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The Criminal Law Handbook on Psychiatric and Psychological Evidence and Testimony (Handbook) is the first of a two-volume set—the other focusing on civil law—derived from an American Bar Association (ABA) benchbook for judges covering the same areas.  The authors, John Parry and Eric Y. Drogin, are a widely published lawyer and a forensic psychologist, respectively, and both are members of the ABA Commission on Mental and Physical Disability Law.  The Handbook is divided into five sections, the first two providing an overview of legal and clinical concepts, and the latter three focusing on three common criminal legal contexts in which psychiatric or psychological evidence is used—incompetency in criminal proceedings, diminished culpability, and dangerousness.


The Handbook serves as a useful review of forensic mental health evidence.  The first section reviews legal constructs and relevant case law ranging from admissibility of mental health testimony to expert qualifications to privilege to rules of evidence.  The section on admissibility of mental health testimony examines the case law from Frye through Daubert to Kumho Tire, clearly explaining the changes in judicial philosophy each decision involves.  This section—as is much of the book—is a mix of materials, some of interest more to mental health experts and some more to attorneys.  For example, the above review of the case law on admissibility or the section on the rules of evidence might be of more interest to mental health experts—many of whom could be expected to be relatively unfamiliar with these area.  Another section on the difference in qualifications between non-psychiatrist physicians, psychiatrists, and psychologists would be more germane to attorneys.  

The second major section of the book—Clinical Dimensions—would be of most use to attorneys, especially those unfamiliar with clinical concepts.  This section systematically covers major theoretical orientations to treatment, the DSM-IV classification framework, common diagnoses encountered in forensic cases, and the typical components of a forensic mental health evaluation.  Although forensic mental health experts would be expected to be familiar with these constructs, this section nonetheless can serve as a good review, providing a concise summary of each mental health construct.  An expert might use the Clinical Dimensions section to review, for instance, a diagnosis relevant to a case to get guidance on how to summarize the literature on this diagnosis when providing testimony.

The final three sections—incompetency, diminished culpability, and dangerousness—are probably the sections of most interest to the forensic mental health expert.  These areas clearly and concisely examine the constructs and case law in each of these areas of criminal forensic practice.  These three sections have a number of potential uses.  First, a forensic expert could review the relevant section before proceeding in a case to ensure that he or she is aware of all the key issues in that practice area.  Second, the expert could review the relevant area prior to testimony.  Third, these sections could serve as an excellent text for a course in criminal forensic psychology or psychiatry.  Finally, the three sections taken together are an excellent study guide in preparing for advanced specialty examinations in forensic psychology and psychiatry.  The most common cause of failure in such examinations is lack of knowledge of the relevant statutory and case law, and these topics are well-covered in these sections.

Other texts exist that cover similar issues and case law in the various criminal law content areas--e.g., Melton et al.’s (1997) voluminous coverage--but none fills the niche of doing so in so succinct a manner as the Handbook.  The Handbook provides a concise, relatively jargon-free review of the use of mental health testimony and evidence in criminal proceedings, easily used as preparation for testimony, evaluations, or specialty examinations.   It is a useful addition to the forensic mental health expert’s library.
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