
MInd
behavior • brain science • insights

March/April 2010 
www.ScientificAmerican.com/Mind

6 TOP MYTHS iN POP PSYCHOLOGY page 42

Are You  
	 Mentally 

Healthy?
Take Our Quiz  

page 58

SPECIAL REPORT

Better Paths  
to Learning
BRAIN 
CANCER 
UPDATE
Taking Aim at  
Tumor Sources

Plus:

The 
Power to 
Persuade
How masters of
“supersuasion” 
can change your 
mind page 24



58  Scientific American Mind� March/Apr i l  2010

JO
N

 B
ER


K

E
L

E
Y

 a
g

e
 F

o
to

s
to

c
k



When I served as editor in chief of 
Psychology Today, readers often asked 
me to direct them to screening tests for 
mental health problems. I looked for 
such tests on the Internet, which seemed 
the ideal tool for helping people find an-
swers to questions about their mental 
health: Is this down feeling I’m experi-
encing normal? Why do I shout at my 
wife and kids all the time? Is my drink-
ing out of control? Should I be seeing a 
therapist? I found the Internet riddled 
with thousands of homemade tests, but 
none had been scientifically validated. 
Worse, many of them served as market-
ing vehicles for videos, books or servic-
es—sending the test taker straight to a 
sales pitch. No broad, reliable, consum-
er-friendly test seemed to exist.
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M
ore than one in four Americans suffer from a diagnosable psychiatric disorder at any given 
time, according to estimates from the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). Over our 
lifetime nearly one half of us suffer from such disorders. Unfortunately, nearly two thirds of 
our behavioral and emotional problems are never diagnosed or treated, even though in many 

cases effective treatment is available. More than 80 percent of people with major depression, for example, 
benefit substantially from a combination of medication and counseling.

Are You 
Mentally 

Healthy?
Here’s a new screening tool that might set your mind at ease— 

or get you chatting with a therapist.

By Robert Epstein

FAST FACTS

Mental Scorecard

1>> More than one in four Americans suffers from a diagnosable psychiatric 
disorder at any given time, according to estimates from the National Insti-

tute of Mental Health. Unfortunately, nearly two thirds of our behavioral and emo-
tional problems are never diagnosed or treated.

2>> A user-friendly test, the Epstein Mental Health Inventory (EMHI), screens 
people for 18 common psychiatric problems, based on criteria from the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association, the 
guidebook most therapists use for making diagnoses. The test does not diagnose 
illness but urges those at risk to see a qualified mental health professional.

3>> In a recent study of 3,403 individuals who took the EMHI, scores on the test 
predicted seven important factors related to psychological well-being.



So I created a test, now called the Ep-
stein Mental Health Inventory (EMHI), 
based on the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth 
Edition (DSM-IV), the guidebook most 
therapists use for making diagnoses. 
The test covers 18 common psychiatric 
problems in the U.S., such as major de-
pression, phobias, bipolar disorder and 
substance abuse, a selection I made using 
prevalence data from the NIMH, among 
other sources. For each disorder, the test 
screens for three of the DSM-IV criteria, 
which I restated in plain language.

The EMHI does not make diagnoses. 
Its goal is to direct individuals who might 
be at risk for a disorder to qualified pro-
fessionals who can make diagnoses and, 
more important, help people feel and 

function better. Given how few people 
actually seek treatment, any legitimate 
way to get people to consult with a ther-
apist would, I reasoned, have value.

Laura Muzzatti, a student at the 
University of California, San Diego, and 
I presented an evaluation of the EMHI 
last year. Using a sample of 3,403 peo-
ple who took the test after it was posted 
online in 2007, we found that test scores 
predicted seven important factors relat-
ed to mental health. These included how 
happy people said they are; how highly 
they rated their personal and profes-
sional success; whether they were em-
ployed; whether they had ever been in 
therapy; whether they had ever been 
hospitalized for behavioral or emotion-
al problems; and whether they were cur-

rently in therapy. The scores did not dif-
fer by race, but females scored about 17 
percent higher than males; that is, they 
seemed to have more mental health 
problems, a result consistent with those 
of other studies.

Consumers and some clinics are now 
using the EMHI every day. You can, too. 
Visit http://DoYouNeedTherapy.com for 
the complete test. Or take the abbreviat-
ed version, which covers 10 disorders, 
immediately below. Place a check next to 
all the statements that apply to you.

Impulse-Control Disorders
 �I am sometimes unable to control 
my anger.
 �I often act impulsively, and this 
causes me great difficulty at times.
 �I am preoccupied with gambling, 
and I seem to have trouble control-
ling my gambling behavior.

Substance Abuse
 �Over the past year I have had to 
drink more alcohol or take more 
drugs to satisfy my needs.
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In the U.S., more than 50 different types of credentials and li-
censes give someone the right to practice therapy. The major 
professions offering therapy are psychology, psychiatry, coun-

seling, social work, pastoral counseling, and marriage and fam-
ily therapy. Some therapists have master’s degrees; others have 
M.D.s, Psy.D.s, Ph.D.s or M.S.W.s. So, how do you find one of 
these professionals to help you? Here are some tips:

■	� If you belong to an HMO, call the organization’s main num-
ber and ask to speak with a therapist. (Depending on your 
health plan, you may need to visit your primary care doc-
tor first to get a referral.)

■	� Ask your primary care doctor, or a family member or friend 
whose judgment you trust, for a referral.

■	� Use the Internet. Web sites such as Find-a-Therapist.com, 
GoodTherapy.org, NetworkTherapy.com, PsychologyToday.
com and TherapistLocator.net direct users to therapists in 
their area. Some of these directories include “expanded” 
listings (for which therapists pay) that include photographs 
and give you a feel for what each therapist is like.

■	� If you are in a rural area, try remote counseling. Recent 
studies suggest that therapy-at-a-distance—available by 

phone or e-mail or through live video chats—can be just 
as effective as in-office treatment, and it is generally much 
cheaper. To find a distance therapist, check Web sites 
such as Metanoia.org or AskTheInternetTherapist.com.

■	� Make sure you are dealing with a qualified, licensed prac-
titioner, but do not worry too much about your therapist’s 
exact degree or title; good therapists come in many differ-
ent varieties. Instead stay focused on your progress. If it’s 
going well, stay put. If not, move on. In most states, your 
therapist has a legal obligation to help you find another 
therapist.

How to Find a Therapist

(The Author)

ROBERT EPSTEIN is a contributing editor for Scientific American Mind and former editor 
in chief of Psychology Today. He holds a Ph.D. in psychology from Harvard University and 
is a longtime researcher and professor. He is currently working on a book called Making 
Love: How People Learn to Love, and How You Can Too. To learn more about his work, 
visit http://DrEpstein.com.



 �Over the past year I have tried but 
have been unable to decrease the 
amount of alcohol I drink, drugs  
I use or cigarettes I smoke.
 �Over the past year I have had to use 
larger and larger amounts of alco-
hol or drugs to get satisfaction or to 
cope with my problems.

Major Depression
 �For at least the past two weeks,  
I have found it difficult to get any 
pleasure from daily activities that  
I used to enjoy.
 �For at least the past two weeks,  
I have been thinking frequently 
about wanting to die.
 �For at least the past two weeks, I 
have felt depressed most of every day.

Specific Phobias
 ��I suffer from an extreme fear of 
some object or situation, and I  
believe this fear may be excessive  
or unreasonable.
 �I am extremely afraid of some ob-
ject or situation, and my fear inter-
feres with my ability to function 
normally in my work or home life.
 �I am extremely afraid of an object 
or a particular situation, and when 
exposed to that object or situation  
I experience great fear or panic.

Social Phobias
 �I am afraid to be around other 
people in certain situations, and  
I realize that my fears may be unrea-
sonable or excessive.
 �In certain social situations, I feel 
extremely anxious.
 �I am highly fearful of one or more 
situations in which I need to interact 
with other people.

Eating Disorders
 �I regularly eat a great deal and then 
vomit or use laxatives or other ex-

treme means to prevent weight gain.
 �I am preoccupied with my weight  
or the shape of my body, and as  
a result I eat or exercise in ways  
that some people might consider 
unusual.
 �I am unwilling or unable to eat or  
to digest enough food to maintain  
a healthy body weight.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
 �I often find myself having dist
urbing recollections related  
to a traumatic event I experienced 
in the past.
 �I often have disturbing dreams 
about a terrible experience I had  
in the past.
 �I sometimes find myself reliving the 
horror of a traumatic event I experi-
enced in the past.

Generalized Anxiety Disorder
 �For at least the past six months,  
I have experienced worry and  
excessive nervousness that I find 
difficult to control.
 �For at least the past six months,  
I have been extremely anxious and 
worried about a number of different 
events and activities.
 �For at least the past six months, I 
have felt unusually restless, fatigued, 
irritable, tense or distractible.

Bipolar Disorder
 �Over the past year my mood  
has sometimes shifted without  

any apparent reason.
 �My mood shifts rapidly from  
depressed to highly elevated,  
with no apparent reason.
 �Over the past year my mood has 
shifted more than once from de-
pressed to highly elevated.

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder
 �I repeat certain behaviors or 
thoughts excessively, and I can’t 
seem to stop doing so.
 �Certain thoughts occur to me  
over and over again and cause  
me great anxiety, and I think that 
these thoughts might be irrational  
or excessive.
 �I do certain things or think certain 
things over and over again to calm 
myself or to prevent something 
terrible from happening.

Scoring
If you left all  the items blank, con-

gratulations! Your mental health is prob-
ably first rate (although bear in mind that 
this is not the complete test). If you 
checked off one item in one or more cat-
egories, you might not need therapy, but 
if you have any concerns about the way 
you are feeling or functioning, consider 
seeking help from a qualified mental 
health professional.

If you marked two or three items in 
one or more categories, a visit with a men-
tal health professional would probably 
be a good idea. Most treatable mental 
health problems, such as depression, are 
never even diagnosed, which means 
many people are suffering unnecessarily. 
You can find a qualified therapist through 
a physician or with the help of a variety 
of powerful new Internet directories [see 
box on opposite page]. M
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Most treatable mental health  
problems, such as depression,  

are never diagnosed.
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