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Abstract. Many have criticized the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), and few regard it as a vehicle of truth, yet its
most serious limitation is that its frank operationism in defining manifest
categories has distracted attention from theories about what is going on at
the latent level. We sketch a Generalized Interpersonal Theory of Person-
ality and Psychopathology and apply it to interpersonal aspects of depres-
sion to illustrate how structural individual differences combine with
functional dynamic processes to cause interpersonal behavior and affect.
Such a causal account relies on a realist ontology in which manifest
diagnoses are only a means to learning about the latent distribution,
whether categorical or dimensional. Comorbidity of DSM diagnoses sug-
gests that dimensionality will be the rule, not the exception, with internal-
ization and externalization describing common diagnoses.

Key Words: Big Five, circumplex, complementarity, depression, Dimcat,
expressed emotion

The fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-IV; American Psychiatric Association, 1994) virtually
holds a monopoly on the classification of psychopathology. Nearly every
textbook on abnormal psychology uses DSM classifications so that, as a
consequence, professors will choose the book as a way to prepare their
students for successful careers in the helping professions; researchers who
study psychopathology know that they probably will not receive grant
funding unless they define their terms according to the DSM nomenclature.
Because of the extraordinary prominence of the DSM in clinical psychology,
psychiatry, and related professions, careful attention to the DSM’s philo-
sophical and methodological underpinnings seems warranted.

The present article is divided into four parts. The first section provides a
clear understanding of how the current DSM has evolved from its predeces-
sors. The second section distinguishes functionalism from structuralism and
applies this distinction to the DSM. The third section expands on an
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alternative to the DSM taxonomy, the Generalized Interpersonal Theory,
which incorporates both functionalism and structuralism. The fourth section
introduces dimensions as a possibly yet-to-be-realized empirical finding. We
distinguish dimensions from categories and show how a dimensional ap-
proach is related to fallibilism. In the end, readers will see that a fallibilitic
approach to the classification of psychopathology is the only alternative that
will engender scientific progress.

History of Classification in Psychopathology

In order to understand the context in which we recommend revision of the
current psychiatric nosology, it may be useful to take a step back and look
at the development of previous classification systems. Before the DSMs
were developed, the primary approach to the classification of psychopathol-
ogy was the ‘great professor approach’ (Kendler, 1990). For centuries,
nosologic systems have been developed and promulgated by prominent
psychiatrists, including Pinel (1801/1806), Griesinger (1861/1867),
Kraepelin (1907/1923), Bleuler (1916/1924) and Schneider (1959).

The DSM-I (APA, 1952) was the American Psychiatric Association’s first
attempt to develop an official nomenclature for mental disorders. It bor-
rowed heavily from earlier taxonomies developed by the World Health
Organization, US Armed Forces and US Veterans Administration in re-
sponse to the influx of veterans returning from World War II, many of whom
suffered from psychological afflictions, including transient reactions to stress
(Widiger, Frances, Pincus, Davis, & First, 1991). For both DSM-I and DSM-
II (APA, 1968), empirical validation was limited to an opinion survey of
psychiatrists, the ‘expert consensus approach’—making the diagnostic cate-
gories at best ‘practical kinds’ rather than natural kinds (Haslam,
2002)—and the prevailing opinion was that neurotic disorders were rooted
in psychodynamic processes, whereas psychotic disorders were rooted in
neo-Kraepelinian processes (Kendler, 1990).

One limitation of the early DSMs was the unreliability of their largely
impressionistic diagnoses (Helmuth, 2003). Therefore, concurrent with the
assumption in psychiatry that biological explanations for disorders would be
forthcoming,1 there was a major attempt in the DSM-III (APA, 1980) to
delineate reliable, operationally defined diagnostic categories. Empirical
evidence was considered where available, but substantial gaps in knowledge
prevented many questions from being informed by empirical evidence,
leaving committee members to make recommendations based on their
clinical experience (Widiger et al., 1991).

The purpose of the next round of field trials, which informed development
of the DSM-III-R (APA, 1987), was to determine the optimal number of
indicators to require for maximizing sensitivity and specificity, using clini-
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cians’ diagnoses as the criterion (Widiger et al., 1991). No radical altern-
atives to the existing categorical phenotypes (as they existed in the minds of
clinicians) were considered—only minor alterations in the indicators used in
their operational definitions. This ‘tinkering’ approach stands in stark
contrast to an approach founded on critical realism, in which the growth of
knowledge is assumed to require testing competing alternatives. As Lakatos
(1970) observed,

The history of science has been and should be a history of competing
research programmes (or, if you wish, ‘paradigms’), but it has not been and
must not become a succession of periods of normal science: the sooner
competition starts, the better for progress. (p. 155)

To some extent, the process of developing the DSM-IV (APA, 1994)
involved the testing of competing alternatives. Specifically, this process
involved three steps: (a) approximately 175 literature reviews, (b) reanalyses
of existing data sets to generate and evaluate alternative criteria sets, and (c)
field trials, including surveys, videotaped reliability studies, and eleven
studies to provide reliability and validity data for comparing competing
alternative proposals. The field trials involved multiple internal and external
validators assessed across multiple sites that provided relevant clinical
populations (Widiger et al., 1991). External validators considered to be most
important included family history, demographic correlates, biological and
psychological tests, environmental risk factors, concurrent symptoms that
were not part of the diagnostic criteria being assessed, treatment response,
diagnostic stability and course of illness (Kendler, 1990). Unfortunately,
validity requires theoretical understanding of the mechanisms or design
principles that cause people to respond as they do rather than amassing
external correlates (Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & van Heerden, 2004;
Embretson, 1983), and theory was not a primary consideration in this
process.

The DSM-IV revision process resulted in the adoption of (sometimes new)
atheoretical, operationally defined categorical phenotypes. A more radical
alternative would be to develop theoretically relevant, dimensional endophe-
notypes (i.e. phenotypes at the latent level). Apparently, the DSM-V is
moving in this direction (Helmuth, 2003). Therefore, we propose the
development and testing of psychopathological endophenotypes that lie on a
continuum with normal personality variation.

Which dimensions of personality are relevant to such an approach? Clark,
Watson, and Reynolds (1995) concluded their review of diagnosis and
classification of psychopathology by noting that ‘it is time to halt the general
call for dimensional systems and to begin the hard work of developing
specific dimensional proposals in targeted domains’ (p. 147). Although
many personality dimensions have been proposed and should be considered,
a large body of research has converged on five personality dimensions,
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labeled the Big Five—extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neu-
roticism and intellect or openness (e.g. Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1993;
McCrae & Costa, 1997; Wiggins & Pincus, 1992)—which are based on the
assumption that those individual differences that are most salient and
socially relevant are encoded as terms in the natural language (Saucier &
Goldberg, 2001). It seems uncontroversial that most categories of psychopa-
thology are demonstrably salient and socially relevant; thus, they should
show systematic relations to the personality variation described in the Big
Five. Unfortunately, until now no very elegant method existed for relating
manifest categories, such as carefully ascertained DSM-IV diagnoses, to
normal personality dimensions, and the typical method has been to develop
profile configurations on the Big Five for various diagnoses. Below we
discuss a new method for determining whether manifest categories are
categorical or dimensional with respect to a given latent dimension. If DSM
diagnoses turn out to be dimensional, then the latent dimension could be
described as an endophenotype; if they turn out to be dimensional with
respect to the Big Five personality dimensions, then each endophenotype can
be related to a large body of theorizing within personality psychology,
reducing criticisms that the DSM is atheoretical (e.g. Follette, 1996; Follette
& Houts, 1996).

Why is it important to identity dimensional endophenotypes instead of
continuing to diagnose disorders as operationally defined categories? First,
there would be fewer of them. There are approximately 300 diagnostic
categories in the DSM-IV (Clark et al., 1995), and researchers have specu-
lated that the DSM-V will contain more (Blashfield & Fuller, 1996). It
should certainly be possible to represent this formidable array of categories
with a smaller number of basic dimensions that both accurately reflect the
domain and are understandable and useable by clinicians, as they already are
to researchers. Second, Eaves (1983) has shown that the difference between
scoring a test by counting the number of correct responses (e.g. making a
diagnosis by summing symptoms) and more sophisticated methods such as
item response theory (e.g. Mellenbergh, 1994; Rijmen, Tuerlinckx, De
Boeck, & Kuppens, 2003) are larger than the differences between single-
gene and polygenic modes of inheritance. Compared to continuous endophe-
notypes, about three times the sample size is needed for equivalent power
when a categorical threshold is at the optimal 50 percent; about ten times the
sample size is needed when 10 percent of cases are above the threshold
(Neale, Eaves, & Kendler, 1994). Thus, endophenotypes should be an
important component of genetic spectrum models of psychopathology.
Moreover, a basic finding from quantitative behavior genetics has been that
additive genetic variation is not the only influence on behavioral
phenotypes—environment may also play an important role, although the
specific environments involved are not well understood (Turkheimer &
Waldron, 2000). Many environmental, interpersonal mechanisms of risk and
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transmission of psychopathology may best be represented by item-
explanatory and person-explanatory models at the latent level of endopheno-
types (e.g. Acton, Kunz, Wilson, & Hall, 2005; Borsboom et al., 2004;
Embretson, 1983; Rijmen et al., 2003; Wilson, 2003). Thus, we see the
discovery of endophenotypes as the wave of the future if descriptive
psychopathology is to progress toward explanatory psychopathology. 

Functionalism and Structuralism

Several noteworthy critiques of the DSM have been written by functionalists.
Functionalism in psychology can be best explained as a within-subject
design—the focus is on the distinctiveness of the individual rather than the
population (Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & van Herden, 2003). This focus is
particularly uncommon in trait psychology (Lamiell, 2000; but see, e.g.
Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1998; Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson, Melanos, & Achille,
2002; Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999). Functionalist writers
assert that the DSM is heading in the wrong direction for the future of
psychopathology; they note that a vast amount of empirical research
concerning behaviorism has corroborated their theory (Follette, 1996;
Follette & Houts, 1996). Furthermore, interpersonalists (e.g. Carson, 1991,
1993) agree with Follette (1996) that research would be more successful if
its focus were on behavioral problems. In addition, as discussed below,
disorders such as depression seem to necessitate the inclusion of an affective
model in addition to a solely behavioral one.

A second approach, to which the DSM-IV adheres, is structuralism. In
contrast to functionalism, structuralism can be viewed as a between-
subjects design; the attention is on differences between groups with and
without a diagnosis (or between a group with one diagnosis and a group
with another diagnosis) rather than on a particular individual (Borsboom et
al., 2003; De Boeck, Wilson, & Acton, 2005). A taxonomy based on
structuralism is the backbone of the DSM-IV; this course was chosen by the
authors because their focus was on reliability, not validity. Validity can be
achieved by providing a theoretical model (Embretson, 1983; Wilson,
2003) that explains either item differences or person differences; the latter
can include either differences between persons in traits at one time or
differences within persons in states across time. For example, Acton et al.
(2005) provided an item-explanatory model to explain the domain of
symptoms of internalization. DSM symptoms can be thought of as items in
need of explanation—they do not explain anything themselves. Because
symptoms define groups of persons (diagnostic groups), we refer to the
DSM taxonomy as structuralist.

The DSM is considered by some to be both dimensional and categorical,
rather than solely categorical. The argument is that although the DSM is a
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categorical taxonomy, its symptoms are commonly used to create dimen-
sional measures (e.g. the Beck Depression Inventory). In one sense, symp-
tom counts might be considered dimensional, yet they exist entirely at the
manifest level. As suggested by the well-known problem of underdetermina-
tion (i.e. infinitely many curves can be drawn through the same data points),
manifest dimensions do not necessarily imply latent dimensions; rather,
latent dimensions imply certain patterns of symptom endorsement, which
may or may not fit the observed data. If a latent dimension fits the data, it
can be interpreted as an unobserved entity (Hacking, 1983) that causes the
pattern of symptom endorsement.

Latent variables are entities that cause manifest behaviors (Borsboom &
Mellenbergh, 2004; Borsboom et al., 2003, 2004). The DSM focuses solely
on the manifest level and not the latent level in response to the manual’s
attachment to reliability and its disregard for explanatory models that could
yield validity. Latent variables are not fictitious; the problem is locating
them (Michell, 1994, 1997). Identifying a latent variable presupposes a
fallibilist epistemology and a realist ontology (Borsboom & Mellenbergh,
2004; Borsboom et al., 2003, 2004). We do not propose that the DSM
withdraw from structuralism and become a functionalist taxonomy. Rather,
we propose that the ideal is to integrate structuralism and functionalism.
There has yet to be a DSM that integrates structuralist and functionalist
taxonomy. It is time for a change.

The Generalized Interpersonal Theory of Personality and
Psychopathology

This section discusses the Generalized Interpersonal Theory of Personality
and Psychopathology (GIPT). The GIPT is included in this critique of the
DSM to illustrate an integration of structuralism and functionalism. Specifi-
cally, the GIPT includes both structural and dynamic models, which are used
to explain how depression precipitates interpersonal rejection and how
expressed emotion precipitates relapse to depression.

The GIPT provides a framework for understanding the way individuals
interact with one another. It is a generalized and distinct form of classical
interpersonal theory (e.g. Acton & Revelle, 2002, 2004; Carson, 1969;
Horowitz, 2004; Kiesler, 1983; Leary, 1957; Wiggins, Phillips, & Trapnell,
1989), including two additional Big Five personality traits, explaining each
trait in terms of affective consequences for the self or others, and
predicting affect and behavior in interpersonal interactions based in part on
predisposing Big Five personality traits. Because of the growing consensus
that the Big Five personality traits are necessary to describe personality
across many cultures (e.g. Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1993; McCrae &
Costa, 1997; Saucier & Goldberg, 2001; Wiggins & Pincus, 1992), these
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traits figure prominently in the GIPT. The Big Five appear to apply not
only to between-subjects individual differences but also to within-subject
personality processes (e.g. Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1998; Fleeson, 2001;
Fleeson et al., 2002; Watson et al., 1999). Only four Big Five personality
traits are included in the theory—extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness
and conscientiousness—because openness or intellect does not appear to
have direct affective consequences for the self or others (Yik & Russell,
2001), because it appears to be the least cross-culturally generalizable of
the Big Five (Saucier & Goldberg, 2001), and because it appears to have
limited relevance to psychopathology (O’Connor & Dyce, 1998; Widiger,
1993).

Internalization and externalization are key constructs in the GIPT. Inter-
nalization (feeling bad) describes the comorbidity of unipolar mood and
anxiety disorders (e.g. Acton et al., 2005; Hudson et al., 2003; Hudson &
Pope, 1990; Kendler, Neale, Kessler, Heath, & Eaves, 1992; Kendler,
Prescott, Myers, & Neale, 2003; Krueger, 1999; Krueger, Caspi, Moffitt, &
Silva, 1998; Krueger, Chentsova-Dutton, Markon, Goldberg, & Ormel,
2003; Krueger & Finger, 2001; Lahey et al., 2004; Vollebergh et al., 2001),
whereas externalization (making others feel bad) describes the comorbidity
of antisocial and substance use disorders and impulsivity/disinhibition (e.g.
Acton, 2003; Burt, Krueger, McGue, & Iacono, 2001, 2003; Cooper, Wood,
Orcutt, & Albino, 2003; Hicks, Krueger, Iacono, McGue, & Patrick, 2004;
Iacono, Carlson, Malone, & McGue, 2002; Kendler et al., 2003; Krueger,
1999; Krueger et al., 1998, 2003; Lahey et al., 2004; Sher, Bartholow, &
Wood, 2000; Sher & Trull, 1994; Vollebergh et al., 2001). According to the
GIPT, internalization represents a combination of neuroticism and introver-
sion, whereas externalization represents a combination of disagreeableness
and non-conscientiousness (cf. Hofstee, De Raad, & Goldberg, 1992). Thus
defined, internalization and externalization should be systematically related
to personality disorders (e.g. Costa & Widiger, 2002; O’Connor & Dyce,
1998; Widiger, 1993) and to the constructs of many contemporary and
historic personality theorists (see Appendix).

The GIPT integrates structuralism and functionalism. The structural part
of the theory comprises the Generalized Interpersonal Circumplex of Affect
(GIPC-A) and the Generalized Interpersonal Circumplex of Behavior
(GIPC-B) (Figure 1). Using this model, one can predict a person’s affect and
behavior in an interpersonal encounter as a function of the person’s own
predisposing personality traits and the partner’s complementary behavior or
affect, which arise partially from that person’s predisposing personality
traits. The functionalist part of the theory comprises the dynamic model or
Generalized Interpersonal Principle of Complementarity—a generalization
of the classical interpersonal principle of complementarity (e.g. Carson,
1969; Kiesler, 1983; Markey, Funder, & Ozer, 2003)—according to which
the probability of experiencing an unpleasantly aroused emotional state that
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Watson et al. (1999) called negative activation (NA) increases with one’s
own neuroticism and with a partner’s non-conscientiousness, whereas the
probability of experiencing a pleasantly aroused emotional state that Watson
et al. called positive activation (PA) increases with one’s own extraversion
and with a partner’s agreeableness. Conversely, the probability of exhibiting
negative behavior (NB) increases with one’s own non-conscientiousness and
with a partner’s neuroticism, whereas the probability of exhibiting positive
behavior (PB) increases with one’s own agreeableness and with a partner’s
extraversion.

The GIPT explains how people’s disorders are influenced by the beha-
vioral and emotional expressions of people around them. The explanation
involves several testable assumptions. First, based on robust empirical
findings (e.g. Krueger, 1999; Vollebergh et al., 2001) and new psychometric
methodology (De Boeck et al., 2005), it is contended that common mental
disorders can be shown to be extreme manifestations of Big Five personality
dimensions. Internalizing disorders (e.g. unipolar mood disorders and anxi-
ety disorders) should turn out to be some combination of neurotic introver-
sion, whereas externalizing disorders (e.g. antisocial personality disorder and

Figure 1. The Generalized Interpersonal Circumplex of Affect
(GIPC-A) and Generalized Interpersonal Circumplex of Behavior

(GIPC-B).
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substance use disorders) should turn out to be some combination of
disagreeable non-conscientiousness. If so, then the dynamic model can be
used to predict affect and behavior of persons with these disorders and those
in their social environment. Specifically, persons with externalizing dis-
orders are likely to make others feel bad (NA), and persons with internaliz-
ing disorders are likely to make others treat them badly (NB). For instance,
verbally abusing a neighbor (externalization) makes him or her likely to feel
unhappy, and moping around the house (internalization) increases the
probability that a spouse will make disparaging comments.

In Figure 1, complementary traits are located at similar positions on each
circle. For example, the complement of low conscientiousness is high
neuroticism—that is, non-conscientious behavior (e.g. not completing one’s
duties in a timely manner) causes others to feel distress. In contrast to
complementarity, anticomplementarity, or the antidote, can be defined as the
opposite of the complement. An anticomplementary response is the treat-
ment for an unwanted trait. For example, high conscientiousness is the
antidote for high neuroticism. To help reduce the expression of the unwanted
trait of high neuroticism, people in the social environment—friends, family,
even strangers—would need to act in a highly conscientious manner, being
very careful of their words and actions, walking on eggshells, so to speak.

Depression and Interpersonal Rejection

The relation between depression and interpersonal rejection represents a
prime application of the GIPT. In the theory, depression lies at the
intersection of high neuroticism and low extraversion. The complement for
depression lies at the intersection of low conscientiousness and low agree-
ableness.

According to the tripartite model of anxiety and depression, depression is
characterized by low PA and high NA (Clark & Watson, 1991). Persons
showing high NA are often overtly distressed, whereas persons showing low
PA do not enjoy many activities and rarely feel joy or enthusiasm. These
two emotional states, NA and PA, can be seen through the eyes of Big Five
theorists as having a basis in neuroticism and extraversion, respectively
(Watson, Clark, & Harkness, 1994). Consequently, the conjecture that
depression is coterminous with neurotic introversion in the GIPC-A is a
plausible, and testable, hypothesis.

Do the people in one’s environment play a role in the level of depression
one feels? Until the 1970s, psychologists would answer no, assuming that
depression is solely an internal factor. These psychologists believed that
depression was a schema or personal deficiency. Further, they argued
that people in one’s environment have nothing to do with one’s becoming
depressed, nor could they help with its relief (Coyne, 1976b).
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Coyne (1976b) adopted an alternative to the common idea that one’s
depression is based solely on schemas or personal deficiencies; he believed
that environment plays an important role in causing the disorder. Coyne
contended that the depressed person engages others in such a way that their
support toward the depressed person is lost.

Coyne (1976b) argued that depressed people often cause the people in
their close environment to reject them. In other words, one who originally
attempted to help a depressed person winds up acting in a non-conscientious
and disagreeable way toward the person. Coyne’s theory has been corrobo-
rated by many studies (e.g. Coyne, 1976a; Joiner & Coyne, 1999; Nolan,
Flynn, & Garber, 2003; Pineles, Mineka, & Nolan, 2004).

In light of Coyne’s (1976a, 1976b) arguments, depression is not independ-
ent of one’s environment. Although one’s environment is not the sole cause
or cure of the disorder, it does not stand idle while the disorder seizes the
person; it plays an active role. Depression is only an extreme manifestation
of personality traits that cause the person to provoke others into rejection.
According to the dynamic aspect of the GIPT, this phenomenon is expected.
High NA and low PA (depression) trigger people in the environment to
behave in a non-conscientiousness, disagreeable manner.

Depression and Expressed Emotion

The relation between expressed emotion and depression is a second applica-
tion of the GIPT; expressed emotion is complementary to depression. As
noted before, depression in the GIPT arises from high neuroticism and low
extraversion, expressed through high NA and low PA. Consequently, the
complement of depression is low conscientiousness and low agreeableness,
expressed through high NB and low PB. Therefore, expressed emotion will
have to be revealed as a non-conscientious and disagreeable act.

Expressed emotion is a measure of the extent to which a family member
or friend of a psychiatric patient talks in a critical, hostile, or emotionally
over-involved manner about the patient. Expressed emotion is not a charac-
teristic of the patient; rather, it exclusively pertains to the people close to the
patient (Hooley & Gotlib, 2000).

Criticalness, the first aspect of expressed emotion, is when friends or
family members of patients act disagreeable by using critical remarks, either
explicitly or implicitly, which suggest disapproval of the patient’s actions
(Hooley & Gotlib, 2000). An example of criticalness is a patient’s family
member or friend exclaiming, ‘It really irritates me when he just sits around
the house all day doing nothing but watching television.’ As related to the
Big Five factors of personality, criticalness is acting disagreeable.

Hostility, the second aspect of expressed emotion, is a much more severe
use of criticism. Hostility can best be defined as when family members or
friends of the patient criticize the patient for behaving badly because of the
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patient’s internal characteristics (Hooley & Gotlib, 2000). Hostility is thus
an extreme manifestation of disagreeableness. An example of hostility
would be a friend or family member exclaiming, ‘Joe, you are liar—I can’t
trust anything that comes out of your dirty mouth!’ Hostility is expressed
when one blames a patient’s condition on a character flaw.

Emotional over-involvement, the third aspect of expressed emotion, is an
excessive and disproportionate involvement in the patient’s life. It is more
likely to be expressed by family members than by friends. Emotionally over-
involved relatives render self-sacrificing responses to the patient’s illness,
overprotection of the patient, and extreme worry when the patient is not
around them (Hooley & Gotlib, 2000). Such behavior can be characterized
as an extreme manifestation of sympathy, which Hofstee et al. (1992)
showed to be partially a manifestation of non-consciousness. Emotional
over-involvement belittles patients, enticing them to feel that without the
relatives’ presence and support, they will break down. An example of an
emotionally over-involved family member is one who says, ‘I can’t leave
Joe alone anymore—what if I am not around and he needs me? What then?
I can’t go to work or to the movies, I have to stay home with Joe all the
time.’

Expressed emotion is detrimental to the patient’s recovery; it has a high
correlation with relapse to many psychiatric disorders. Butzlaff and Hooley
(1998) found a weighted mean correlation of r = .45 when family members
expressed three or more critical comments. This yields a 70 percent chance
of relapse for patients whose families show high levels of expressed emotion
(Butzlaff & Hooley, 1998). This evidence strongly corroborates the im-
portance of expressed emotion in relapse to depression.

A diathesis-stress formulation has been proposed for expressed emotion
(Hooley & Gotlib, 2000). The diatheses are the underlying personality traits,
and the stress is expressed emotion. The idea is that while a patient is
recovering from a recent illness, the patient is at high risk for relapsing. If a
patient has to deal with expressed emotion on top of the normal after-effects
from a recent illness, including medication side-effects, then it could be
enough to push the patient over the edge into relapse.

With respect to the GIPT, expressed emotion can be understood as a
manifestation of low conscientiousness and low agreeableness. Behaving in
a critical and hostile manner are disagreeable, and behaving in an emotion-
ally over-involved manner is non-conscientious. Butzlaff and Hooley (1998;
see also Hooley & Teasdale, 1989) have demonstrated that the more
expressed emotion a patient’s family and friends show, the greater the
chance that a patient suffering from depression will relapse. Because
expressed emotion represents externalizing behavior, because depression
represents internalizing affect, and because expressed emotion causes pa-
tients to relapse into depression, expressed emotion can be considered
complementary to depression.
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In summary, we have proposed a theory, the GIPT, which integrates
structuralism and functionalism. We applied the GIPT to two interpersonal
aspects of depression: depression precipitating interpersonal rejection and
expressed emotion precipitating relapse to depression. In light of its apparent
utility in integrating structural and functional aspects of psychopathology,
the GIPT can be recommended as one possible theoretical alternative to
common DSM diagnoses.

Categories vs Dimensions: An Empirical Approach

Two Kinds of Categorical Approach

Two kinds of categorical approach should be distinguished: the methodo-
logical approach and the empirical approach (Table 1). The methodological
approach that underwrites the DSM is operationism (Acton, 1998). Opera-
tionism is the methodological dictum that all scientific concepts must be
completely defined in terms of the operations or measurements used to
recognize them.

Operationists with respect to categorization come in two varieties: lum-
pers and splitters. Lumpers are comfortable with large categories that display
considerable within-group heterogeneity. Splitters want to create a new,

TABLE 1. Approaches to the classification of psychopathology

Categories Dimensions

Methodological approach
Operationism Manifest categories Sum scores

Lumpers Large heterogeneous
categories with highly
sensitive indicators

Splitters Small homogeneous
categories with highly
specific indicators

Empirical approach
Taxometrics Latent taxa No latent taxa
Dimcat Manifest categories Manifest categories

categorical at latent level dimensional at latent level
Within-category

homogeneity Present Absent
Between-category

qualitative
differences Present Absent

Abrupt between-
category differences Present Absent
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homogeneous category for every small variation. Both lumpers and splitters
prefer a categorical approach based on operationism.

Operationism is a form of infallibilism and is to be contrasted with the
alternative epistemological approach, fallibilism. If the arguments in this
article are correct, then a dimensional approach based simply on methodo-
logical fiat would be no better (and no worse) than the present categorical
approach, which itself is based on methodological fiat (De Boeck et al.,
2005). For example, a dimensional approach based simply on summing
symptom counts would be just as arbitrary and operational as the current
categorical approach. The alternative to methodological fiat is fallibilism,
which presupposes an interest in the way symptoms and people operate at
the latent level of core psychopathological processes (Krueger, 1999) and
the possibility that our theoretical models could be wrong (Borsboom et al.,
2003).

Fallibilism allows for the discovery of surprising findings, which form the
springboard for the growth of knowledge. The nature of discovery, however,
is that such findings could crop up—if and only if empirical methods can be
employed to test the categorical vs dimensional alternatives. Such methods
should be encouraged if a realistic assessment is the goal of our diagnostic
scheme, and such methods are irrelevant if realism is not our goal.

Maybe we will turn out to be right in our conjectures every time—but if
we are right by fiat, then we should not deceive ourselves that realism is our
goal. Rather, we should be content with social constructionism (e.g. Roth-
bart & Taylor, 1992), because that is the only goal we will have achieved.

Categories vs Dimensions

Dimensions, factors, and traits are to be contrasted with categories, taxa, and
types. Dimensions can be thought of as differences in degree, whereas
categories can be thought of as differences in kind (Meehl, 1992). Differ-
ences in degree can be large or small—conceptually, infinitely small, as is
the case with real numbers on a number line. Differences in kind do not
yield to linear conceptualization—for example, blood type is difficult to
conceptualize as lying along any continuum. Once the distinction between
traits and types is understood, one can still ask whether it is important to
draw the distinction conceptually and whether it is possible to detect the
distinction empirically.

The conceptual importance of the dimensions vs categories question
hinges on a particular approach to the classification enterprise. Simply put,
the question matters only if one is a realist. Most realists share a belief in the
ability of theories to represent the structure of reality accurately—or
inaccurately (Devitt, 1991). Critical realists demand that theories represent
not only what is known about reality but also what is unknown and yet-to-
be-discovered (Lakatos, 1970).
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Once one accepts that the dimensions vs categories distinction matters
conceptually, there remain two empirical questions: first is the question of
whether the distinction matters empirically; second is the question of
whether the distinction can be empirically detected. The dimension/category
question is vitally important for treatment decisions. Some have suggested
that all clinical decisions are ultimately categorical, and therefore that a
categorical model, however arbitrary, is preferable to a dimensional model,
however valid. We regard this assumption as gravely mistaken; rather, we
regard a dimensional model of diagnosis as leading directly to a graded
treatment decision. The most common approach to medical treatment is a
stepped-care model, in which the least costly or invasive procedure that is
likely to be effective is provided first. Thus, the decision is not whether to
treat but how to treat. In certain situations, professional intervention may not
be feasible, yet other evidence-based treatments may still be available. For
example, Bolton et al. (2003) achieved impressive results in a randomized
controlled trial of group interpersonal psychotherapy for depression deliv-
ered by indigenous, non-professional residents of rural Uganda who received
only brief instruction in the approach: after treatment, the odds of major
depression in the control group were over seventeen times those in the
treatment group. This intervention could not have been undertaken if the
decision had been ‘whether to treat’ using antidepressants or professional
psychotherapy, which are not widely available in rural Uganda. It exem-
plifies only one of five types of mental health service delivery that may be
available to persons for whom pharmacotherapy or psychotherapy are too
costly or invasive to be viable: paraprofessionals, partners, peers, para-
phernalia, and print (Christensen, Miller, & Muñoz, 1978). Because of the
widespread availability of these alternative forms of prevention and treat-
ment, we see the categorical decision ‘whether to treat’ as being peculiarly
focused on priorities other than those of patients, whereas the graded
decision ‘how to treat’ is focused on all the viable alternatives available for
helping patients.

A second reason why the dimension/category issue is vitally important is
that it addresses the comparability of different groups. For example, some
have suggested that students scoring high on the Beck Depression Inventory
are not comparable to patients diagnosed with major depression—that
these groups are qualitatively distinct—whereas others have argued for the
continuity of depression in clinical and nonclinical samples (e.g. Flett,
Vredenberg, & Krames, 1997; Vredenburg, Flett, & Krames, 1993; J. Ruscio
& Ruscio, 2000). The usefulness of continuous self-report inventories in
clinical practice has obvious practical implications (A.M. Ruscio & Ruscio,
2002), whereas the comparability of groups has important implications for
research and interpretation of the published literature (cf. Tennen, Hall, &
Affleck, 1995). Given that these aspects of the dimension/category question
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matter so much empirically, it is fortunate that the methods discussed below
can answer them in a rather straightforward manner.

In psychology, some of the best work on the detection of latent categories
has been done by Meehl (1995, 2004), who has coined his own term for the
numerical aspects of category detection: taxometrics. Whereas the nature of
taxometric methods such as those developed by Meehl and others has been
detailed elsewhere (e.g. De Boeck et al., 2005; Grayson, 1987; Meehl, 1995,
2004), it is important to call attention here to their potential for answering
the empirical questions that our conceptual analysis has shown to be so
important for those of a realist philosophical persuasion.

The current DSM is a manual consisting of lists of symptoms and manifest
categories. The unfortunate dilemma with taxometrics is that the method
does not focus on manifest categories—consequently, a latent taxon dis-
covered by taxometrics may bear little resemblance to any preconceived
diagnostic category. Therefore, taxometric methods do not ‘solve’ the
specific classification problem in psychopathology posed by the DSM
categories.

A recently developed conceptual and methodological approach to this
problem is the dimension/category framework, or Dimcat (De Boeck et al.,
2005). Dimcat distinguishes latent categories from latent dimensions
through the analysis of manifest categories (e.g. diagnoses) and their
indicators (e.g. symptoms). Using Dimcat, manifest categories can be
explained in terms of latent categories or latent dimensions. Theoretical
explanation is what validity requires and what the DSM-IV lacks. Dimcat
could be used to show that the DSM’s current categorical approach is either
accurate or mistaken; the latter finding could entail a new approach to the
classification of psychopathology built on a dimensional foundation.

The arguments in this article have been motivated by a particular
perspective that is an alternative to the DSM approach. Over against the
DSM’s operationism lies a fallibilist brand of scientific realism that holds as
literally true the way of speaking in which it is said that scientific research or
clinical experience has discovered a particular disorder or endophenotype.
Such discovery arises from theoretically guided explanations of the inter-
relations of symptoms, disorders and people. The DSM’s exclusive focus on
symptoms and diagnoses at the manifest level is a great methodological
shortcoming, distracting attention from the core psychopathological pro-
cesses in which researchers are interested and preventing thoughtful people
from taking the DSM’s categorical approach altogether seriously when an
empirically based dimensional approach presents such a fruitful alter-
native.
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Note

1. For a lucid critique of a strong interpretation of this assumption in the medical
model, see Turkheimer (1998).

References

Acton, G.S. (1998). Classification of psychopathology: The nature of language. The
Journal of Mind and Behavior, 19, 243–256.

Acton, G.S. (2003). Measurement of impulsivity in a hierarchical model of person-
ality traits: Implications for substance use. Substance Use & Misuse, 38, 67–83.

Acton, G.S., Kunz, J.D., Wilson, M., & Hall, S.M. (2005). The construct of
internalization: Conceptualization, measurement, and prediction of smoking treat-
ment outcome. Psychological Medicine, 35, 395–408.

Acton, G.S., & Revelle, W. (2002). Interpersonal personality measures show
circumplex structure based on new psychometric criteria. Journal of Personality
Assessment, 79, 456–481.

Acton, G.S., & Revelle, W. (2004). Evaluation of ten psychometric criteria for
circumplex structure. Methods of Psychological Research, 9, 1–27.

Adler, A. (1939). Social interest. New York: Putnam.
American Psychiatric Association. (1952). Diagnostic and statistical manual of

mental disorders (1st ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
American Psychiatric Association. (1968). Diagnostic and statistical manual of

mental disorders (2nd ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
American Psychiatric Association. (1980). Diagnostic and statistical manual of

mental disorders (3rd ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
American Psychiatric Association. (1987). Diagnostic and statistical manual of

mental disorders (Rev. 3rd ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
American Psychiatric Association. (1994). Diagnostic and statistical manual of

mental disorders (4th ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L.M. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults:

A test of a four-category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61,
226–244.

Beck, A.T. (1983). Cognitive therapy of depression: New perspectives. In P.J.
Clayton & J.E. Barrett (Eds.), Treatment of depression: Old controversies and new
approaches (pp. 265–290). New York: Raven.

Bem, S.L. (1974). The measurement of psychological androgyny. Journal of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 42, 155–162.

Blashfield, R.K., & Fuller, A.K. (1996). Predicting the DSM-V. Journal of Nervous
and Mental Disease, 186, 244–246.

Blatt, S.J., D’Afflitti, J.P., & Quinlan, D.M. (1976). Experiences of depression in
normal young adults. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 85, 383–389.

Bleuler, E. (1924). Textbook of psychiatry (A.A. Brill, Trans.). New York: Macmil-
lan. (Original work published 1916.)

Bolton, P., Bass, J., Neugebauer, R., Verdeli, H., Clougherty, K.F., Wickramaratne,
P., Speelman, L., Ndogoni, L., & Weissman, M. (2003). Group interpersonal
psychotherapy for depression in rural Uganda: A randomized controlled trial.
JAMA: Journal of the American Medical Association, 289, 3117–3124.

ACTON & ZODDA: CLASSIFICATION OF PSYCHOPATHOLOGY 393



Borkenau, P., & Ostendorf, F. (1998). The Big Five as states: How useful is the five-
factor model to describe intraindividual variations over time? Journal of Research
in Personality, 32, 202–221.

Borsboom, D., & Mellenbergh, G.J. (2004). Why psychometrics is not pathological:
A comment on Michell. Theory & Psychology, 14, 105–120.

Borsboom, D., Mellenbergh, G.J., & van Heerden, J. (2003). The theoretical status
of latent variables. Psychological Review, 110, 203–219.

Borsboom, D., Mellenbergh, G.J., & van Heerden, J. (2004). The concept of validity.
Psychological Review, 111, 1061–1071.

Burt, S.A., Krueger, R.F., McGue, M., & Iacono, W.G. (2001). Sources of
covariation among attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant
disorder, and conduct disorder: The importance of shared environment. Journal of
Abnormal Psychology, 110, 516–525.

Burt, S.A., Krueger, R.F., McGue, M., & Iacono, W.G. (2003). Parent–child conflict
and the comorbidity among childhood externalizing disorders. Archives of General
Psychiatry, 60, 505–513.

Butzlaff, R.L., & Hooley, J.M. (1998). Expressed emotion and psychiatric relapse: A
meta-analysis. Archives of General Psychiatry, 55, 547–552.

Carson, R.C. (1969). Interaction concepts of personality. Chicago, IL: Aldine.
Carson, R.C. (1991). Dilemmas in the pathway of the DSM-IV. Journal of Abnormal

Psychology, 100, 302–307.
Carson, R.C. (1993). Can the Big Five help salvage the DSM? Psychological

Inquiry, 4, 98–100.
Caspi, A., Elder, G.H., Jr., & Bem, D.J. (1987). Moving against the world: Life-

course patterns of explosive children. Developmental Psychology, 23, 308–313.
Caspi, A., Elder, G.H., Jr., & Bem, D.J. (1988). Moving away from the world: Life-

course patterns of shy children. Developmental Psychology, 24, 824–831.
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