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Commentary

Understanding the Science and Art of Mental Health Assessment
Pedro Henrique*

Department of Adolescent Studies, Utrecht University, Netherlands

DESCRIPTION
Psychiatric diagnosis is the cornerstone of mental health 
care, serving as the foundation for effective treatment and 
management of mental disorders. It involves a systematic 
process of identifying and classifying mental health conditions 
based on observable symptoms, patient history, and clinical 
evaluation. As mental health continues to gain recognition as 
an essential component of overall well-being, understanding 
the intricacies of psychiatric diagnosis has become increasingly 
important for healthcare providers, patients, and society at 
large. This article explores the principles, methods, challenges, 
and advancements in psychiatric diagnosis, providing a 
comprehensive view of its role in contemporary mental health 
care. Psychiatric diagnosis is the process of identifying mental 
health disorders through a structured evaluation. It involves 
the integration of clinical interviews, psychological tests, and 
sometimes medical investigations to determine the presence 
of a mental health condition. Unlike physical illnesses, 
psychiatric disorders cannot always be diagnosed through 
laboratory tests or imaging. Instead, they are identified based 
on patterns of behaviour, emotions, and thought processes that 
deviate significantly from societal norms or cause functional 
impairment. A correct diagnosis helps clinicians develop 
targeted treatment plans, including therapy, medications, or 
lifestyle interventions. A standardized diagnosis facilitates 
communication among healthcare providers, researchers, 
and patients. By naming and describing conditions, diagnosis 
helps individuals and families better understand the challenges 
they face. Diagnosis is critical for epidemiological studies, 
clinical trials, and the development of new treatments. 
The diagnostic process often begins with a detailed clinical 
interview. Mental health professionals ask questions about 
the patient’s symptoms, duration, severity, and impact on daily 
life. They also explore personal history, family history of mental 
illness, and social or environmental stressors. Psychologists 
and psychiatrists frequently use validated tools, such as the 
Beck Depression Inventory or the Generalized Anxiety Disorder 
Scale, to assess specific conditions. These tools provide 

objective measures to support clinical impressions. Clinicians 
may observe the patient’s behaviour, speech patterns, 
mood, and thought processes during consultations. These 
observations provide clues about conditions like psychosis, 
bipolar disorder, or autism spectrum disorder. Psychiatric 
diagnosis relies heavily on standardized criteria outlined in 
classification systems like the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (DSM) or the International Classification 
of Diseases (ICD). These manuals provide detailed descriptions 
of mental health disorders, including required symptoms and 
exclusion criteria. Certain medical conditions, such as thyroid 
disorders, vitamin deficiencies, or neurological diseases, can 
mimic psychiatric symptoms. Physicians often perform medical 
evaluations to rule out physical causes before confirming a 
psychiatric diagnosis. Unlike many physical illnesses, mental 
health conditions lack objective biomarkers. Diagnosis often 
depends on subjective interpretations of symptoms, which 
can vary between clinicians. Social stigma surrounding mental 
health can discourage patients from seeking care or being 
forthcoming about their symptoms. Additionally, cultural or 
personal biases among clinicians can influence diagnostic 
decisions. Many psychiatric disorders share similar symptoms. 
For example, anxiety, depression, and Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) often present with overlapping features, 
making differentiation challenging. It is common for individuals 
to experience multiple mental health disorders simultaneously, 
such as depression and substance use disorder. Comorbidities 
complicate diagnosis and treatment. Mental health conditions 
can evolve over time, with symptoms changing in nature 
or intensity. A diagnosis made at one point may not remain 
accurate as the condition progresses.
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