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Abnormal Psychology 
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  ABSTRACT 
Abnormal psychology is the branch of psychology that studies unusual patterns of behavior, 

emotion and thought, which may or may not be understood as precipitating a mental 

disorder. Although many behaviors could be considered as abnormal, this branch of 

psychology generally deals with behavior in a clinical context. There is a long history of 

attempts to understand and control behavior deemed to be aberrant or deviant (statistically, 

morally or in some other sense), and there is often cultural variation in the approach taken. 

Keywords: Psychopathology, Psychiatry, Human Behavior, Therapies, 

Deinstitutionalisation. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The field of abnormal psychology identifies multiple causes for different conditions, employing 

diverse theories from the general field of psychology and elsewhere, and much still hinges on 

what exactly is meant by "abnormal". There has traditionally been a divide between 

psychological and biological explanations, reflecting a philosophical dualism in regard to the 

mind body problem. There have also been different approaches in trying to classify mental 

disorders. Abnormal includes three different categories; they are subnormal, supernormal and 

paranormal.  

The science of abnormal psychology studies two types of behaviors: adaptive and maladaptive 

behaviors. Behaviors that are maladaptive suggest that some problem(s) exist, and can also 

imply that the individual is vulnerable and cannot cope with environmental stress, which is 

leading them to have problems functioning in daily life. 

Clinical psychology is the applied field of psychology that seeks to assess, understand and treat 

psychological conditions in clinical practice. The theoretical field known as 'abnormal 

psychology' may form a backdrop to such work, but clinical psychologists in the current field 

are unlikely to use the term 'abnormal' in reference to their practice. Psychopathology is a 

similar term to abnormal psychology but has more of an implication of an underlying pathology 

(disease process), and as such is a term more commonly used in the medical specialty known 

as psychiatry. Throughout time, societies have proposed several explanations of abnormal 
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behavior within human beings. Beginning in some hunter-gatherer societies, animists have 

believed that people demonstrating abnormal behavior is possessed by malevolent spirits. This 

idea has been associated with trepanation, the practice of cutting a hole into the individual's 

skull in order to release the malevolent spirits. 

II. HISTORY OF ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Although it has been difficult to define abnormal psychology, one definition includes 

characteristics such as statistical infrequency. A more formalized response to spiritual beliefs 

about abnormality is the practice of exorcism. Performed by religious authorities, exorcism is 

thought of as another way to release evil spirits who cause pathological behavior within the 

person. In some instances, individuals exhibit in unusual thoughts or behaviors have been exiled 

from society or worse. Perceived witchcraft, for example has been punished by death. 

(A) Asylums 

The act of placing mentally ill individuals in a separate facility known as an asylum dates to 

1547, when King Henry VIII of England established the St. Mary of Bethelem asylum in 

London. This hospital, nicknamed Bedlam, was famous for its deplorable conditions.[6] 

Asylums remained popular throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance era. These early 

asylums were often in miserable conditions. Patients were seen as a “burden” to society and 

locked away and treated almost as beasts to be dealt with rather than patients needing treatment. 

However, many of the patients received helpful medical treatment.  

(B) Continuing institutionalization 

Institutionalization would continue to improve throughout the 19th and 20th century due to 

work of many humanitarians such as Dorethea Dix, and the mental hygiene movement which 

promoted the physical well-being of the mental patients. "Dix more than any other figure in the 

nineteenth century, made people in America and virtually all of Europe aware that the insane 

were being subjected to incredible abuses."[7] Through this movement millions of dollars were 

raised to build new institutions to house the mentally ill. Mental hospitals began to grow 

substantially in numbers during the 20th century as care for the mentally ill increased in them.  

Things began to change in the year 1946 when Mary Jane Ward published the influential book 

titled “The Snake Pit” which was made into a popular movie of the same name. The book called 

attention to the conditions which mental patients faced and helped to spark concern in the 

general public to create more humane mental health care in these overcrowded hospitals.  
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(C) Deinstitutionalization 

In the late twentieth century however, the public view on the mentally ill was no longer in such 

a positive light. A large number of mental hospitals ended up closing down due to lack of 

funding and overpopulation. In England for example only 14 of the 130 psychiatric institutions 

that had been created in the early 20th century remained open at the start of the 21st century.[8] 

In 1963, President John Kennedy launched the community health movement in the United 

States as a "bold new approach" to mental health care, aimed at coordinating mental health 

services for citizens in mental health centers. 

III. EXPLAINING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR 

People have tried to explain and control abnormal behavior for thousands of years. Historically, 

there have been three main approaches to abnormal behavior: the supernatural ,biological, and 

psychological traditions. Abnormal psychology revolves around two major paradigms for 

explaining mental disorders, the psychological paradigm and thebiological paradigm. The 

psychological paradigm focuses more on the humanistic, cognitive and behavioral causes and 

effects of psychopathology. The biological paradigm includes the theories that focus more on 

physical factors, such as genetics and neurochemistry. 

(A) Supernatural explanations 

In the supernatural tradition, also called the demonological method, abnormal behaviors are 

attributed to agents outside human bodies. According to this model, abnormal behaviors are 

caused by demons, spirits, or the influences of moon, planets, and stars. During the Stone Age, 

repining was performed on those who had mental illness to literally cut the evil spirits out of 

the victim's head. Conversely, Ancient Chinese, Ancient Egyptians, and Hebrews, believed that 

these were evil demons or spirits and advocated exorcism. By the time of the Greeks and 

Romans, mental illnesses were thought to be caused by an imbalance of the four humors, leading 

to draining of fluids from the brain. During the Medieval period, many Europeans believed that 

the power of witches, demons, and spirits caused abnormal behaviors. People with 

psychological disorders were thought to be possessed by evil spirits that had to be exorcised 

through religious rituals. This tradition is still alive today. Some people, especially in the 

developing countries and some followers of religious sects in the developed countries, continue 

to believe that supernatural powers influence human behaviors. In Western academia, the 

supernatural tradition has been largely replaced by the biological and psychological traditions. 
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(B) Biological explanations 

In the biological tradition, psychological disorders are attributed to biological causes and in the 

psychological tradition, disorders are attributed to faulty psychological development and to 

social context.[16] The medical or biological perspective holds the belief that most or all 

abnormal behavior can be attributed to a medical factor; assuming all psychological disorders 

are diseases. Medical: The medical approach to abnormal psychology focuses on the biological 

causes on mental illness. This perspective emphasizes understanding the underlying cause of 

disorders, which might include genetic inheritance, related physical disorders, infections and 

chemical imbalances. Medical treatments are often pharmacological in nature, although 

medication is often used in conjunction with some other type of psychotherapy 

(C) Psychological explanations 

Behavioral: The behavioral approach to abnormal psychology focuses on observable behaviors. 

In behavioral therapy, the focus is on reinforcing positive behaviors and not reinforcing 

maladaptive behaviors. This approach targets only the behavior itself, not the underlying causes. 

IV. MULTIPLE CAUSALITY 

The number of different theoretical perspectives in the field of psychological abnormality has 

made it difficult to properly explain psychopathology. The attempt to explain all mental 

disorders with the same theory leads to reductionism (explaining a disorder or other complex 

phenomena using only a single idea or perspective). Most mental disorders are composed of 

several factors, which is why one must take into account several theoretical perspectives when 

attempting to diagnose or explain a particular behavioral abnormality or mental disorder. 

Explaining mental disorders with a combination of theoretical perspectives is known as multiple 

causality. 

The diathesis–stress model emphasizes the importance of applying multiple causality to 

psychopathology by stressing that disorder are caused by both precipitating causes and 

predisposing causes. A precipitating cause is an immediate trigger that instigates a person's 

action or behavior. A predisposing cause is an underlying factor that interacts with the 

immediate factors to result in a disorder. Both causes play a key role in the development of a 

psychological disorder. 

V. RECENT CONCEPTS OF ABNORMALITY 

• Statistical abnormality – when a certain behavior/characteristic is relevant to a low 

percentage of the population. However, this does not necessarily mean that such individuals are 
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suffering from mental illness (for example, statistical abnormalities such as extreme 

wealth/attractiveness) 

• Psychometric abnormality – when a certain behavior/characteristic differs from the 

population's normal dispersion e.g. having an IQ of 35 could be classified as abnormal, as the 

population average is 100. However, this does not specify a particular mental illness. 

• Deviant behavior – this is not always a sign of mental illness, as mental illness can 

occur without deviant behavior, and such behavior may occur in the absence of mental illness. 

Combinations – including distress, dysfunction, distorted psychological processes, 

inappropriate responses in given situations and causing/risking harm to oneself. 

(A) Approaches 

• Somatogenic – abnormality is seen as a result of biological disorders in the brain. This 

approach has led to the development of radical biological treatments, e.g. lobotomy. 

• Psychogenic – abnormality is caused by psychological problems. Psychoanalytic 

(Freud), Cathartic, Hypnotic and Humanistic Psychology (Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow) 

treatments were all derived from this paradigm. This approach has, as well, led to some esoteric 

treatments: Franz Mesmer used to place his patients in a darkened room with music playing, 

then enter it wearing a flamboyant outfit and poke the "infected" body areas with a stick. 

(B) Classification 

DSM-5The standard abnormal psychology and psychiatry reference book in North America is 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association. The current 

version of the book is known as DSM-5. It lists a set of disorders and provides detailed 

descriptions on what constitutes a disorder such as Major Depressive Disorder or anxiety 

disorder. It also gives general descriptions of how frequently the disorder occurs in the general 

population. 

The major international oncologic system for the classification of mental disorders can be found 

in the most recent version of the International Classification of Diseases, 10th revision (ICD-

10). The ICD-10 has been used by World Health Organization (WHO) Member States since 

1994. Chapter five covers some 300 mental and behavioral disorders.  

(C) Perspectives of Abnormal psychology: 

a. Genetics 

Investigated through family studies, mainly of monozygotic (identical) and dizygotic (fraternal) 
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twins, often in the context of adoption. Monozygotic twins should be more likely than dizygotic 

twins to have the same disorder because they share 100% of their genetic material, whereas 

dizygotic twins share only 50%. For many disorders, this is exactly what research shows. But 

given that monozygotic twins share 100% of their genetic material, it may be expected of them 

to have the same disorders 100% of the time, but in fact they have the same disorders only about 

50% of the time. These studies allow calculation of a heritability coefficient. 

b. Biological causal factors 

• Neurotransmitter [imbalances of neurotransmitters like nor epinephrine, dopamine, 

serotonin and GABA (Gamma amino-butyric acid)] and hormonal imbalances in the 

brain 

• Genetic vulnerabilities 

• Constitutional liabilities [physical handicaps and temperament] 

• Brain dysfunction and neural plasticity 

• Physical deprivation or disruption [deprivation of basic physiological needs] 

c. Socio-cultural factors 

• Effects of urban/rural dwelling, gender and minority status on state of mind 

d. Systemic factors 

• Family systems 

• Negatively Expressed Emotion playing a part in schizophrenic relapse and anorexia 

nervosa. 

e. Bio-psychosocial factors 

• Illness dependent on stress "triggers". 

(D) Therapies 

Psychoanalytic theory is heavily based on the theory of the neurologist Sigmund Freud. These 

ideas often represented repressed emotions and memories from a patient's childhood. According 

to psychoanalytic theory, these repressions cause the disturbances that people experience in 

their daily lives and by finding the source of these disturbances, one should be able to eliminate 

the disturbance itself. This is accomplished by a variety of methods, with some popular ones 

being free association, hypnosis, and insight. The goal of these methods is to induce a catharsis 

or emotional release in the patient which should indicate that the source of the problem has been 

tapped and it can then be helped. Freud's psychosexual stages also played a key role in this form 
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of therapy; as he would often believe that problems the patient was experiencing were due to 

them becoming stuck or "fixated" in a particular stage. Dreams also played a major role in this 

form of therapy as Freud viewed dreams as a way to gain insight into the unconscious mind. 

VI. CONCLUSION  

Abnormal psychology is branch which deals with the neurotic disorders as well as the behavior 

change that take place in the human population. Also, this can help in the criminology as when 

a criminal commits a crime it can be determined that either it is due to disorder or any other 

abnormal psychology or his own will. But not only crime but also it can help to those infants 

who conceived the disorder from the parent or might be due an unknown factor. This branch 

can help a lot of people. 
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