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need to define out research agenda ever more
acute since we are now competing with biological
psychiatey, molecular genetics and other neigh-
boring hivlogical disciplines for an increasingly
more limited pool of funds. As a recent graduate
of one of the NIMH study sections that reviews
the mere biologically-oriented psychopathology
rescarch, the Clinical Neurosciences and
Biological Psychopathology (CNBUP} study sec-
tion, and as a participant in a number of other
NIMH activities over the past scveral years, |
have made several observations regarding the role
of psychology in the enterprise of psychopathol-
ogy research that T wish 1o share. [ hope that this
bricf essay will provoke more self-reflective
thought about the unigue contribution we as psy-
chologists can make in this arena. [ also believe
that this should be a call to act on behaif of our
discipline in the debates that arc occurring about
the future of biobchavioral research funding. 1 is
not meant to po|arizc or stercotype the various
disciplines that are now involved in mental
health rescarch, but rather to draw attention to
the untque nriche that we occupy.

be appropriate for us to self-reflect
and better understand the proper
role of psychology in psychopathol-
ogy rescarch. We are witnessing
major changes in the federal budget
and an overall dedline in funding
available for mental health
rescarch, resufting 1n an even more
intense competition for limited
resources.  This makes the

continued on page 3

Psychologists study process: There arc numer-
ous basic psychological processes that have been
implicated in various forms of psychopathology,
such as learning, memory, attention, emotion,
language. The study of such processes is part of
the historically constituted subject matter of psy-
chology. One of psychology’s great strengths is
the commitment to understand the role of these
processes in behavior and the development of
methods for their measurement. There are many
examples of research on the role played in vari-
ous forms of psychopathology by abnormalities in
these fundamcental processes. For example, a large
corpus of research suggests that particular forms
of attentional dysfunction may underlie certain
symptoms of schizophrenia. A growing literature
suggests that other forms of attentional dysfunc-
tion occur in phobic disorders, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder and in psychopathy.
Patients with a wide spectrum of psychopathol-
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ogy including schizophrenia, affective and anxicty
disorders, psychopathy and autism exhibit deficits
in different components of emotional processing.
The analysis of abnormalitics in these fundamen-
tal processes and the understanding of how they
relate to specific symptoms exhibited in these dis-
orders has played a crucial role in specifying the
underlying mechanisms that give rise to the con-
stellation of overt sytmptomatology that we
observe. This level of analysis is also crucial for
meaningful dissection of complex behavior into
more elementary constituents that can then yield
to bivlogical and genetic study.

A corollary of this gencral claim is that psy-
chologists develop elever ways to measure thesc
constructs. Recognizing that many mental opera-
tions proceed in the absence of consciousness,
peychologists have led in the development of lab-
oratory paradigms to capture different types of
processes such as cmotion, attenrion, and memory
that would otherwisc clude detection by simple
sclf-report measures. Many of the laboratory tasks
that are now being used in psychopathology
rescarch are also guided by the recent findings
from cognitive and affective neuroscience and are
chosen on the basis of their ability to reflect spe-
cific brain operations that have been validated in
experiments in animals and normal human sub-
jects. Studies that examine rclations between per-
formance on such laboratory tasks and specific
symptoms of different disorders have helped to
delineate the core dysfuncrional processes that
underlie diffcrent forms of psychopathology.
Parsing individual diffcrences on the basis of per-
formance on neurally-inspired measures chat
reflect specific brain operations is likely to be of
enormous benefit to studies that focus on rela-
tions between molecular genetics and behavior.
There have been a recent flurry of reports on
relations between scores on self-report measures
of personality and symptomatology and the pres-
ence of specific alleles that code for neurotrans-
mitter receptors and transporter molecules.
Without going into details, some of these findings
have already failed to replicate; the status of oth-
ers is still in question. Psychologists with exper-
tise in the cognitive and affective neuroscience of
psychopathology will play a crucial role in help-

ing to define the phenotype with better measures
of the underlying psychological processes that
have been parsed to reflect specific brain apera-
tions, Individual differences reflected in such
measures are likely to be more faithfully associ-
ated with molecular genctic variation.

Psychologists are grounded in a tradition of
research on normal function: Related to the focus
on process is the fact that psychology as a discipline
is grounded in research on nommal psychological
processes. Psychologists who do psychopathology
rescarch are usually well versed in basic rescarch on
normal personality, developmental, social and/for
cognitive psychology. There are several conse-
quences of this fact. First, most of the paradigms we
usc in psychopathology research have first been
applicd in studies with normals where many of the
methodoelogical kinks and conceptual conundrums
have been solved or at least addressed. Second, the
grounding in research on normal function some-
times affects our understanding of abnormality. The
processes we examine are usually measured on con-
tinuous scales and abnormalities may be viewed as
representing extrernes on dimensions that are con-
tinuous with normal functioning. On the other
hand, psychologists have also pioncered the devel-
opment of methods to more quantitatively ascer-
tain the extent to which the distribution of scores
on a particular set of measures is best understood as
taxonic or continuous. The continuing application
of these methods will have important bearing on
our understanding of relations between normal and
abnormal functioning for different psychological
proCesses.

Grounding in the study of normal function also
provides psychologists with a special appreciation
for the complexities in defining what is abnormal.
One issuc that has been salient particularly in
developmental psychopathology is the role of con-
text in understanding particular symptoms. For
example, it is normative for a child confronted by
novelty to show some wariness and fear. However,
if such behavior were displayed in contexts that
arc familiar, it would likely be considered abnor-
mal. Psychologists are likely to play a leading role
in considering the significance of context in the
assessment of particular symptoms.

Psychologists study the environment:

Tremendous progress has been achiceved in under-
standing the genetic influences on behavior both




from quantitative genetic approaches as well as
from more recent studies investigating molecular
genetic influences. This progress and the associ-
ated enthustasm must not obscure the importance
of the environment for behavior. As a number of
commentators have noted, genetic rescarch pro-
vides the best available evidence for the impor-
tance of environmentat influences. [n most cases,
genetic factors account for na more than half the
variance in behavioral processes ot disorders.
Psychologists have been champions of the envi-
ronment at various points in the history of our dis-
cipline. Although carlier simple-minded ideas that
emerged from the behaviorist era in psychology
have appropeiately fallen, psychology is the disci-
pline that is committed to understanding environ-
mental influences on behavior. Our neighbor dis-
cipline of neuroscience has revealed with unparal-
leled impact the extraordinary role the environ-
ment plays in shaping brain function and brain
structure. Gene expression itsclf is at least in part
under environmental control. Psychologists have a
unique opportunity to provide sophisticated mea-
sures of environmental factors that play an impor-
tant role in the development and maintenance of
__psychopathology \Expressed emotion is one exam-
, plc of an environmental influence that scems con-
! sequential in the maintenance of many different
. forms of psychopathology. By joining in hybrid
“interdisciplinary teams, psychologists can facilicate
the undcrstandmg of the effects of these identiticd
sOurces mmentai variance oh proximal
hiological fa factors that mediate specific patterns of
symptomatology. Such environmental influences
may be particularly important early in develop-
ment when the brain is undergoing significant
maturational change. A developmental neuro-
science of psychopathology has not yet emerged
though clearly is poised to make major contribu-
tions to our understanding of the complex interac-
tion between environmental and biological influ-
ences that surely plays a crucial role in the devel-
opment of psychopathology.

Psychologists study the brain as the organ
underlying mental operations: In the first chapter
of his monumental work The Principles of
Psvchology, William James noted that the brain “is
the one immediate bodily organ underlying the
mental operations.” So important was this asser-
tion to James that he argued that the entire
remainder of the two volume Principles was but a

footmote to this claim. Today the neurosciences
represent an extraordinarily fertile hybrid disci-
pline that ranges from the molecular to the inte-
grative. Those psychologists who study the brain,
particularly those who work at the human level,
have tended to heed James' admonition concern-
ing the role of the brain in mental activity and
behavior. | belicve this perspective is important to
the study of brain function in psychopathology
since it constrains theories ro address how and
why specific brain mechanisms and circuits might
give rise to the disorder in question. This is a very
different approach than that adopted in other
quarters where the focus has often been on the
identification of “markers.” Just why a particular
marker might be associated with a specific disorder
or pattern of symptoms is not a primary question
in such approaches. Relatedly, the causal status of
the marker in producing the symptoms or disorder
in question is often not considered in such analy-
ses. Psychologists are likely to study the brain at a
level that is useful to understanding behavior.
Moreover, rooted in the questions that have his-
torically driven the discipline, they are apt to
include mcasures of behavior along with measures
of brain function in their studies. Thus, rather
than simply idcntifying a biological cotrelate of a
disorder in question, psychologists have often
studicd the relation between specific patterns of
brain function and severity of particular symp-
toms, as well as the performance on specific tasks
that have been selected to reflect core psychologi-
cal deficits. It is my belief that the study of brain
mechanisms underlying psychopathology will ben-
efit from the level of analysis most commonly
adopted by psychologists.

Conclusion: In this brief essay, | have focused

i on four salicnt themes that | believe are truths

about the unique contributions of psychology to

! the study of psychopathology. The focus on
process, the grounding of psychopathology

rescarch in a tradition of research on normal func-
tion, the study of the environment and the focus
on the braln as the organ undeﬂmg mental oper-
g_t;g_n_s define a unique niche occupied by psychol-
ogists doing psychopathology research. Having
highlighted these truths, I also hasten to add that
we cannot go at it alone and must collaborate
with our neighboring disciplines to achicve a full
understanding of the etiology, maintenance and
treatment of psychopathology. The approaches we




champion are necessary but not sufficient for the
complete analysis of the disorders we seek to
understand. However, the clear understanding of
the special contributions we make should help us
in our efforts to secure our fair share of federal
funding for our research and also guide us in our
training endeavors as we prepare the next genera-
tion of scientists who study psychopathology. B
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