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What does it  mean to be "abnormal"?
This question has puzzled philosophers,
clinicians,  and  everyday  people  for
centuries.  The  field  of  abnormal
psychology  seeks  to  answer  this
question by exploring the complexities
of  human  behavior,  thought,  and
emotion  that  fal l  outside  typical
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patterns. With the release of the DSM-5
update,  clinicians  now  have  a  more
refined  and  nuanced  framework  for
understanding  psychological  disorders.
This  article  provides  a  comprehensive
look  at  abnormal  psychology  through
clinical  perspectives,  highlighting  the
latest revisions in the DSM-5 and what
they mean for diagnosis and treatment.
Whether  you  are  a  student,  a  mental
health  professional,  or  simply  curious
about the human mind, this exploration
offers  valuable  insight  into  how  we
define, diagnose, and treat psychological
disorders today.

WHAT IS ABNORMAL
PSYCHOLOGY?

Abnormal  psychology  is  the  branch  of
psychology that studies unusual patterns

of  behavior,  emotion,  and  thought.
These patterns may be statistically rare,
cause  personal  distress,  impair
functioning,  or  deviate  from  cultural
norms.  However,  defining  "abnormal"  is
not  always straightforward.  A  behavior
considered abnormal in one culture may
be perfectly acceptable in another. For
th i s  reason ,  modern  abnormal
psychology  takes  a  multidimensional
approach,  considering  biological,
psychological,  and sociocultural  factors
in  understanding  mental  health
conditions.
Clinicians rely on established diagnostic
criteria to determine when behaviors or
experiences  qualify  as  a  psychological
d isorder.  The  most  widely  used
reference  for  this  purpose  is  the
Diagnostic  and  Statistical  Manual  of
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Mental  Disorders,  now in  its  fifth edition
with a text revision known as the DSM-5-
TR.  This  manual  provides  a  common
language for clinicians, researchers, and
educators,  ensuring  consistency  in
diagnosis  and  treatment  planning.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDERS

Our  understanding  of  psychological
disorders has evolved dramatically over
time.  In  ancient  civilizations,  abnormal
behavior  was  often  attributed  to
demonic possession, divine punishment,
or magical  forces. Treatments included
trephination, exorcism, and confinement.
During  the  Middle  Ages,  superstition
dominated,  and many believed mental
illness was a moral failing.
The  Enlightenment  brought  a  shift

toward  scientific  observation.  Philippe
Pinel and other reformers advocated for
humane  treatment  of  the  mentally  ill,
leading  to  the  moral  t reatment
movement. By the 19th and early 20th
centuries,  figures  like  Sigmund  Freud
introduced  psychodynamic  theories,
emphasizing  unconscious  conflicts  and
early  childhood  experiences.  Later,
behaviorists like John B. Watson and B.F.
Skinner focused on observable behaviors
and learning processes.
The  biological  perspective  gained
m o m e n t u m  w i t h  a d v a n c e s  i n
neuroscience and psychopharmacology.
Today,  abnormal  psychology integrates
multiple  perspectives,  recognizing  that
psychological  disorders  arise  from
complex interactions between genetics,
brain  chemistry,  environment,  and
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personal experiences. The DSM-5 update
reflects  this  integrative  understanding
by  inco rpora t ing  d imens iona l
assessments and cultural considerations.

CLINICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDERS

Clinicians  approach  psychological
d isorders  f rom  several  d ist inct
perspectives.  Each  perspective  offers
unique  insights  and  informs  different
treatment  strategies.

Biological
Perspective
The  biological  perspective  views
psychological  disorders  as  illnesses

rooted  in  physiological  processes.
G e n e t i c  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s ,
neurotransmitter  imbalances,  brain
structure  abnormalities,  and  hormonal
fluctuations all  play a role. For example,
depression has been linked to low levels
of  serotonin  and norepinephrine,  while
schizophrenia  is  associated  with
dopamine  dysregu la t ion .  Th i s
perspective  supports  the  use  of
medication  as  a  primary  treatment,
o f t e n  i n  c o m b i n a t i o n  w i t h
psychotherapy.

Psychodynamic
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Perspective
Rooted  in  Freudian  theory ,  the
psychodynamic perspective emphasizes
unconscious  conflicts,  defense
mechanisms,  and  early  childhood
experiences.  According  to  this  view,
unresolved  conflicts  from  childhood  can
manifest  as  anxiety,  depression,  or
persona l i ty  d isorders .  Modern
psychodynamic  therapy  focuses  on
bringing these unconscious processes to
awareness, helping patients understand
how  past  relationships  shape  current
behavior.

Behavioral
Perspective
The behavioral perspective concentrates
on  observable  behaviors  and  the
environmental  factors  that  reinforce
them.  Phobias,  for  instance,  may
develop  through  classical  conditioning,
while depression can result from a lack
of  positive  reinforcement.  Treatment
typically  involves  exposure  therapy,
behavioral  activation,  and  contingency
management.  This  approach  is  highly
structured and empirically supported for
conditions  like  anxiety  disorders  and
substance use disorders.
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Cognitive
Perspective
The cognitive perspective examines how
thoughts,  beliefs,  and  interpretations
influence  emotions  and  behaviors.
Cogn i t ive  d is tor t ions ,  such  as
catastrophizing  or  all-or-nothing
thinking, are common in depression and
anxiety. Cognitive-behavioral therapy, or
CBT,  helps  individuals  identify  and
restructure  these  maladaptive  thought
patterns.  CBT  is  one  of  the  most
extensively  researched  and  effective
t reatments  for  a  w ide  range  o f
psychological  disorders.

Sociocultural
Perspective
The  soc iocu l tura l  perspect ive
emphasizes the role of  family,  culture,
socioeconomic  status,  and  social
environment  in  mental  health.  Stigma,
discrimination,  poverty,  and  lack  of
access  to  care  can  contribute  to  the
development  and  maintenance  of
psychological  disorders.  Culturally
competent  clinicians  consider  these
factors  when  making  a  diagnosis  and
planning treatment.  The DSM-5 update
includes expanded sections on cultural
formulation to help clinicians understand
how  culture  influences  symptom
presentation.
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THE DSM-5 UPDATE: WHAT
CHANGED AND WHY IT MATTERS

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, first published in 1952,
has undergone numerous revisions. The
DSM-5, released in 2013, represented a
major  shift  from  its  predecessor,  the
DSM-IV-TR. The DSM-5-TR, published in
2022,  further  refined  criteria  and
incorporated  new  research.

Key Changes in
the DSM-5 and

DSM-5-TR
Dimensional assessment: The
DSM-5 moved away from a purely
categorical approach. Clinicians
now rate symptom severity on a
scale, allowing for a more nuanced
understanding of where a patient
falls on a spectrum.
Reorganization of disorders:
Disorders are now grouped by
underlying similarities rather than
purely by symptoms. For example,
obsessive-compulsive and related
disorders are now a separate
category.
Changes to specific disorders:
Autism spectrum disorder replaced
separate diagnoses of autistic



8

8 Abnormal Psychology Clinical Perspectives On Psychological Disorders With
Dsm 5 Update

2026-03-30

disorder, Asperger's syndrome,
and pervasive developmental
disorder. Posttraumatic stress
disorder criteria were updated,
and premenstrual dysphoric
disorder was moved from an
appendix to a formal diagnosis.
Cultural considerations: The
DSM-5-TR emphasizes cultural
context, with updated cultural
formulation interviews and greater
attention to how culture influences
symptom expression.
Removal of the bereavement
exclusion: Previously, depression
following a loss was not diagnosed
as major depressive disorder. The
DSM-5 removed this exclusion,
recognizing that grief can trigger a
depressive episode.

What the DSM-5
Update Means
for Clinical
Practice
For  cl inicians,  the  DSM-5  update
provides more precise diagnostic criteria
and encourages  a  holistic  view of  the
patient.  The  dimensional  approach
allows for  tracking changes over  time,
which is particularly useful for treatment
planning  and  outcome  measurement.
The emphasis on cultural context helps
reduce  misdiagnosis  among  diverse
populations. Overall,  the DSM-5 update
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represents  a  s tep  toward  more
personalized  and  culturally  sensitive
mental  health  care.

MAJOR CATEGORIES OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDERS IN
THE DSM-5

The  DSM-5  organizes  psychological
disorders  into  categories  based  on
shared  features.  Understanding  these
categories  is  essential  for  accurate
diagnosis  and  effective  treatment.

Anxiety
Disorders
Anxiety disorders are among the most
common mental health conditions. They

include  generalized  anxiety  disorder,
panic  disorder,  social  anxiety  disorder,
and  specific  phobias.  These  disorders
involve  excessive  fear,  worry,  and
physiological arousal that interfere with
daily  life.  The  DSM-5  distinguishes
between  anxiety  d isorders  and
obsessive-compulsive  and  related
disorders,  as  well  as  trauma-  and
stressor-related  disorders,  which  were
previously classified under anxiety.

Depressive
Disorders
Depressive  disorders  include  major
depressive  disorder,  persistent
depressive  disorder,  and  disruptive
mood dysregulation disorder. Symptoms
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may include persistent sadness, loss of
interest in activities, changes in appetite
or sleep, fatigue, and suicidal thoughts.
The  DSM-5  removed  the  bereavement
exclusion, allowing for earlier diagnosis
and treatment of depression following a
loss.

Bipolar and
Related
Disorders
Bipolar  disorders  are  characterized  by
episodes  of  mania  or  hypomania
alternating  with  depressive  episodes.
The DSM-5 includes  bipolar  I  disorder,
bipolar  II  disorder,  and  cyclothymic

disorder.  The  "with  mixed  features"
specifier allows clinicians to note when a
patient  experiences  both  manic  and
depressive  symptoms  simultaneously.

Schizophrenia
Spectrum and
Other Psychotic
Disorders
This  category  includes  schizophrenia,
schizoaffective  disorder,  and  delusional
disorder.  These  conditions  involve
disturbances in thought, perception, and
reality testing. The DSM-5 eliminated the
classic subtypes of schizophrenia, such
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as paranoid and disorganized, in favor of
a  dimensional  approach  that  rates
symptom severity  across  domains  like
hallucinations,  delusions,  and  negative
symptoms.

Personality
Disorders
Personality disorders represent enduring
patterns  of  inner  experience  and
behavior  that  deviate  from  cultural
expectations.  The  DSM-5  lists  ten
specific  personality  disorders  grouped
into  three  clusters:  odd  or  eccentric,
dramatic  or  erratic,  and  anxious  or
fearful. An alternative model in Section
III of the DSM-5 proposes a dimensional
approach  to  personality  disorders,

though the categorical  system remains
the standard for clinical use.

Other Notable
Categories
T h e  D S M - 5  a l s o  i n c l u d e s
neurodevelopmental  disorders,
obsessive-compulsive  and  related
disorders,  trauma-  and  stressor-related
disorders,  eating  disorders,  sleep-wake
disorders,  substance-related  and
addictive disorders,  and neurocognitive
disorders.  Each  category  has  its  own
diagnostic  criteria  and  treatment
considerations.

CLINICAL ASSESSMENT AND
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DIAGNOSIS

Accurate assessment is the cornerstone
of  effective  treatment.  Clinicians  use  a
variety  of  tools  to  gather  information
about a patient's symptoms, history, and
functioning.  The  clinical  interview
remains  the  primary  method,  but
structured  interviews,  self-report
quest ionnaires,  and  behavioral
observations  also  play  a  role.
The  DSM-5  provides  diagnostic  criteria
for  each  disorder,  but  clinicians  must
also  consider  differential  diagnosis,
ruling  out  other  conditions  that  may
present with similar symptoms. Cultural
formulation is another key step, ensuring
that  behaviors  are  not  pathologized
when  they  are  normative  within  a
patient's  cultural  background.

With  the  DSM-5  update,  clinicians  can
use  specifiers  and  severity  ratings  to
provide a more detailed picture of the
patient's condition. This allows for more
targeted treatment planning and better
communication  among  healthcare
providers.

TREATMENT APPROACHES IN
ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY

Treatment  for  psychological  disorders
varies based on the diagnosis, severity,
and  individual  patient  factors.  An
integrative  approach  often  yields  the
best outcomes.
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Psychotherapy
Psychotherapy,  or  talk  therapy,
encompasses  a  range  of  modalities.
Cognitive-behavioral  therapy  is  highly
effective  for  anxiety,  depression,  and
many  other  conditions.  Psychodynamic
therapy  addresses  deeper  unconscious
conflicts.  Dialectical  behavior  therapy
was developed for borderline personality
disorder.  Acceptance  and  commitment
therapy  emphasizes  mindfulness  and
values-based  action.  The  choice  of
therapy depends on the patient's needs
and the clinician's expertise.

Pharmacotherap
y
Medications  play  a  crucial  role  in
managing many psychological disorders.
Ant idepressants ,  ant i -anx iety
medicat ions,  mood  stabi l izers ,
antipsychotics,  and  stimulants  are
commonly prescribed. Pharmacotherapy
is  often  combined  with  psychotherapy
for  optimal  results.  Clinicians  must
monitor  side  effects  and  adjust  dosages
as needed.

Integrative and
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Emerging
Approaches
Many  patients  benefit  from  a
combination  of  treatments.  Lifestyle
interventions,  including  exercise,
nutrition, and sleep hygiene, can support
mental  health.  Emerging  treatments
such  as  t ranscran ia l  magnet ic
stimulation,  ketamine  therapy,  and
psychedelic-assisted  therapy  show
promise  for  treatment-resistant
conditions.  The  field  of  abnormal
psychology continues to evolve as new
research emerges.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN

ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY

Working  with  individuals  who  have
psychological disorders requires a strong
ethical  foundation.  Informed  consent,
confidentiality,  and  cultural  competence
are essential. Clinicians must be aware
of their own biases and avoid imposing
personal values on patients. The DSM-5
update  includes  guidelines  for  cultural
formulation to help reduce disparities in
diagnosis and treatment.
Another  ethical  consideration  is  the
potential  for  stigma.  Labels  can  be
helpful for accessing treatment, but they
can also lead to discrimination and self-
stigma.  Clinicians  must  use  diagnoses
thoughtfully,  emphasizing  that  a
diagnosis  describes  a  condition,  not  a
person.  The  field  continues  to  advocate
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for  mental  health  parity  and  greater
access to care for all individuals.

CONCLUSION

Abnormal  psychology  offers  a  window
in to  the  most  cha l leng ing  and

fasc ina t ing  aspec ts  o f  human
experience.  Clinical  perspectives  on
psychological  disorders  have  evolved
from  superstition  to  science,  and  the
DSM-5  update  represents  the  latest
chapter


