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index.shtml—you can see the prevalence rates for the major disorders from the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). For example, you will see that the 12-month 
prevalence for general anxiety disorder (GAD) in adults is 3.1%. What this means is that 3.1% 
of the U.S. population during a 12-month period had the disorder. Another type of prevalence 
is referred to as lifetime prevalence. This is the percentage of a specific population that had the 
disorder at some point in their life, even if they no longer show symptoms of the disorder cur-
rently. As would be expected, lifetime prevalence is always larger than the number of individuals 
who have the disorder during a given 12-month period. In the case of GAD, lifetime prevalence 
is 5.7%. Further types of epidemiology data can include prevalence rates of the disorder in terms 
of specific factors such as gender, age, or average age at onset of the disorder. These data are shown 
for GAD in Figure 3.11.

Epidemiological studies also allow us to look at particular populations. For example, we 
could ask what percentage of individuals in prison has a mental disorder. These data were 
collected in 2002 and 2004 and are shown in Figure 3.12. From this graph, it can be seen that 
there are higher rates of inmates with mental disorders in local as compared with federal 
prisons. Although not shown in the graph, in the United States, there are now more than 3 
times more seriously mentally ill individuals in jails and prisons than in hospitals (Torrey, 
Kennard, Eslinger, Lamb, & Pavle, 2010).

Prevalence

•  12-month Prevalence: 3.1% of U.S. adult
    population

• Severe:  32.3% of these cases (e.g., 1.0%
 of U.S. adult population) are classified as
 “severe”
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Demographics
(for lifetime prevalence)

• Sex: Not Reported

• Race: Not Reported

• Age: 

Average Age-of-Onset: 31 years old
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FIGURE 3.11 How Many People in the United States Experience Anxiety?
The graph on the left shows the percentage of the U.S. population that experiences clinically significant anxiety sometime in their 
life, those who have experienced it in the last 12 months, and those who have experienced severe anxiety in the last 12 months. 
The graph on the right shows lifetime prevalence of clinical anxiety in terms of age. These data were published in 2005.

Source: NIH (2005), http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/generalized-anxiety-disorder-among-adults.shtml

lifetime prevalence: the 
percentage of a specific population 
that had the disorder at some 
point in their life, even if they no 
longer show symptoms of the 
disorder currently




