
Abnormal Psychology 
 

Introduction to models of abnormality 

What is abnormal psychology? 

 Psychology = scientific study of behaviour, emotion and cognition (understand and explain 

why we behave, think and feel the way that we do) 

 Abnormal psychology = scientific study of abnormal behaviour, emotion and cognition 

 When we try to understand abnormal thinking, behaviours and emotions, we use the 

empirical method 

 Evolution of diagnostic manuals is on-going 

 200 years behind medicine in diagnosis of mental disorders 

 Still trying to understand symptoms and follow evolution of mental disorders and abnormal 

psychology 

 Empirical method used at different levels: 

1. Description 

 Classification 

 Important to be able to differentiate between normal and abnormal 

behaviour 

 Diagnosis 

 Differentiate between various anxiety disorders 

2. Causation (bio-psycho-social) 

 Dominant model – combination of biological, psychological and social factors 

responsible for abnormal/normal psychology 

 Example: socio-economic factors – more availability to resources, help 

education are less likely to develop mental disorders, different beliefs 

(psychological factors, development), biological vulnerability (e.g. anxiety is 

common in family) all work together to develop disorder 

3. Treatment 

 We need to know diagnosis and causation to effectively treat disorder (e.g. if 

biological factor is responsible, treat it biologically), if social factor, such as 

poverty, target poverty) 

 Try to understand diagnosis and causation, to prevent continuing treatment 

methods that do not properly treat patients, or make conditions worse 

What is ‘abnormal’? What is normal? Lack of consensus 

 Neither rarity, unacceptability, cause of distress, or dysfunctionality are sufficient enough to 

define abnormality 

 Anxiety causes distress, making individuals avoid things thy love and give them pleasure 

– social interactions and relationships 



 Manic episodes – those who experience them do not experience ‘distress’, they feel 

‘electric’ and ‘good’, but it is still 

considered a symptom of 

abnormality 

 ADHD (dysfunctional) – difficult 

to function in normal school 

environment, unable to focus 

and engage (necessary for 

school) – would it still be 

dysfunctional if the child was not 

required to go to school? 

 


