CRITERIA FOR ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR

CRITERIA FOR ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR ARE COMPLEX AND MULTIFACETED, OFTEN LEADING TO SIGNIFICANT DISTRESS OR IMPAIRMENT
IN AN INDIVIDUAL'S LIFE. UNDERSTANDING THESE CRITERIA IS CRUCIAL FOR ACCURATE ASSESSMENT, DIAGNOSIS, AND EFFECTIVE
INTERVENTION WITHIN PSYCHOLOGY AND MENTAL HEALTH FIELDS. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE VARIOUS DIMENSIONS USED TO
DEFINE AND IDENTIFY WHAT CONSTITUTES ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR, EXPLORING KEY PERSPECTIVES AND PRACTICAL
CONSIDERATIONS. WE WILL EXAMINE STATISTICAL DEVIATION, DEVIATION FROM SOCIAL NORMS, MALADAPTIVENESS, SUBJECTIVE
DISTRESS, AND BIOLOGICAL OR PSYCHOLOGICAL DYSFUNCTION AS PRIMARY BENCHMARKS. FURTHERMORE, WE'LL DISCUSS THE
SUBJECTIVE NATURE OF THESE CRITERIA, THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURAL CONTEXT, AND THE POTENTIAL FOR
OVERSIMPLIFICATION. NAVIGATING THESE INDICATORS HELPS MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS AND CONCERNED INDIVIDUALS GAIN
CLARITY ON A TOPIC THAT PROFOUNDLY IMPACTS WELL-BEING AND SOCIETAL UNDERSTANDING.
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UUNDERSTANDING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR

W/HEN WE TALK ABOUT ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR, WE'RE ESSENTIALLY DISCUSSING ACTIONS, THOUGHTS, AND EMOTIONAL
RESPONSES THAT FALL OUTSIDE THE TYPICAL RANGE OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE. |T'S NOT SIMPLY ABOUT BEING QUIRKY OR
UNUSUAL; RATHER, IT OFTEN INVOLVES PATTERNS THAT ARE DISTRESSING, DISRUPTIVE, OR POSE A RISK TO ONESELF OR
OTHERS. DEFINING ABNORMALITY ISN'T AS STRAIGHTFORWARD AS DRAWING A LINE IN THE SAND, IT'S MORE LIKE NAVIGATING A
SPECTRUM WITH VARIOUS SHADES OF GRAY. THIS CONCEPT HAS EVOLVED SIGNIFICANTLY OVER TIME, MOVING AWAY FROM
PURELY MORALISTIC OR SUPERNATURAL EXPLANATIONS TOWARDS MORE SCIENTIFICALLY GROUNDED APPROACHES.

THE JOURNEY TO UNDERSTAND WHAT MAKES BEHAVIOR " ABNORMAL" INVOLVES CONSIDERING SEVERAL KEY PERSPECTIVES. EACH
OFFERS A DIFFERENT LENS THROUGH WHICH TO VIEW AND EVALUATE HUMAN CONDUCT. THESE PERSPECTIVES ARE NOT
MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE, THEY OFTEN OVERLAP AND INFORM ONE ANOTHER. For INSTANCE, A BEHAVIOR THAT IS STATISTICALLY
RARE MIGHT ALSO BE CONSIDERED MALADAPTIVE OR DEVIATE FROM SOCIAL NORMS. UNDERSTANDING THESE VARIOUS FACETS IS
THE FIRST STEP IN RECOGNIZING PATTERNS THAT MAY REQUIRE PROFESSIONAL ATTENTION.

STATISTICAL DEVIATION AS A CRITERION

ONE OF THE OLDEST AND MOST INTUITIVE WAYS TO CONCEPTUALIZE ABNORMALITY IS THROUGH STATISTICAL DEVIATION. THE
CORE IDEA HERE IS THAT ANY BEHAVIOR OR CHARACTERISTIC THAT IS STATISTICALLY RARE OR INFREQUENT WITHIN A GIVEN
POPULATION CAN BE CONSIDERED ABNORMAL. THINK OF IT LIKE A BELL CURVE — MOST PEOPLE FALL SOMEWHERE IN THE MIDDLE,
WHILE THOSE AT THE EXTREME ENDS, WHETHER VERY HIGH OR VERY LOW ON A PARTICULAR TRAIT OR BEHAVIOR, ARE
CONSIDERED OUTLIERS. FOR EXAMPLE, AN EXCEPTIONALLY HIGH |Q IS STATISTICALLY ABNORMAL, BUT WE DON'T TYPICALLY
LABEL IT AS A DISORDER. THIS HIGHLIGHTS A CRUCIAL NUANCE: STATISTICAL RARITY ALONE IS NOT SUFFICIENT TO DEFINE
ABNORMALITY IN A CLINICAL SENSE.

HO\X/EVER/ WHEN THIS STATISTICAL RARITY IS ASSOCIATED WITH NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES OR SIGNIFICANT DISTRESS, IT
BECOMES A MORE POTENT INDICATOR. FOR INSTANCE, EXTREMELY LOW SOCIAL INTERACTION, WHILE STATISTICALLY RARE IN
MANY SOCIETIES, CAN BECOME A SIGNIFICANT CONCERN IF IT LEADS TO ISOLATION AND SUFFERING. THIS CRITERION IS OFTEN A
STARTING POINT FOR IDENTIFYING POTENTIAL AREAS OF CONCERN, PROMPTING FURTHER INVESTIGATION INTO OTHER ASPECTS OF



BEHAVIOR AND ITS IMPACT. IT's A QUANTITATIVE MEASURE, BUT ITS INTERPRETATION REQUIRES QUALITATIVE CONTEXT.

DevIATION FROM SociAL NOrRMS

HUMAN SOCIETIES ARE BUILT ON A FOUNDATION OF UNWRITTEN RULES AND EXPECTATIONS, KNOWN AS SOCIAL NORMS. THESE
NORMS DICTATE WHAT IS CONSIDERED ACCEPTABLE, APPROPRIATE, AND EXPECTED BEHAVIOR WITHIN A PARTICULAR CULTURE
AND CONTEXT. W/HEN AN INDIVIDUAL'S BEHAVIOR SIGNIFICANTLY DEPARTS FROM THESE ESTABLISHED NORMS, IT CAN BE
PERCEIVED AS ABNORMAL. FOR EXAMPLE, PUBLIC NUDITY IN MOST W/ESTERN CULTURES IS A CLEAR DEVIATION FROM SOCIAL
NORMS AND WOULD LIKELY BE CONSIDERED ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR. SIMILARLY, EXTREME AGGRESSION OR INCESSANT, NONSENSICAL
TALK IN PUBLIC SPACES WOULD ALSO STAND OUT.

THE CHALLENGE WITH THIS CRITERION LIES IN ITS SUBJECTIVITY AND CULTURAL RELATIVITY. WHAT IS CONSIDERED NORMAL IN
ONE CULTURE OR SUBCULTURE MIGHT BE HIGHLY ABNORMAL IN ANOTHER. FOR INSTANCE, CERTAIN FORMS OF DIRECT EYE
CONTACT OR PERSONAL SPACE CAN VARY DRAMATICALLY ACROSS DIFFERENT CULTURAL GROUPS. THEREFORE,JUDGING
BEHAVIOR SOLELY ON DEVIATION FROM SOCIAL NORMS REQUIRES A DEEP UNDERSTANDING OF THE SPECIFIC CULTURAL CONTEXT
IN WHICH THE BEHAVIOR OCCURS. WHAT MIGHT BE SEEN AS A SYMPTOM OF A DISORDER IN ONE SETTING COULD BE A CULTURAL
PRACTICE IN ANOTHER, EMPHASIZING THE NEED FOR CROSS-CULTURAL SENSITIVITY.

MALADAPTIVENESS AND FUNCTIONAL IMPAIRMENT

PERHAPS ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL CRITERIA FOR DEFINING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR IS MALADAPTIVENESS, OFTEN MANIFESTED AS
FUNCTIONAL IMPAIRMENT. THIS REFERS TO BEHAVIORS THAT INTERFERE WITH AN INDIVIDUAL'S ABILITY TO FUNCTION
EFFECTIVELY IN DAILY LIFE. THIS IMPAIRMENT CAN AFFECT VARIOUS DOMAINS, INCLUDING WORK, SCHOOL, SOCIAL
RELATIONSHIPS, AND SELF-CARE. IF A PERSON'S ACTIONS OR THOUGHTS PREVENT THEM FROM HOLDING DOWN A JOB, MAINTAINING
MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIPS, OR EVEN ATTENDING TO THEIR BASIC NEEDS, IT’S A STRONG INDICATION OF ABNORMALITY.

MALADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS ARE NOT JUST UNUSUAL; THEY ACTIVELY HINDER A PERSON'S WELL-BEING AND THEIR CAPACITY TO
ADAPT TO THEIR ENVIRONMENT. CONSIDER SOMEONE WHO EXPERIENCES SEVERE SOCIAL ANXIETY TO THE POINT WHERE THEY
CANNOT LEAVE THEIR HOME TO BUY GROCERIES OR INTERACT WITH OTHERS, THIS IS A CLEAR FUNCTIONAL IMPAIRMENT. THiS
CRITERION FOCUSES ON THE PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE BEHAVIOR, ASKING!: IS THIS BEHAVIOR HELPING THE PERSON COPE,
OR IS IT MAKING THEIR LIFE SIGNIFICANTLY MORE DIFFICULT? THE IMPACT ON FUNCTIONING IS OFTEN A PRIMARY DRIVER FOR
SEEKING HELP AND IS A KEY COMPONENT IN DIAGNOSTIC PROCESSES.

SusjecTIVE DISTRESS

ANOTHER SIGNIFICANT FACTOR IN ASSESSING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR IS SUBJECTIVE DISTRESS. THIS REFERS TO THE PERSONAL
FEELINGS OF PAIN, SUFFERING, ANXIETY , DEPRESSION, OR OTHER UNPLEASANT EMOTIONS THAT AN INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCES. IF A
PERSON IS DEEPLY UNHAPPY , \WORRIED, OR TORMENTED BY THEIR OWN THOUGHTS, FEELINGS, OR BEHAVIORS, IT'S A STRONG
SIGNAL THAT SOMETHING MAY BE AMISS. THIS INTERNAL EXPERIENCE IS A CORE COMPONENT OF MANY PSYCHOLOGICAL
DISORDERS, AS THE INDIVIDUAL THEMSELVES RECOGNIZES THAT THEIR MENTAL STATE IS CAUSING THEM CONSIDERABLE ANGUISH.

HO\X/EVER/ IT'S IMPORTANT TO NOTE THAT THE ABSENCE OF SUBJECTIVE DISTRESS DOESN'T NECESSARILY RULE OUT
ABNORMALITY. FOR EXAMPLE, INDIVIDUALS WITH CERTAIN PERSONALITY DISORDERS MIGHT NOT EXPERIENCE SIGNIFICANT
DISTRESS THEMSELVES, BUT THEIR BEHAVIOR CAUSES CONSIDERABLE DISTRESS TO OTHERS. CONVERSELY, SOME PEOPLE
EXPERIENCE HIGH LEVELS OF DISTRESS DUE TO CIRCUMSTANCES THAT ARE NOT CONSIDERED ABNORMAL, SUCH AS GRIEF AFTER A
SIGNIFICANT LOSS. THEREFORE/ SUBJECTIVE DISTRESS IS A VALUABLE CRITERION, BUT IT NEEDS TO BE CONSIDERED ALONGSIDE
OTHER INDICATORS TO FORM A COMPLETE PICTURE.



BioLOGICAL AND PsyYcHoLOGICAL DYSFUNCTION

THE UNDERSTANDING OF ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR HAS ALSO BEEN GREATLY INFORMED BY BIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVES. FROM A BIOLOGICAL STANDPOINT, ABNORMALITIES CAN ARISE FROM CHANGES IN BRAIN STRUCTURE,
NEUROCHEMISTRY, OR GENETICS. For INSTANCE, CERTAIN NEUROTRANSMITTER IMBALANCES HAVE BEEN LINKED TO CONDITIONS
LIKE DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY. DAMAGE TO SPECIFIC BRAIN AREAS DUE TO INJURY OR ILLNESS CAN ALSO LEAD TO SIGNIFICANT
BEHAVIORAL CHANGES.

PsycHoLoGICAL DYSFUNCTION, ON THE OTHER HAND, LOOKS AT DISRUPTIONS IN COGNITIVE PROCESSES, EMOTIONAL
REGULATION, OR BEHAVIORAL PATTERNS THAT ARE NOT EXPLAINED BY IMMEDIATE EXTERNAL STRESSORS OR BIOLOGICAL
FACTORS ALONE. THIS COULD INCLUDE DISTORTED THINKING PATTERNS, DIFFICULTIES MANAGING EMOTIONS, OR PERSISTENT,
UNHEALTHY BEHAVIORAL HABITS. THE “DYSFUNCTION” IMPLIES THAT A PSYCHOLOGICAL SYSTEM OR PROCESS IS NOT
OPERATING AS IT SHOULD, LEADING TO MALADAPTIVE OUTCOMES. THE INTEGRATION OF THESE BIOLOGICAL AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL UNDERSTANDINGS PROVIDES A MORE HOLISTIC VIEW OF WHAT CONTRIBUTES TO ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR.

THE RoLE oF CULTURE AND CONTEXT

WE'VE TOUCHED UPON THIS ALREADY, BUT IT BEARS SIGNIFICANT EMPHASIS: CULTURE AND CONTEXT ARE PARAMOUNT \WHEN
EVALUATING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR. WHAT MIGHT BE CONSIDERED A SIGN OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS IN ONE CULTURAL
SETTING COULD BE AN ACCEPTED OR EVEN CELEBRATED PRACTICE IN ANOTHER. FOR EXAMPLE, EXPERIENCING VISIONS OR HEARING
VOICES MIGHT BE INTERPRETED AS A SPIRITUAL GIFT BY SOME CULTURES, WHILE IN OTHERS, IT COULD BE SEEN AS A SYMPTOM OF
PSYCHOSIS. THE SOCIETAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS SURROUNDING AN INDIVIDUAL PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN SHAPING BOTH
BEHAVIOR AND THE INTERPRETATION OF THAT BEHAVIOR.

FURTHERMORE, UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT MEANS LOOKING AT THE SPECIFIC CIRCUMSTANCES AN INDIVIDUAL IS FACING. A
BEHAVIOR THAT MIGHT APPEAR ABNORMAL IN ISOLATION MIGHT BE UNDERSTANDABLE WHEN VIEWED WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF
TRAUMA, EXTREME STRESS, OR DIFFICULT LIFE EVENTS. For EXAMPLE, SOMEONE EXHIBITING HYPERVIGILANCE MIGHT BE REACTING
TO A HISTORY OF ABUSE OR LIVING IN A DANGEROUS ENVIRONMENT. FAILING TO CONSIDER THESE CONTEXTUAL ELEMENTS CAN
LEAD TO MISINTERPRETATIONS AND INACCURATE JUDGMENTS ABOUT WHAT CONSTITUTES ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR.

LIMITATIONS AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

IT'S CRUCIAL TO ACKNOWLEDGE THAT APPLYING CRITERIA FOR ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR IS NOT WITHOUT ITS LIMITATIONS AND
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS. THE SUBJECTIVE NATURE OF DISTRESS, THE VARIABILITY OF SOCIAL NORMS, AND THE POTENTIAL FOR
CULTURAL BIAS MEAN THAT DEFINITIONS CAN BE FLUID AND SOMETIMES PROBLEMATIC. THERE'S ALWAYS A RISK OF
PATHOLOGIZING BEHAVIORS THAT ARE SIMPLY DIFFERENT OR A RESPONSE TO ADVERSE CIRCUMSTANCES, RATHER THAN AN
INTERNAL DISORDER.

MOREOVER, THE LABEL OF “ABNORMAL” CAN CARRY SIGNIFICANT STIGMA. THIS UNDERSCORES THE IMPORTANCE OF USING THESE
CRITERIA RESPONSIBLY AND ETHICALLY. THE GOAL SHOULD ALWAYS BE TO UNDERSTAND, SUPPORT, AND HELP INDIVIDUALS,
NOT TO LABEL OR OSTRACIZE THEM. PROFESSIONALS MUST BE MINDFUL OF THEIR OWN BIASES AND STRIVE FOR CULTURALLY
SENSITIVE ASSESSMENTS, RECOGNIZING THAT A RIGID APPLICATION OF ANY SINGLE CRITERION CAN BE MISLEADING. THE JOURNEY
OF UNDERSTANDING ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR IS AN ONGOING ONE, REQUIRING CONTINUOUS LEARNING AND A COMPASSIONATE
APPROACH.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS



QZ \WHAT ARE THE MAIN CRITERIA USED TO DEFINE ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR?

A: THE MAIN CRITERIA TYPICALLY INCLUDE STATISTICAL DEVIATION FROM THE NORM, DEVIATION FROM SOCIAL NORMS,
MALADAPTIVENESS OR FUNCTIONAL IMPAIRMENT, SUBJECTIVE DISTRESS, AND BIOLOGICAL OR PSYCHOLOGICAL DYSFUNCTION.

Q: CAN A BEHAVIOR BE STATISTICALLY RARE BUT NOT CONSIDERED ABNORMAL?

A: YES, ABSOLUTELY. FOR EXAMPLE, HAVING AN EXCEPTIONALLY HIGH |Q IS STATISTICALLY RARE BUT IS GENERALLY NOT
CONSIDERED ABNORMAL UNLESS IT LEADS TO SIGNIFICANT DISTRESS OR IMPAIRMENT.

QI How IMPORTANT IS CULTURE IN DETERMINING WHAT IS ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR?

A: CULTURE IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT. WHAT IS CONSIDERED NORMAL IN ONE CULTURE MIGHT BE VIEWED AS ABNORMAL IN
ANOTHER, MAKING CULTURAL CONTEXT A CRITICAL FACTOR IN ASSESSMENT.

Q: DOES AN INDIVIDUAL HAVE TO FEEL DISTRESSED FOR THEIR BEHAVIOR TO BE
CONSIDERED ABNORMAL?

A: NOT NECESSARILY. WHILE SUBJECTIVE DISTRESS IS A KEY CRITERION, SOME INDIVIDUALS MAY NOT EXPERIENCE DISTRESS
THEMSELVES, BUT THEIR BEHAVIOR CAUSES SIGNIFICANT PROBLEMS FOR OTHERS, WHICH CAN STILL INDICATE ABNORMALITY.

Q: WHAT IS MEANT BY “MALADAPTIVENESS" IN THE CONTEXT OF ABNORMAL
BEHAVIOR?

A: MALADAPTIVENESS REFERS TO BEHAVIORS THAT INTERFERE WITH AN INDIVIDUAL'S ABILITY TO FUNCTION EFFECTIVELY IN
THEIR DAILY LIFE, IMPACTING AREAS LIKE WORK, RELATIONSHIPS, AND SELF-CARE.

QI How DO BIOLOGICAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTE TO ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR?

A: BIOLOGICAL FACTORS CAN INCLUDE IMBALANCES IN BRAIN CHEMISTRY, STRUCTURAL DIFFERENCES IN THE BRAIN, OR GENETIC
PREDISPOSITIONS THAT CAN INFLUENCE BEHAVIOR, MOOD, AND COGNITIVE FUNCTION.

QI ARE THERE ETHICAL CONCERNS WHEN APPLYING CRITERIA FOR ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR?

A: YES, THERE ARE SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL CONCERNS, INCLUDING THE POTENTIAL FOR STIGMA, MISINTERPRETATION DUE TO
CULTURAL BIAS, AND THE RISK OF PATHOLOGIZING NORMAL VARIATIONS IN HUMAN EXPERIENCE.

QI CAN CONTEXT INFLUENCE WHETHER A BEHAVIOR IS SEEN AS ABNORMAL?

A: YES/ CONTEXT IS VITAL. A BEHAVIOR THAT MIGHT SEEM ABNORMAL IN ISOLATION COULD BE A REASONABLE RESPONSE TO
EXTREME STRESS, TRAUMA, OR CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS.
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