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major depressive disorder 
(MDD): a mood disorder 
characterized by depressed mood 
for at least 2 weeks in which 
one feels sad or empty without 
any sense of pleasure in one’s 
activities

Abraham Lincoln, famous for his 
“melancholy,” suffered from what 
we now call clinical depression.

Major Depressive Disorder
With major depressive disorder (MDD), a person feels sad and empty and maybe displays an 
irritable mood. These feelings may include hopelessness and be experienced over a number of 
days. Body experiences such as difficulty sleeping and eating are also common. As noted in the 
quote from the Russian writer Leo Tolstoy at the beginning of this chapter, he experienced his 
depression as though his life was coming to a standstill and felt that everything he undertook 
would fail. In this section, I will discuss the characteristics of depression and present research 
describing the underlying causes.

Characteristics and Symptoms of Major Depressive Disorder
Today, MDD is one of the most commonly diagnosed mental disorders among adults and 
is estimated to be found in about 13 million adult Americans during the preceding 12 months 
(Kessler & Wang, 2009). DSM–5 distinguishes between a single depressive episode and MDD, 
in which there are recurrent depressive episodes interspersed with at least 2-month periods 
without depression. The DSM–5 criteria for the major depressive episode itself are the same as 
those for MDD. These criteria note that significant losses such as bereavement, financial ruin, 
and natural disaster may trigger symptoms that resemble a depressive episode including feelings 

TABLE 6.3 DSM–5 Diagnostic Criteria for Major Depressive Disorder

A.	 Five (or more) of the following symptoms have been present during the same 2-week period and represent a change 
from previous functioning; at least one of the symptoms is either (1) depressed mood or (2) loss of interest or 
pleasure.

Note: Do not include symptoms that are clearly attributable to another medical condition.

1.	 Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day, as indicated by either subjective report (e.g., feels sad, empty, 
or hopeless) or observation made by others (e.g., appears tearful). Note: In children and adolescents, can be 
irritable mood.

2.	 Markedly diminished interest or pleasure in all, or almost all, activities most of the day, nearly every day (as 
indicated by either subjective account or observation).

3.	 Significant weight loss when not dieting or weight gain (e.g., a change of more than 5% of body weight in a 
month), or decrease or increase in appetite nearly every day. (Note: In children, consider failure to make expected 
weight gain.)

4.	 Insomnia or hypersomnia nearly every day.

5.	 Psychomotor agitation or retardation nearly every day (observable by others, not merely subjective feelings of 
restlessness or being slowed down).

6.	 Fatigue or loss of energy nearly every day.

7.	 Feelings of worthlessness or excessive or inappropriate guilt (which may be delusional) nearly every day (not 
merely self-reproach or guilt about being sick).

8.	 Diminished ability to think or concentrate, or indecisiveness, nearly every day (either by subjective account or as 
observed by others).

9.	 Recurrent thoughts of death (not just fear of dying), recurrent suicidal ideation without a specific plan, or a suicide 
attempt or a specific plan for committing suicide.

B.	 The symptoms cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of 
functioning.

C.	 The episode is not attributable to the direct physiological effects of a substance or another medical condition.

Source: Reprinted with permission from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (Copyright 2013). American 
Psychiatric Association. All Rights Reserved.
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