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Given its high prevalence and associated morbidity,
adjustment disorder is arguably the most profoundly
neglected of the common mental disorders.
Fortunately, there have been a number of important
recent developments in the field. We thought it would,
therefore, be timely to review current concepts and
findings related to adjustment disorders (ADs). In this
special issue, we review the diagnosis and assessment
of AD, the psychobiology of this condition and current
approaches to its psychotherapy and pharmacother-
apy. In this brief introduction, we provide a short per-
spective on some of key issues facing the field, and
some of the key ways forwards.

A first issue is the lack of data on AD. Most nation-
ally representative community surveys do not include
data on the prevalence of this condition. Fortunately,
a number of community and clinical studies have
been undertaken, which demonstrate not only the
relatively high prevalence estimates of AD, but also its
significant impact, including comorbidity with other
mental disorders and with suicidality. Indeed there
have been relatively few studies of the biological and
psychological mechanisms that underlie AD, and there
are relatively few studies of psychotherapeutic and
pharmacological intervention.

It is relevant to speculate briefly on the reasons for
the lack of data. An important concern has been with
diagnostic validation: the operational criteria for the
diagnosis of AD have arguably been unable to clearly
differentiate AD from normal stress responses. In this
regard, there have been no widely accepted standar-
dized symptom measures for assessing the severity of
AD. The fact that AD is by definition a time-limited
condition further exacerbates the difficulty of the
development of robust designs for treatment condi-
tions. The lack of data has unfortunately contributed

to a lack of interest from funding bodies and advocacy
groups in this condition.

Perhaps the most important recent shift in the field
has been the conceptualization of adjustment disor-
ders as part of the category of trauma- and stressor-
related disorders. While the removal of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) from the category of anxiety dis-
orders has a number of associated cons, one import-
ant pro is the enhanced focus on the continuity
between the various trauma- and stressor-related
disorders, including AD. This shift sheds light on the
phenomenology of ADs (which have elements of the
intrusive and avoidant symptoms seen in PTSD), as
well as on their boundary with normality (AD occupies
a middle ground between normative stress responses,
as it is associated with significant impairment, and
with more severe reactions such as PTSD).

This shift in conceptualization has already given
impetus to the field, and a number of other important
advances are apparent. Notably, a standardized meas-
ure of the severity of AD symptoms is now available.
Although at an earlier stage, as discussed by Strain,
models of the psychobiology of ADs are now available
for testing. In addition, as Poisbeau indicates, a great
deal has been learned about the relevant psycho-
pharmacology of drugs potentially useful in ADs.
Finally, a number of rigorous psychotherapy and
pharmacotherapy trials have been undertaken in the
field. Domhart and Baumeister propose a staged
approach to intervention for ADs; this makes a great
deal of sense in view of the likelihood that ADs are tran-
sient in some, but persistent and problematic in others.

These advances are exciting and offer much hope to
the field. At the same time, as the authors to this contri-
bution emphasize, much remains to be done. They out-
line a range of avenues for further investigation. These
again range from basic neuroscience, through to clinical
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research, and on to effectiveness studies and implemen-
tation strategies. Particular attention is needed on
future clinical epidemiology research, on developing
translational models, and on designing clinical trials that
are tailored for ADs. We are hopeful that the current
momentum given to the field by new conceptualiza-
tions of ADs, and by new psychotherapeutic and phar-
macotherapeutic options, will continue, and will
ultimately lead to clearly improved outcomes.
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