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Lesson n°3: Mental Health Diagnosis

Overview

A Mental Health Diagnosis is the process by which mental health professionals, such
as psychologists, psychiatrists, and clinical social workers, assess and identify a person’s
mental health condition. This process involves evaluating a person’s symptoms, behaviors,
and experiences to determine if they meet the criteria for a specific mental disorder as defined
by diagnostic manuals like the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, 5th Edition).

A proper diagnosis helps in identifying the nature of the problem and deciding on the most
effective treatment. It’s an essential step in helping individuals receive the right kind of care

and support for their mental health needs.

I. Steps in Mental Health Diagnosis

1. Initial Assessment:

o The first step is usually a comprehensive assessment of the individual’s
mental, emotional, and physical health. This might involve interviews,
questionnaires, and sometimes family or friends' input.

o The clinician will ask about the person’s symptoms, history, and any relevant
life events (e.g., trauma, substance use, major stressors).

2. Clinical Interviews:

o A thorough clinical interview is conducted to understand the individual’s
symptoms in depth. It includes questions about the patient’s thoughts,
emotions, behavior, and how these impact daily functioning.

o The interview may also assess family history and personal background to look
for patterns of mental health issues.

3. Use of Diagnostic Tools:

o Standardized tools such as questionnaires or psychological assessments may

be used. Examples include the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) for

depression or the Hamilton Anxiety Scale for anxiety disorders.
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o The DSM-5 or ICD-10 (International Classification of Diseases) is often used
by clinicians to identify specific disorders based on the symptoms and their
severity.

4. Observation and Monitoring:

o In some cases, clinicians may observe the person’s behavior over time or in
specific environments (e.g., a hospital or therapy sessions) to track how
symptoms change or how they respond to treatment.

5. Physical Exams and Lab Tests:

o Since some mental health conditions can have physical causes, a physical
exam or lab tests (e.g., blood tests, brain imaging) might be conducted to rule
out physical illnesses that could cause psychiatric symptoms, such as thyroid

problems or brain injury.

I1. Diagnostic Criteria: DSM-5

The DSM-5 is the primary guide used by mental health professionals to diagnose mental
health disorders. It contains specific diagnostic criteria for each mental illness. To make a

diagnosis, clinicians typically look for:

e Duration: Symptoms must be present for a certain period of time (e.g., symptoms of
depression must last at least two weeks).

e Severity: The symptoms must interfere significantly with a person’s ability to function
in daily life (e.g., at work, in relationships, etc.).

e Exclusion: The symptoms must not be better explained by other conditions, such as

medical issues or substance use.

I1l.  Common Categories of Mental Health Disorders

1. Mood Disorders:
o Depressive Disorders: Conditions like Major Depressive Disorder (MDD),
Persistent Depressive Disorder (Dysthymia), and Bipolar Disorder.
o Bipolar Disorder: Characterized by extreme mood swings that include

emotional highs (mania) and lows (depression).
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2. Anxiety Disorders:

o

o

o

o

Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD): Excessive and persistent worry.

Panic Disorder: Sudden and unexpected panic attacks.

Social Anxiety Disorder: Intense fear of social situations.

Specific Phobias: An irrational fear of specific objects or situations (e.g.,
heights, animals).

3. Obsessive-Compulsive and Related Disorders:

o

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD): Involves intrusive thoughts
(obsessions) and repetitive behaviors (compulsions).

Hoarding Disorder: Involves difficulty discarding possessions, leading to
clutter.

4. Psychotic Disorders:

o

Schizophrenia: Characterized by hallucinations, delusions, and disorganized

thinking.

5. Neurodevelopmental Disorders:

o

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): A developmental disorder affecting
communication, behavior, and social interaction.
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Marked by inattention,
impulsivity, and hyperactivity.

6. Personality Disorders:

o

Borderline Personality Disorder: Characterized by unstable moods, self-
image, and relationships.

Antisocial Personality Disorder: A disregard for others' rights and a lack of
empathy.

Narcissistic Personality Disorder: A pattern of grandiosity, need for

admiration, and lack of empathy.

7. Eating Disorders:

o

Anorexia Nervosa: A restrictive eating disorder marked by an intense fear of

gaining weight.
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o Bulimia Nervosa: Binge eating followed by compensatory behaviors like
purging.
o Binge Eating Disorder: Involves frequent episodes of eating large amounts of

food without control.

. Trauma and Stressor-Related Disorders:

o Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Develops after exposure to a
traumatic event, characterized by flashbacks, nightmares, and emotional
numbness.

o Acute Stress Disorder: Similar to PTSD but occurs in the first month after a
traumatic event.

Substance-Related and Addictive Disorders:

o Includes alcohol use disorder, drug use disorders, and gambling disorder.

Challenges in Mental Health Diagnosis

Overlap of Symptoms: Many mental health conditions share similar symptoms (e.g.,
fatigue, irritability, trouble sleeping), making it difficult to distinguish between them.
This is why comprehensive assessments are essential.

Cultural and Social Factors: A person's cultural background, social environment, and
experiences can influence how they express symptoms. For example, depression might
manifest differently in different cultures or communities.

Stigma: The stigma around mental health can sometimes discourage individuals from
seeking help, making it harder to obtain an accurate diagnosis early on.

Co-occurring Disorders: Some individuals may have more than one mental health
disorder simultaneously, known as comorbidity. For example, someone with
depression might also have anxiety or substance abuse issues. This complicates

diagnosis and treatment.
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