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What’s in a name? In their edited book, Vossler et al. problematize labelling people as ‘mad’ and/or 

‘bad’. The reader is invited to critically reflect, who is regarded as dangerous and insane in the mental 

health system and by the wider society, and to take a more critical approach. In 20 chapters, renowned 

authors in diverse fields explore the intersections between counselling/psychotherapy, forensic 

psychology and their related areas.  

As is typical for Open University (edited) books, ‘Pause for Reflection’ questions are posed 

throughout. Written for clinicians/specialists, students, solicitors and interested others, this novel and 

thought-provoking introductory book is easily understandable. It takes us on a journey of how mental 

illness/health and crime have been described since the 18th century. We follow the development of 

psychiatric diagnoses and treatment, the functioning of the criminal justice system and how these two 

separate but inextricably intertwined worlds deal with ‘mentally ill criminals’. Should they be treated 

within mental health institutions or prisons? Should the focus be on punishment, rehabilitation, or 

both? How do we keep the public safe? These are just a few issues, which are critically examined in 

the first part of this book. 

Put within a historical, socio-economic and political context, diversity (race, gender, age, class) 

is explored in terms of stereotypical everyday presentations – encouraged by the media – and in 

relation to (forensic) mental health settings. Citing research evidence and statistics, it becomes 

apparent that (unconscious) biases affect our perception of who is deemed innocent or guilty. 

Professionals must be aware of clichéd ideas of masculinity and femininity and how they 

impact on our understanding of violence. Undoubtedly, race-, gender-, and age-sensitive approaches 

are needed to work with offenders, as current case studies show. The authors remind us that social 

class is linked to mental health problems and offending. What is it about when working-class 

criminality is disproportionately stressed in both the media and criminal justice system? Well, power 

dynamics are always at play. For the conscientious counsellor/psychotherapist and lawyer, this means 

unpicking the complex and multi-faceted issues surrounding pathologising people and criminalisation 

- and to challenge these, as these current authors do. They might also find the 4 chapters in Part 2, 

which look at mad/bad identities, quite informative. 

No book about forensic mental health would be complete without including sex, sexuality and 

abuse. In line with other contemporary writers in the field of psychotherapy, Part 3, which looks at 

sex and sexuality in mental health and crime, includes chapters on sex workers and sex and 

sexualising in the therapy room, in addition to sexual abuse and paraphilia. Talking about sex is as 

important as discussing issues of class. Drawing attention to how psychiatry has pathologised sexual 

inclinations and practices over the centuries, the authors question what is normal and what isn’t. 

Should we celebrate sexual diversity? Perhaps we should, it would make working with ‘sexual 

problems’ easier and challenge socially constructed norms of ‘normal sex’. But conversations about 

sex can be difficult. Helpful guidance can be found in chapter 10. 



 

 

Because diagnosing or formulating criminal behaviour is insufficient without treatment, counsellors 

and psychotherapists will therefore find Part 4 interesting. Attachment-based, CBT, Systemic and 

Mindfulness approaches are described here. Whilst basic, each chapter provides a helpful, brief 

overview of the development of each theory. Supplemented by case studies, it offers a solid 

foundation to build on. 

In the final part, dichotomies in forensic and therapeutic practice are introduced. From 

memory to self-harm, suicide and contexts to prevention: the ‘false memory’ phenomenon is covered. 

Case vignettes and research evidence are provided on amnesia and recovered memories, which have 

implications for testimonials in court. Particularly, solicitors unfamiliar with memory research will 

find this chapter helpful. 

Why do people wilfully self-harm and commit suicide? How to diagnose ‘at risk’ individuals 

has led to numerous studies in an attempt to answer this conundrum and offer preventative 

interventions. Perhaps nothing leaves practitioners more bereft than when their clients kill themselves. 

This chapter provides useful information on working with risk in therapy. It also touches on suicide 

as an act of terrorism, and the issue of intent. Indeed, not every suicide bomber is suicidal, other 

motivations come into play. Since risk dominates current practice in the UK, this chapter is invaluable, 

particularly for students and novices.  

Nobody would disagree that working in high security settings is challenging. It requires 

specialist knowledge and adaptability. We gain insight into this sheltered world in Chapter 19, which 

focuses on different contextual factors of therapy in prisons. The Risk-Need-Responsivity and Good 

Lives models are discussed and other approaches touched on. Ultimately, it’s about prevention, which 

is briefly described in the last chapter.  

What do I make of this book? I would recommend this stimulating work, in which every 

picture tells a story. Even the experienced clinician might find something new and won’t regret 

buying it. What I miss though are references to group analytic writers, who have significantly 

contributed to the forensic psychotherapy literature and practice. Maybe these could be added to 

forthcoming revised editions? 
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