
British Journal of Psychiatry (1987), 151, 423â€”433

Editor: Sidney Crown

Suicide Risk: The Formulation of Clinical Judgement.
By JOHNT. MALTSBERGER.New York: New York
UniversityPress.1986.Pp174.$32.00.

The bibliography in this book is far longer than the
index and contains in excessof 150quoted publications.
This might not seem out of the ordinary except that
theseincludeJoneson von Kleists' suicide,Seneca's
Lucillium Epistolae Morales, Williams' A Streetcar
Named Desire, Goethe's The Sorrows of Young Werther,
andAsbergon5-HIAAinthecerebrospinalfluid.This
bookbeckonstoberead,andthereaderwillnotbe
disappointed.Itisshortandtothepoint,containing
many illuminatingand resourcefulreferenceswell
rootedinliterature,history,psychoanalysis,andgen
eralhumanexperience.

So often American authors use a language tan
talisingly reminiscent of English but startlingly incom
prehensible. This is also unfortunately true of many
psychoanalytic tracts closer to home. However, this
book admirably avoidsthesepitfalls and is clearand
straightforward. It is divided into 5 sections with a
particularly entertaining and comprehensiveexcursion
through the vulnerability to suicide(and it is possibleto
write in an entertaining manner about such a subject
while never being light-hearted or frivolous). The other
sections include the suicide crisis, recognising the
suicidal patient, the formulation of suicide risk, and the
pitfalls in estimating suicidedanger.

The author proves most illuminating when highlight
ing the basic psychodynamic elementsof vulnerability
to suicide and the suicide crisis itself, as illustrated by
â€œ¿�poorBlanche DuBois who in order to maintain her
mentalbalancehadalwaysdependedonthekindnessof
strangersâ€•orinpatientswho losetheirequilibrium
when their idealisation of a leader is interfered with,
suchasin the caseof Albert Joffe, a devotedcommunist
who before committing suicide wrote to Trotsky when
Stalinexcludedhimfromtheparty,â€•...thatiswhyitis
time to put an end to my life.. . I cannot go along with
the state of affairs where the party tolerates in silence
your [Trotskys']exclusionâ€•.

Perhaps the weakest area in the book is the final
chapter, entitled â€˜¿�Pitfallsin estimating suicide danger',
which leaves one feeling somewhat frustrated by the
author's attempt to place the unsuccessfullyprevented
suicidefirmly at the feetof the professionalswho are
unable or unwilling to futifi his rigorous criteria for

a full psychodynamicformulation.Maltsbergeralludes
to the psychoanalytic and other therapeutic treatment
strategieswhich would be introduced once this assess
menthastakenplace:â€œ¿�formulationis thebasisaswell
of intelligent psychoanalytic psychotherapy of suicidal
patients,but thesemattersareoutsidethescopeof this
bookâ€•.I suspectthat a book coveringtheseaspects
would be a rather different kettle of fish. In addition,
if it contained controlled outcome studies of such
psychoanalytic treatments it would also be very short.
Nevertheless,thesearerelativelyminorquibblesin

what is an intellectually satisfying and very readable
tome. I recommendit most highly to psychiatric trainees
and general psychiatrists alike, although I suspectthat
the majority of doctors in casualty departments who are
in the front line of the initial assessmentof suicide risk
would find it a rather daunting prospect. The relatively
high price may put it out of the reach of people who
might wish to read it at their leisure.

DAVID Roy, Consultant Psychiatrist, Goodmayes

Hospital, Essex

Interventions for Children of Divorce: Custody, Access,
and Psychotherapy. By WILLIAM F. HoDGes.
Chichester:John Wiley & Sons. 1986.Pp 374.Â£38.50.

This book aims to provide principles and guidelines for
professionals working with children of divorce. The
author has reviewed a large number of studies, but
he points out that these are mostly descriptive and
largely methodologically inadequate. However, the
intervention strategies are clearly illustrated with
examples,andtheseprovideavaluableresource.

Theimpactof divorceonchildrenisdifferentdepend
ing on theageof thechild. Hedgesarguesthat weneed
to considerthecharacteristicsof thechild andtheir cir
cumstancesin orderto establishwhatonewouldexpect
thechild to understandandcopewith. The theoretical
basisof thiswork isdevelopmental,andstronglybased
in object relationsand Piagetiontheory. Within this
modeltheimpactandlong-termadjustmentto divorce
isconsidered.

Therearechaptersonmedication,custody,visitation,
and single parenthood as any clinical intervention
shouldbeplacedin thecontextof theeffectsof different
waysfamiliesreachtheir presentstatus.Thechapteron
mediation is particularly important, as the evidence
reviewed suggeststhat it is superior to court-resolved
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battles for all concerned. It is also argued that whatever
post-divorce arrangements are made for children should
be monitored and evaluated.With the high rate of
remarriagethe author hasalso reviewedwork in this
area,ascliniciansoften find themselvesworking with
such families.

The second half of the book presents various models
of intervention, including individual, group, and family

therapy. Each approach is carefully considered and
illustrated. At the end ofthe book Hodges provides a list
ofthings that are not known and need to be known when
helping children of divorce: there are thus plenty of
suggestions for future research.

Thisbookiswellwrittenandeasyto useasareference
book â€”¿�in view ofthe price this seems the most likely use.
The fact that the researchand practicesreportedare
from America should not deter the British reader.

NIGEL BEAIL, Senior Clinical Psychologist, Princess

Royal Community Health Centre, Huddersfield

Attempted Suicide: A Practical Guide to Its Nature and
Management (2nd ed). By KEITH HAwroN and Josu
CATALAN. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1987. Pp
211.Â£12.50.

The second edition of this readable book is a little larger
than the first. Its main format remains the same, and it is
stillthemost usefulbasictexton â€˜¿�attemptedsuicide'
whichiscurrentlyavailable.Itisvaluableatseveral
levels,froma basicguidetopracticalmanagementtoa
goodsummaryof recentresearchwork.

The newadditions to the text reflectvariousrecent
changesin the clinical scene.Problemsconcerning
unemployment,child abuse,adolescence,the role of
psychotropic drug prescription, and up-to-date epi
demiological findings are discussed in detail. The new
DHSSguidelineson themanagementof deliberateself
harmarealsomentioned,althoughit would havebeen
useful to see them in their entirety. One omission
concernsthe recommendationsthat multidisciplinary
standing committeesshould be establishedin each
majorclinicalcentre,chargedwith thetasksof monitor
ing standardsof careandestablishingcodesof clinical
practice,as well as methodsof educationand stimu
lating research.Onewondershow widely this ideahas
beenimplementedthroughoutthecountry.

The book closeswith considerationof the way for
ward and the many problems which besetprimary
preventionof â€˜¿�attemptedsuicide'.It isindeedasourceof
disappointmentthat no researchhas yet shown any
form of interventionto beeffectivein reducingrepeti
tion, andwearestill in theearlystagesof identifyingkey
issuesin primarypreventionof â€˜¿�attemptedsuicide'.The
exhausted casualty officer, facing yet another overdose
patient,maystill feeljustified in believingthat punitive
stomachwashoutscould be effectiveasa way of pre
ventingfurther repetition.In duecoursefurtherenquiry

will surelyprovehimwrong,andanyaspiringresearcher
will find within this book many good ideas which
deserve further exploration.

H. G. MORGAN, Proftssor ofMental Health, University
of Bristol

In-Patient Psychiatry: Diagnosis and Treatment (2nd
edition). Edited by LLOYD I. SEDERER.London:
Williams& Wilkins. 1986.Pp399.Â£45.00.

At atimewhencommunitypsychiatryisfashionableit is
curiouslyanachronisticto find a book which is almost
entirelydevotedto in-patientpsychiatry.Yet evenday
patient care receives only a brief comment here. The
narrow focusdoesenablecertainaspectsof in-patient
care to be discussedin more detail than is found in
general psychiatric textbooks, but the multi-author
nature of the book has resulted in a considerable

amount of repetition. Young psychiatric trainees are

often puzzled by what actually happens in a psychiatric

ward and may be uncertain about how they should
spendthe individual time that they have with their
patients, what community and staffmeetings are about,
and what the aimsof in-patientgroup psychotherapy
should be. Some attempt is made here to provide the
psychiatrist in training with advice and clear guidelines,
and the chapters devoted to group therapy, the thera
peutic milieu, and the family are particularly well
written.

Unfortunately, much of the detailed factual infor
mation one would also expect to find in such a text is
only sketchily presented, and there is much that British
psychiatristswould take issuewith; for example,the
chapteron schizophreniauncriticallypresentstheviews
of suchworkersasWynneand Singer,and is heavily
biased towards psychotherapeutic management. Some
whatparadoxically,anotherchapter,devotedto theuse
of the laboratory,dogmaticallyrecommendsa number
of â€œ¿�diagnosticâ€•biochemicaltestssuchasthedexameth
asonesuppressiontest,againwithout discussinganyof
thecontroversysurroundingtheir use.Consideringthat
the book is dealingwith in-patient treatment,ECT is
dealt with inadequatelyand cognitive therapy only
brieflymentioned.Oneis left to wonderwhetherthis is
to bethoughtof exclusivelyasanout-patienttechnique!
The chapteron alcoholismfails to discussaimsother
than abstinencein any depth,and the drug addictions
arenotableby theirabsencealtogether.

Overall,the book would beof limited valueto those
preparing for the membershipexamination, but the
sectionsdealingwith interpersonalandsocialaspectsof
in-patientcareprobablymakeit a worthwhileaddition
to a psychiatric library.

LINDA GA5K, Research Fellow, University Hospital of
South Manchester
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