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The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of forensic mental health services for the
criminal justice practitioner who may not be fully familiar with the roles and responsibilities of mental
health practitioners within the criminal justice system as well as the resources they provide. Given the
influential role of mental health in the rehabilitation process, specifically as it pertains to the process of
reentry for incarcerated individuals, mental health practitioners can serve as a valuable resource to those
within criminal justice populations as well as other professionals within relatable fields.

Providing quality mental health care for individuals who are or have been involved in the criminal
justice system is complex and multifaceted in nature. Types of quality care consist of several varying, yet
essential components. A major player involved in the criminal justice system is the forensic mental health
practitioner (FMHP). The FMHP provides support and services to those who have been involved in
criminal justice and legal systems by way of incarceration, civil commitment, probation, or involvement
with a problem-solving court.

Responding professionals such as police officers, emergency dispatch professionals, security
officers, firefighters, paramedics, and emergency medical technicians (EMTs) may interact with FMHP
professionals. Other professionals who may interact with an FMHP include correctional-based
professionals (e.g., corrections, parole, and probation officers), prosecuting and defense attorneys, and
judges. Thus, these responding professionals would significantly benefit from expanding their knowledge,
awareness and training in topics related to forensic mental health. Moreover, FMHPs may also work with
individuals reentering communities from a correctional setting or probationary status and provide support
services to assist individuals throughout their process of reintegration back into society. Upon completing
incarceration and being confronted with reentering the community, incarcerated individuals often face
significant challenges and roadblocks (e.g., access to employment, support network, and housing).

A primary function of the FMHP is to assist the recipient with the creation of a personalized plan
to help guide the individual toward developing the skills required to reach specific objectives and goals
pertaining to interpersonal relationships, adaptive functioning and activities of daily living, and career
development, to name a few. An FMHP can also assist patients with locating appropriate resources,
teach the individual skills to reduce mental health related symptoms, and provide needed support during
times of stress. Additionally, an FMHP may be part of an integrated clinical and rehabilitative treatment
team that serves to provide a holistic approach to treatment, which can be particularly beneficial for
individuals who have a dual diagnosis of mental illness in combination with substance abuse problems.
The FMHP also forms partnerships with community resources in housing, employment, education, and
other supportive functions in an effort to facilitate success for individuals reintegrating from correctional
settings.
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FMHPs typically hold a B.A., B.S., M.A., or M.S. degree in a social science area (e.g., counseling,
criminal justice, criminology, social work, sociology, psychology, or social work). More often than not, an
FMHP is an unlicensed professional who has some training and experience working with criminal justice
involved clients. FMHPs commonly find employment in outpatient treatment settings or case
management.
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