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The importance of diagnosis in 

psychiatric care

Our evolving relationship with 

our twin discipline of clinical 

psychology
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Philippe Pinel. Paris 1783
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York Retreat: Henry Tuke 1796
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Simon Sinclair:

Making Doctors: 

• A craft profession, 
• Informed by science but not a 

science

• Apprentice training
• Teaching by showing
• Value of repetition
• Knowledge and skills 
• Shouldering responsibility
• Operating in uncertainty
• Tribal identity

- Cohesion and Competition
5



Richard Sennett: The Craftsman

• Skill takes 10,000 hours

• Application of 
repeatedly practiced 
skill against resistance

6



Diagnosis is pattern 
recognition - fast thinking

Formulation is slow thinking

Kendell – diagnosis in 8 
minutes
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• Words signify families of objects, rather than 
define classes.

• A hemp rope is strong despite none of the 
fibres running right through

• Wittgenstein
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• Challenges to this approach

1. Philosophical – Antipsychiatry

2. Academic / Research

3. ‘Medical model’ – Neurosciences

4. Societal change and expectations: 

1. MDTs

2. Clinical psychology
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Challenges to ‘mental illness’
The 1960s Antipsychiatrists

• Erving Goffman – ‘Asylums’
– Impact of ‘total institutions’

• Thomas Szasz –
– ‘The myth of mental illness’

• Michael Foucault
– ‘Madness and Civilisation’

• RD Laing
– ‘The Divided Self’ 
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Pursuit of reliability with criteria : DSMIII 1980

– Rosenhahn Experiment, 

– UK/US diagnostic study,

– WHO’s IPPS

– Drive for reliability based on fixed criteria

– Need for consistent diagnoses for clinical trials

11



Effects of excessive emphasis on 
atheoretical reliability

• DSM subtypes of mood disorders:

• DSMII (1968) 8              

• DSMIII (1980) 30

• DSMIIIR  (1987) 97         

• DSMIV  (1994) 2655 
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Kendell and Jablensky
• Validity and utility

• Categories versus dimensions

• Causal mechanisms (outdated genetics)

• Diagnosis a hypothesis or communication

• Diagnosis dependent on context
– Eg BP or depression
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Speed of diagnosis
Kendell: Role of diagnosis in psychiatry 1975
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Hermann Göring

misattributed

“When I hear 
the words 
medical 
model 

psychiatry, 
(culture) 

that’s when I 
reach for my 

revolver”
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Robert Insell on leaving NIMH for Google: 2017

“I spent 13 years at NIMH really pushing on the 
neurosciences and genetics of mental disorders, and when 
I look back on that I realize that while I think I succeeded 
in getting lots of really cool papers published by cool 
scientists at fairly large cost – I think $20 billion – I don’t 
think we moved the needle in reducing suicide, reducing 
hospitalization, improving recovery for the tens of millions 
of people who suffer from mental illness. I hold myself 
accountable for that.”
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Team Working

• MDTs 
– Impact of therapeutic 

communities

– Professional aspirations

• Clinical Psychology
– One per hospital 1960

– 8000 by 2010

– Intellectual caliber 

– Rivalry 
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Advantages of Mental Illness 

over Mental Disorder

1:Embraces the accusation 

of ‘social construct’

Recognises the reality of medical 

training and contribution
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Advantages of Mental Illness 

over Mental Disorder

2. Complexity generates 

intellectual curiosity and pride

3. Recognises ‘fuzzy edges’

4. Recognises context and utility

Diagnosis transcends narrow 

biomedical concepts 22



Over and out
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