbors.



Neurotic Disorders
• Distressing but one can still function in 

society and act rationally

Psychological disorders –
Two Major Classifications:
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Psychotic Disorders

• Person loses contact with reality, 
experiences distorted perceptions

Psychological disorders –
Two Major Classifications:



Anxiety Disorders



Anxiety as a Normal 
and an Abnormal Response

• Some amount of anxiety is “normal” and is 
associated with optimal levels of functioning.

• Only when anxiety begins to interfere with social 
or occupational functioning is it considered 
“abnormal.”

The Fear and Anxiety Response Patterns

• Fear

• Panic

• Anxiety

• Anxiety Disorder



What is anxiety?
• is a state of intense 

apprehension, uneasiness, 
uncertainty, or fear. 

• a group of conditions where the 

primary symptoms are anxiety 

or defenses against anxiety.

• the patient fears something 
awful will happen to them.
– Generalized Anxiety Disorder

– Panic Disorder

– Phobias

– Obsessive Compulsive Disorder

a neurotic disorder


