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eAppendix: Prototype Matching Approach to Diagnosis 
 

Background   We are testing an approach to clinical diagnosis aimed at to 
making the diagnostic manual more manageable and clinically useful.  It resembles the 
familiar DSM-IV system but differs in some important ways.   

 
First, the diagnostic categories are rated on a continuum, not just present/absent.  

Thus, you can diagnose patients who do not quite meet criteria for current disorders by 
indicating a moderate match between the patient and the prototype. For example, if a 
patient is clearly depressed but is not profoundly depressed enough to warrant a diagnosis 
of Major Depression, s/he would receive a moderate rating, indicating subclinical 
depression.  This eliminates the need for many “not otherwise specified” (NOS) and 
subthreshold diagnoses.   

 
Second, this system is designed to integrate diagnosis, case formulation, and 

treatment planning.  If a patient has features of Major Depression, you code the severity 
of depressive thoughts and feelings, vegetative signs, and melancholic symptoms, as well 
as duration and age of onset, not just the global diagnosis. Finally, and most importantly, 
this system is designed to be clinician-friendly.  You do not count symptoms or criteria, 
which clinicians tend not to do in practice.  Rather, you simply rate the overall similarity 
or resemblance between your patient and a prototype that describes the disorder in its 
“purest” form.    
 

Instructions  What follows are prototypes of several disorders (including one 
personality disorder not included in DSM-IV).  Read the description of each prototype, 
and form an overall impression of the disorder.  When you have a good sense of the 
syndrome being described, rate the extent to which your patient matches (resembles) the 
prototype.  Do not count symptoms or worry about whether individual statements apply.  
Instead, just consider the overall similarity between your patient and the prototype.   
 
For each disorder, rate the patient using the 5-point rating scale shown below, by circling 
the appropriate number.  Note that a rating of 4 or higher means the patient has the 
disorder.  A rating of 3 means the patient does not reach threshold for a diagnosis but has 
significant  features of the disorder. 
 
 

 
 
 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 
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Major Depressive Disorder 
 

Patients who match this prototype are characterized by relatively constant feelings of 
depression over a period of weeks or months.  They are unhappy or incapable of experiencing 
pleasure, have trouble concentrating or making decisions, and feel fatigued or lethargic. They 
may experience feelings of worthlessness or inappropriate guilt and have recurrent thoughts of 
death or suicide.  Patients who match this prototype tend to have trouble sleeping (either 
sleeping too little or too much, often waking up in the middle of the night unable to return to 
sleep) and experience changes in weight or appetite (either losing interest in food or overeating). 
They may also manifest disturbances in motor activity, such as agitation or psychomotor 
retardation.   

 
 

 
 

Dysthymic Disorder 
 

Patients who match this prototype are characterized by chronically depressed mood over many 
years. The severity of their depression may fluctuate over time, but their depressed mood is 
enduring rather than episodic.   They tend to have low self-esteem and to feel hopeless.  They 
may have difficulty making decisions or concentrating at times.   Patients who match this 
prototype may also have somatic symptoms of depression, such as low energy or fatigue, 
insomnia or hypersomnia, or poor appetite or overeating.  

 
 

 
 
 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 
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Bipolar Disorder 
 

Patients who match this prototype experience distinct periods of abnormally and persistently 
elevated, expansive, or irritable mood.  During these periods, they are likely to have inflated 
self-esteem or grandiosity; a decreased need for sleep (e.g., feeling rested after only 3 hours 
sleep); pressured speech, or a tendency to talk constantly or rapidly; and an increase in goal-
directed activity (e.g., either socially, at work or school, or sexually) or psychomotor agitation 
(moving constantly).  During these episodes, patients who match this prototype may manifest 
disturbances in cognitive functioning, such as distractibility and “flight of ideas” (thoughts 
jumping from one topic to another, or the subjective experience that thoughts are racing).  They 
may also become excessively involved in pleasurable but risky activities without adequate 
attention to potentially destructive consequences (e.g., engaging in unrestrained buying sprees, 
sexual indiscretions, or foolish business investments). 

 
 

 
 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder 
 

Patients who match this prototype are chronically anxious.  They constantly worry and are 
unable to control their anxious thoughts. They often feel restless, keyed up, or on edge.  
Because of their anxiety, they may be unable to concentrate or at times experience their mind 
as suddenly “going blank.” Patients who match this prototype tend to complain of muscle 
tension, fatigue, difficulty falling or staying asleep, or restless, unsatisfying sleep.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 
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Panic Disorder 
 

Patients who match this prototype experience panic attacks, characterized by discrete period of 
intense fear or discomfort that develop abruptly.  These episodes typically include intense 
physiological symptoms, such as heart palpitations or accelerated heart rate, chest pain or 
discomfort, sweating, trembling or shaking, shortness of breath, or feelings of smothering or 
choking.  Panic episodes may also include other unpleasant sensations, such as dizziness or 
feeling unsteady, lightheaded, or faint; nausea or abdominal distress; chills or hot flashes; and 
numbness or tingling sensations.  Subjectively, patients in the midst of a panic attack often fear 
losing control or worry that they are going crazy or dying.   They may also experience 
derealization (feelings of unreality) or depersonalization (feeling detached from themselves). 

 

 
Post-traumatic stress disorder 

 
Patients who match this prototype have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event that elicited 
intense feelings of fear, helplessness, or horror.  They persistently re-experience the event, 
which may haunt them in numerous forms:  They may have intrusive thoughts, mental images, 
or dreams related to the trauma; they may feel as if they are reliving the event, through 
flashbacks, illusions, hallucinatory images, or a sense that the event is occurring again; or they 
may experience intense psychological distress or physiological arousal when “triggered” by 
cues that resemble or symbolize the event.  Patients who match this prototype try to avoid 
stimuli, thoughts, feelings, places, people, or conversations that might remind them of the event, 
and are often unable to recall important aspects of it.  They may also “shut down,” experiencing 
an emotional numbing that leaves them with a restricted range of emotion, a sense of a 
foreshortened future (e.g., not expecting to have a career, marriage, children, or normal 
lifespan), feelings of detachment or estrangement from others, or diminished interest or 
participation in significant activities that once excited them.  Patients who match this prototype 
have persistent symptoms of physiological arousal, such as difficulty falling or staying asleep, 
difficulty concentrating, exaggerated startle response, hypersensitivity to possible signs of 
danger, or irritability or outbursts of anger. 
 

1    little or no match (description does not apply) 

2    some match (patient has some features of this disorder) 
 

3    moderate match (patient has significant features of this disorder) Features 

4    good match (patient has this disorder; diagnosis applies) 

5    very good match (patient exemplifies this disorder; prototypical case) 
Diagnosis 
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