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Initial Assessment and the Mental Status Exam
As a clinician, people come to see you in a variety of ways. Some people set up an 
appointment and tell you about how they are feeling distressed. They may tell you 
about feeling anxious or sad. If you work in a hospital, people may be brought to you 
by others who are concerned by the behaviors they display or the experiences they 
describe. As a clinician, it is your job to make sense of the information you are given. 
The first task is that of assessment.

Psychological assessment is simply the process of gathering information about 
a person so that you can make a clinical decision about that person’s symptoms. In 
the process, you may create a variety of hypotheses about the possible causes of the 
symptoms. Had the person taken drugs that were causing the behavior? Did the per-
son suffer a negative experience such as being robbed or raped? Is the behavior part of 
an underlying physical or mental disorder? Part of the task of the clinical assessment 
is to gather data necessary to rule out or support the possible causes of the symptoms.

The Clinical Interview
Most mental health professionals use a clinical interview to initially gather informa-
tion concerning the status of an individual with whom they are working. Since the 
interview is also an interaction between two people, it is a chance for the professional 
to establish rapport, which will lead to more complete information. The information 
gained from this interview includes not only the individual’s present symptoms but 
also the social and cultural context in which these symptoms appear. This context includes the 
individual’s social support, family relationships, and connections within his or her community. It 
is also important to assess the individual’s attitudes, emotions, and experiences of others in his or 
her world. The clinical interview further offers the opportunity to assess the current ability of the 
individual to care for him- or herself.

Overall, the major areas of consideration in a clinical interview are (1) the current areas of dis-
tress and their history; (2) any past mental health problems; (3) social history including social sup-
port; (4) the manner in which cultural factors may influence the current condition; and (5) any way 
in which previous family, medical, or psychological factors may influence the current situation.

The Mental Status Exam
Throughout the world, the clinical interview has been organized into major categories 
and referred to as the mental status exam. This exam is often given quickly to gain initial 
information.

The first major category of the exam is the individual’s appearance and behavior. In the 
report, the mental health professional would note such factors as the individual’s clothing, 
grooming, and posture. Motor activity, such as slow movements, may be part of a later diagnosis 
of depression, whereas quick, abrupt movements may be associated with mania.

The second major category of the exam is mood and affect. Affect refers to the emotions that 
the individual is expressing during the interview. The person might seem happy or sad. The pro-
fessional might note that the person laughs or cries in describing situations, where other individu-
als would not laugh or cry. Such affect would be described as inappropriate. It should also be noted 
if the individual shows no affect when describing situations such as receiving a large raise in pay 
or losing a friend, where others would be happy or sad. Such affect is said to be flat. Mood, as com-
pared with present affect, is more long term. To assess this, the professional notes how the indi-
vidual reports he or she has been feeling recently. Has the individual been feeling blue or angry?

The next category is speech quality. Here, the professional notes the manner in which an 
individual speaks. Is the person speaking quickly or very slowly? Does the person’s manner of 

psychological assessment: the 
process of gathering information 
about a person so that you can 
make a clinical decision about that 
person’s symptoms

mental status exam: clinical 
interview organized into major 
categories designed to determine 
a person’s cognitive processes

During the clinical interview, mental health 
professionals gather information about the 
status of an individual they are working with.
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