
 

Are your emotional responses normal or
abnormal?

June 25 2015

We all feel emotion, we all get upset, can feel low, angry and overjoyed,
but when do these emotional responses become something of a medical
concern? When are these feelings inappropriate, too intense, or lasting
too long? When is the emotional state you are in classed as depression?
In light of the 5th revision of the influential Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM- 5), where a person can now be
diagnosed as undergoing a "major depressive episode" if showing
depressive symptoms for more than two weeks after bereavement,
leading researchers in a special section of the SAGE journal Emotion
Review argue that we need to take a different approach to diagnosis and
that how we define "normal" emotion should be used to inform clinical
practice.

The DSM- 5 specifies that the clinician should exert judgment when
diagnosing depression after bereavement but the continuum between
what emotional state is normal and what is abnormal makes the process
difficult, especially in the absence of agreed upon criteria. "Over the
millennia scientists from many different disciplines have struggled with
the issue of defining what is normal and what is abnormal or
pathological with respect to human bodily or mental states and human
behaviour", Klaus Scherer and Marc Mehu of the Swiss Center of
Affective Sciences commented. They added:

"Psychiatrists and clinical psychologists are often called upon to reliably
distinguish between normal and abnormal emotions. Increasingly this is
done with the help of diagnostic category systems developed by
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professional associations and health organizations like the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM). In consequence, the
definition of abnormal emotionality proposed by these classification
systems has an extraordinary impact on the diagnosis and treatment of
what is perceived as emotional disorders or disturbances."

In order to combat this and ensure that clinical practice is diagnosing
people with depression correctly, increased interaction between
fundamental emotion research and the training of practitioners in the
area of emotion disorder is needed. Scherer and Mehu emphasise the
importance of understanding the mechanism underlying the triggering of
emotional episodes and the factors that might be responsible for their
potential malfunctioning.

They conclude: "It seems reasonable to assume that better understanding
of the specific psychobiological mechanisms underlying emotional
disorders can potentially lead to new treatments. The contributions in
this special section demonstrate the important role that interdisciplinary
emotion research could play in the understanding and treatment of 
emotional disorders and prepare the ground for future collaboration."
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