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THE ALPHABET SOUP OF MENTAL HEALTH 
 

by 
 

Dr. Stephen M. Mathis 
 

 Things have come a long way in the mental health field since the 

days of Aristotle, St. Augustine, Phillipe Pinel, René Descartes, 

Williams James, G. Stanley Hall, John B. Watson, and Sigmund Freud. 

From a profession that comes out of an unusual mixture of philosophy, 

religion, and science, the field of mental health has “come into its 

own” as a separate, respectable discipline only fairly recently. This 

trend gained considerable momentum in the 70’s and 80’s, when it 

became more “acceptable” for a so-called “normal” individual to admit 

to psychological difficulties and seek help for these issues. As we 

have passed into the decade of the 90’s and into the new millennium, 

with increased public education and awareness of the etiology and 

treatment of emotional disorders, it has become “fashionable” and 

certainly prudent to seek assistance when one feels the need. 

 With the increase in public utilities of mental health services, 

the plethora and diversity of mental health providers of these 

services have also increased. What was once a field left almost ex-

clusively to psychiatrists and psychologists in the early years, the 

mental health field of has expanded to include social workers, 

professional counselors, pastoral counselors, marriage and family 

therapists, chemical dependency specialists, etc. To make matters even 

more confusing to the general lay public, each of these varieties of 

mental health workers has its own “alphabet soup” of accompanying 

prefixes and suffixes. These include such titles as Dr., M.D., Psy.D., 

Ph.D., Ed.D., M.S.W., L.I.S.W., N.C.A.C., M.Ed., M.S., A.B.P.P., ad nauseam. 

 As both a practitioner and an educator, perhaps the most 
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commonly asked question I receive from patients and students alike is 

“What’s the difference”? Quickly following this is another inter-

rogative in the form of "O.K., so which one should I go to"? In order to 

help elucidate these issues, this article will provide a brief overview 

of the training required and some of the more usual services 

performed by two of the most commonly confused forms of mental 

health practitioners providing direct therapeutic and/or diagnostic 

services to the public…psychiatrists and psychologists. 

 Psychiatrists are individuals possessing a doctor of medicine 

(M.D.) degree who have gone through a 4-year undergraduate 

experience, 4 years of medical school, a year of internship (sometimes, 

this is optional), and an average of 4 years of residency training in 

psychiatry. Extra years of residency training are usually added, 

should the physician choose to specialize in pediatric psychiatry. In 

medical school, these persons are trained exactly as other physicians 

are trained, with most of their specialty training being done at the 

residency level via seminars and “OJT”. In addition, some psychiatrists 

pursue post-doctoral certifications in specialty areas, such as 

psychoanalysis through a variety of sanctioned institutes. These 

mental health professionals usually perform one or more of the 

following duties: (1) medication management of disorders requiring 

psychopharmacological treatment ("drug therapy"); (2) research in 

their respective interest areas, such as neurological disorders; (3) 

teaching either in hospitals or university settings; (4) writing for 

professional publications; or (5) performing psychotherapy 

(traditionally in in-patient settings, although this has broadened into 

the out-patient arena over the years). Only psychiatrists attending 

accredited residency training institutions are eligible for licensure as 

such. Traditionally, psychiatrists who have treated patients through 
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either medication or "talk therapy" have seen more seriously and 

chronically disturbed individuals, although this trend has also 

changed somewhat in more recent years. According to Dr. Wininger, a 

psychiatrist who was formally operating out of Tennessee who also 

taught classes at the university level, the real strength of psychiatry 

resides its medically based training that gives psychiatrists an 

understanding of the various roles that physiological processes play 

in the mental life of individuals.  

 Psychologists are persons who have obtained a doctorate degree 

in philosophy (Ph.D.), education (Ed.D.), or psychology (Psy.D.) at the 

graduate level and have gone through a yearlong internship typically 

consisting of 2,000 hours of service. This is preceded by a 4-year 

bachelor's degree (usually in a related field) and almost always a 2 - 3 

year master's degree in either psychology (usually in either clinical 

psychology or general psychology) or education (usually In 

counseling psychology, school psychology, educational psychology, or 

counseling/guidance). Graduate schools awarding the doctoral degree 

vary in their length of training from between four to eight years. 

Afterwards, some psychologists then opt for more intensified training 

in specialty areas by attaining a post-doctoral certification through 

some formal training experience.  Since they are not graduates of 

medical school, psychologists are not allowed to perform the duties of 

a physician (i.e., prescribe medication). This has changed in some states 

in recent Years, since there is a growing movement to allow certain 

clinical psychologists with proper bachelor's, master's, doctoral, 

internship, and post-doctoral training to be able to have limited 

prescription privileges for psychotropic drugs used to treat various 

psychological conditions (e.g., depression, anxiety, Attention-Deficit/ 

Hyperactivity Disorder, Bipolar Disorder, Schizophrenia). Further, 
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only certain subareas within the overall field of psychology (i.e., 

clinical, counseling, and school psychology) are usually "licensable" 

to see patients for individual psychotherapy and receive third-party 

payment (i.e., take insurance). Within these areas, only doctoral-level 

individuals graduating from accredited schools may become licensed, 

thus earning the privilege to use the title of and practice as a 

"psychologist". These mental health professionals usually perform one 

or more of the following duties:  (1) psychological and/or psychoe-

ducational testing to determine the nature, extent, and type of disor-

der; (2) performing psychotherapy in a variety of private, Hospital, 

College, or community settings; (3) teaching either in university set-

tings or hospitals; (4) research in an interest area, such as conduct 

disorders with adolescents; or (5) writing for professional publi-

cations. Depending on their training and areas of specialty, psy-

chologists often treat persons from a wide range of the general 

population. According to Dr. Stevens, a psychologist formerly 

operating in the Ohio area, psychology's strength lies in its thorough 

understanding of human behavior through the efficacious use of 

psychological assessment and theories of personality. 

 Obviously, the best professional to approach for help will vary 

according to an individual’s needs and preferences. Those with more 

chronic, biologically based disorders that will likely require some 

form of medication management might do well to consult with a 

psychiatrist. Individuals requiring emotional and/or intellectual 

assessment would be best advised to seek out a psychologist, since they 

are intensively trained in these areas and, in most states, are THE only 

mental health professionals licensed to perform this type of testing. 

In still other instances, it is advisable to use a "team approach" (i.e., 

getting the patient to use the services of multiple mental and/or 
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medical health professionals) for maximal benefit. 

 Ultimately, the mental health professional whom you chose to see 

should be someone who best suits your needs, personality, and 

lifestyle. Whomever you select, be an informed consumer of services 

before committing to treatment. This can be done by phone when you 

call to inquire about services from the clinician’s office and/or 

visiting the prospective clinician’s website (since most now have one). In 

addition to such things as fees, third-party-payers accepted, hours of 

operation, and miscellaneous other "housekeeping" questions (i.e., 

location), be certain to ask about such items as the following:  (a) 

degrees and/or certifications, (b) areas of licensure or certification, 

(c) additional board certifications and/or diplomates, (d) specialty 

treatment areas and/or populations, (e) therapeutic theoretical orien-

tation, (f) membership in local, state, and/or national professional 

organizations, and (g) years in practice. 


