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▪ Abnormality is significant deviation from 

commonly accepted patterns of behaviour, 

emotions or thoughts and which significantly 

interferes with an individual’s adaptation to 

important life demands and often causes distress 

in the individual or in others. 

▪ Common features of abnormality

The four Ds”:

➢Deviance,

➢Distress,

➢Dysfunction,

➢Danger. 

Some experts also add one more i.e.  Duration



Four Ds:

Deviant : different, extreme, unusual, bizarre 

Distressing : unpleasant and upsetting, 

Dysfunctional : interfering with the person’s ability to 

conduct daily activities in a constructive way

Dangerous: posing a risk to the person as well as 

others

Duration : The above mentioned features must 

persist for a longer period of time.



David Rosenhan & Martin Seligman (1989) 

mentioned seven criteria which might be used to 
label behaviour as “abnormal”: 

1. Suffering 

2. Maladaptiveness

3. Statistical Deviancy 

4. Violation of the Standards of Society

5. Social Discomfort

6. Irrationality and Unpredictability

7. Dangerousness



1. Suffering 

➢If people suffer or experience psychological pain we      

consider this as indicative of abnormality.

➢Although suffering is an element of abnormality in 

many cases, it is neither a sufficient condition nor 

even a necessary condition for us to consider 

something as abnormal.



2. Maladaptiveness:

➢Maladaptive behavior interferes with our well-being and 

with our ability to enjoy our work and our relationships.

➢ However, not all disorders involve maladaptive 

behavior.

➢A contract killer takes someone’s life in return for 

payment. Is this behavior maladaptive? Not for him, 

because it is the way he makes his living. We consider 

his behaviour abnormal, however, because it is 

maladaptive for and toward society.



3. Statistical Deviancy: 

➢The word abnormal literally means “away from the normal.” 

➢Genius is statistically rare. However, we do not consider people 

with such uncommon talents to be abnormal in any way.

➢ The common cold is certainly very common, but it is regarded as 

an illness.

➢ Intellectual disability (which is statistically rare and represents a 

deviation from normal) is considered to reflect abnormality.

➢ If something is statistically rare and undesirable (intellectual 

disability), we are more likely to consider it abnormal than 

something that is statistically rare and highly desirable (such as 

genius) 

➢In defining abnormality we make value judgments.. 



4. Violation of the Standards of Society: 

➢When people fail to follow the conventional social and moral 

rules of their cultural group we may consider their behavior 

abnormal. 

➢However social norms change over time.

➢Moreover, social norms differ between cultures. What is 

considered ‘normal’ in one culture may actually be ‘abnormal’ 

in another.   



5. Social Discomfort:

➢ When someone violates a social rule, those around him or 
her may experience a sense of discomfort or unease. 

6. Irrationality and Unpredictability: 

➢Although a little unconventionality may add some spice to 

life, there is a point at which we are likely to consider a given 

unconventional behavior abnormal. 

➢A man who responds to voices that do not exist in objective 

reality is behaving irrationally.  



7. Dangerousness:

➢Someone who is a danger to him- or herself or to another    

person must be psychologically abnormal. 

➢Is a soldier in battle that is killing enemies mentally ill? 

➢What about someone who is an extremely bad driver? 

➢Both of these people may be a danger to others. Yet we 

would not consider them to be mentally ill. 

➢Conversely, we cannot assume that someone diagnosed 

with a mental disorder must be dangerous. Although mentally 

ill people do commit serious crimes, serious crimes are also 

committed every day by people who have no signs of mental 

disorder. 





➢ The distinction between normal and abnormal is not so 

much a difference between two independent types of 

behaviours as it is a matter of the degree.

➢ Mental disorder is best thought of as a continuum that 

varies between mental health, mental illness.

➢One clinical theorist, Thomas Szasz (2010), places such 

emphasis on society’s role that he finds the whole concept of 

mental illness to be invalid, a myth of sorts.

➢ According to Szasz, the deviations that society calls 

abnormal are simply “problems in living,” not signs of 

something wrong within the person. 

. 



The distinction between normal and abnormal is not so much a difference between two independent types of behaviours as it is a matter of the degree to which a person’s actions resemble a set of agreed
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