
It is about the same size as the British National Formulary,
only half as thick. It would be the ideal size for the pocket of a
white coat, if only we still wore them, but is not too heavy to carry
around in a briefcase. The introductory section sets our current
preoccupations in context, with a brief history of modern
psychopharmacology and an account of how new psychiatric
drugs are developed and brought to market. The information
on neurotransmission will be familiar to most but the section
on pharmacokinetics covers an important subject that tends to
be overlooked in day-to-day practice.

The major groups of drugs used in psychiatric practice are
covered, with chapters on Parkinsonism, anti-epileptics, sexual
disorders and a useful chapter on the special needs of children.
Its trick – if that is the word – is to outline in each section the
basic mechanisms underlying therapeutic and undesired effects,
and to support these accounts with basic evidence (with refer-
ences) in a concise and readable way. In addition, to reassure
the anxious clinician, it presents the most important National
Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence guidelines clearly in
boxes. The section on clinical pharmacology contains a punchy
summary of practical advice for prescribers – advice which,
regrettably, I still see ignored every day. Refreshingly, it highlights
the information that every patient should receive about their
medication.

It does have some drawbacks. The familiar illustrations of
brains, dendritic terminals and neuroreceptors are restricted to a
3-colour palette, so are not always as crystal clear as they could
be. Headings of fine white print on a turquoise background can
cause problems for ageing eyes and there remain some simple
typos which should have been picked up. The book presents,
the basic knowledge needed to understand clinical pharmacology,
but it is not an encyclopaedia or a book of fundamental science.
It does not have as much strength in depth as some would wish,
so will not be for those of us engaged in a specialist area of
pharmacology or therapeutics. A personal bee in my bonnet is
the apparently inescapable division of antipsychotic medications
into ‘typicals’ and ‘atypicals’. It seems to me more sensible to
consider each substance in terms of its unique profile of effects
on neuroreceptors rather than as part of a large but heterogeneous
group. The ‘atypical bias’ means that there is only half a page on
depot antipsychotics. However, these are small complaints. I find
it hard to imagine a more useful vade mecum for the hard-pressed
general psychiatrist – it should also prove a life-saver for the
trainees, general practitioners and psychiatric nurses who are its
intended audience (and, maybe, some of their patients). Some
may be put off by what seems like a relatively high price for a
relatively short book – I am sure it will be money well spent. This
is one for the briefcase, not the bookshelf.
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Like organisms, technologies go through distinct developmental
stages.

They start off as the hobbyhorses of enthusiasts, becoming
invisible and ubiquitous with mass acceptance. Information
technology (IT) is now on the cusp of a similar transition. Today,
the focus is more on what you can do with IT rather than on the
technology itself. Hands-on Help fits well with this theme as it puts
the computers in the background and the psychotherapy to the
fore. No special knowledge of IT is assumed or required.

That is not to say that this book is an easy read. The writers
have been comprehensive, reviewing patient selection, effective-
ness, efficacy and other aspects of computer-aided psychotherapy.
While it is a narrative review rather than a meta-analysis, this
dense content is not always helped by a rather unfriendly visual
style and a tendency towards acronyms.

Each chapter, however, contains a helpful box summarising
the main points. After the introduction we are taken through
the main areas where computer-aided psychotherapy could be
applied. For each indication the authors evaluate the research
quality. They are honest, highlighting areas where the evidence
is limited, of poor quality or even unsupportive of computer-
aided psychotherapy.

The authors are honest too in describing computer-aided
psychotherapy as a way of multiplying and enhancing, rather than
replacing, human therapists.

With the recent approval by the National Institute for Health
and Clinical Excellence of two computer-aided psychotherapy
packages this form of treatment delivery is going mainstream.
While not exactly an easy introduction, this book will be of
interest to those developing psychotherapy services in today’s
National Health Service.
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