Evaluating psychologists’ attempts to define abnormality


Statistical Infrequency 

	Strengths

	Weaknesses

	
· It is useful and is used in clinical practice as it is a relatively quick and easy way to define abnormality.  



	
· There may be social stigma attached to receiving a label e.g. low IQ.

· An infrequent characteristic can be positive e.g. high IQ.

· Some behaviours are common but categorised as a psychological disorder e.g. depression. 

· Need to consider other factors e.g. age. Thumb sucking and bed wetting may be considered statistically normal at age two, but not at age twenty. 

· Statistical frequency is not sufficient as the sole basis for defining abnormality. 







Deviation from Social Norms

	Strengths

	Weaknesses

	
· It is used in clinical practice e.g. to diagnose antisocial personality disorder. 



	
· There is huge variability between social norms in different cultures e.g. someone hearing voices in some cultures marks them out as special in a positive way.

· Potential for unfair labelling and misuse as a form of social control and human rights abuses e.g. drapetomania. 

· To be useful it needs to consider deviation from social norms alongside other criteria e.g. whether it causes harm and distress. 














Failure to Function Adequately

	Strengths

	Weaknesses

	
· Provides a useful threshold which indicates when people need professional help.


	
· It is easy to label non-standard lifestyle choices as abnormal e.g. not having a job. 

· ‘Failure to function’ can be normal in certain circumstances e.g. at times of bereavement. 







Deviation from Ideal Mental Health

	Strengths

	Weaknesses

	
· The checklist is highly comprehensive. This detailed checklist can be used by mental health professionals in their discussions with individuals. 


	
· Culture-bound ideals. The criterion is only really relevant within the context of the culture it was proposed in e.g. self-actualisation would probably be dismissed as self-indulgent in lots of cultures. 

· This sets extremely high standards and so very few people will achieve all the criteria. 




