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interventions based on a  
personalized approach to the 
diverse needs and circum-
stances of people with mental 
illnesses, and (4) strengthen 
the public health impact of 
NIMH-supported research 
by focusing on dissemina-
tion science and disparities in 
care. (Insel, 2009, p. 128)

As can be seen, the objectives are 
designed to identify the manner in 
which brain processes are involved in 
a specific disorder, to better describe 
the course of a mental disorder includ-
ing when the first signs appear—even if 
abnormal processes are not yet seen—
so as to use this knowledge to create a 
treatment related to a given individual, 

and to make these treatments available to all members of society. Thus, traditional neuroscience 
perspectives that reflect action on the level of genetics, the neuron, and neural networks are inte-
grated with research perspectives related to more system-level cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral processes. See LENS: Assessment, Classification, and Clinical Practice: The RDoC Alternative 
to the DSM later in this chapter for a discussion of the Research Domain Criteria (RDoC) 
approach that is being explored by NIMH.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• Why is the reliability of diagnosis an important aspect of psychological treatment?
•• What does it mean that mental disorders can be described in both a categorical and a 

dimensional manner?
•• Why is comorbidity of psychological disorders an important consideration? Discuss some of the 

advantages of including underlying processes in the study of psychopathology.
•• Identify three specific ways in which neuroscience approaches have been utilized to classify 

mental illness and inform its treatment.

Classification Systems for Mental Disorders
Classification is a way to name, organize, and categorize the diversity of symptoms seen in men-
tal disorders. Blashfield and Draguns (1976; see also Blashfield, Flanagan, & Raley, 2010) suggest 
five different purposes of classification:

1.	 As a nomenclature—The purpose here, in giving a name to a disorder, is to present a 
way for mental health professionals to describe and discuss the clients they see.

2.	 As a basis of information retrieval—Classifying disorders allows for individuals who 
may not be professionals to search for information concerning mental disorders.

3.	 As a descriptive system—The name of the disorder summarizes the behaviors, 
thoughts, and emotions of individuals with the disorder.

4.	 As a predictive system—In this case, the classification allows one to know the course 
of the disorder if untreated and particular treatments that may be effective.

Former director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), Dr. Alan I. Leshner, discusses 
PET scans showing brain activity before and after use of the drug MDMA (ecstasy).

classification: in 
psychopathology, a way to name, 
organize, and categorize the 
collections of symptoms seen in 
mental disorders
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