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In psychiatry’s diverse and colorful
family of subspecialties, public psy-
chiatry has always been the “plain
Jane” cousin who shows up at all the
reunions but keeps quiet and off to the side. It’s neither the
flashy young neurobiologist nor the sophisticated depression
specialist, and it has certainly never resembled the refined,
matronly psychoanalyst. Indeed, public psychiatry seems to
have been content with its place in the background. But with
widespread health care reform taking hold with its emphasis on
person-centered care and attention to meaningful outcomes,
public psychiatry’s time in the shadows may be ending. One
gets that sense when reading the recently published Yale
Textbook of Public Psychiatry. Editors Selby Jacobs and
Jeanne Steiner collaborated with their department colleagues
to publish a text that creates a coherent narrative for public
psychiatry by weaving together history, the current land-
scape, training priorities, and key best practices and compe-
tencies. The Yale group’s profile is impressive, as each chapter
is coauthored by a faculty member with a national or inter-
national reputation in the area. This is a text worth reading.

The text features four sections. Part I describes the public
psychiatry service system by outlining the discipline’s ori-
gins in community and public health initiatives from the
last century. A highlight is chapter 3, “Recovery and Recovery-
Oriented Practice,” which relates the evolution of the recovery
movement and provides a succinct review of person-centered
concepts, recovery-oriented services, and the nature and im-
pact of peer services. Part II is anchored in the present and
rightfully asserts that today’s public psychiatrists must be
competent to provide integrated (general medical and behav-
ioral health) care, to apply a public health perspective to un-
derstand diseases and modifying factors at the population level,
and to serve the ever-increasing number of patients with se-
rious mental illness who are also involved in civil and criminal
justice systems. This section lays out the foundation of the
public psychiatrist’s current clinical identity.

Part III drills down into core clinical skills, focusing
on children and young adults, hospital and outpatient ser-
vice settings, and the importance of outreach and engage-
ment strategies. Chapters throughout the text are similarly
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structured to provide history and context leading to a de-
scription of current best practices and required clinical com-
petencies. For example, a chapter on services for children and
adolescents includes a brief review of psychoanalytic theory
and practice for children beginning with Sigmund Freud and
tracing the evolution of Anna Freud’s clinic, which currently
provides services in London’s publicly funded care system.
Chapter 10, “Early Intervention and Prevention for Psychotic
Disorders,” begins in Melbourne, where the first Early Psy-
chosis Prevention and Intervention Centre was established
in 1992. This background provides context that is interest-
ing and greatly enhances the reader’s understanding of the
material.

Consecutive chapters describe the shift from inpatient to
outpatient care for individuals with serious mental illness
that has taken place over the past half-century. A thorough
review of state hospital inpatient care is necessary given that
public psychiatry’s early identity was forged in large state
asylums. Subsequent chapters trace the shift to outpatient
care and describe the comprehensive array of community-
based services that are the backbone of today’s public psy-
chiatry. Chapter 13, “Clinical Competence in Outreach and
for Special Populations,” stands out for its description of key
outreach strategies used by public psychiatrists to ensure that
high-need, high-risk patients are effectively engaged and
served. This chapter also details unique needs and challenges
encountered when working with patients with traumatic
brain injuries; with those with co-occurring substance use
disorders; and with the elderly, homeless, and the lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender populations.

The final section of the text takes a step back and examines
public psychiatry’s administrative structure with chapters
devoted to workforce issues, training needs and priorities,
and future challenges. Public psychiatrists’ roles as medical
and clinical directors, teachers, and practitioners are defined,
emphasizing the many leadership opportunities and poten-
tial for public psychiatrists to meaningfully affect clinical-
and system-level policies. The final chapter outlines key future
challenges in the field, including the increasing focus on risk
and quality management, practitioner accountability, and our
nation’s continuing and often chaotic approach to reforming
the organization of and funding for health care. Indeed, a
section heading near the end of the final chapter is “The Road
Ahead is Unclear.” This brings the story full circle, ending
with the acknowledgment made in the text’s introductory
chapters that public psychiatry’s foundation always has and
always will be anchored in the unsteady realm of social and
safety-net services for the truly disadvantaged.
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But the story is well told. One comes away feeling that
public psychiatry has grown in stature and deserves greater
recognition in psychiatry’s broad family of subspecialties, no
longer the shrinking violet. The editors are commended for
recognizing the breadth of talent and experience at Yale and
for organizing a succinct and informative text that is very
much worth reading.

BOOK FORUM

Thomas E. Smith, M.D.

Dr. Smith is Associate Medical Director, New York State Office of Mental Health,
Albany; and Special Lecturer, Department of Psychiatry, Columbia University
Medical Center, New York.

The author reports no financial relationships with commercial interests.
Book review accepted April 2017.
Am J Psychiatry 2017; 174:906-907; doi: 10.1176/appi.ajp.2017.17040431

CORRECTION

For the article “A 5-Year Observational Study of Patients With Treatment-Resistant Depression Treated

With Vagus Nerve Stimulation or Treatment as Usual: Comparison of Response, Remission, and Suicidality

”

by Scott T. Aaronson, M.D., et al. (Am J Psychiatry 2017; 174:640-648; doi: 10.1176 /appi.ajp.2017.16010034),
a list of the participating sites and investigators has been added to the supplementary materials.
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