
Not that many years ago, when seeking medical care, it was common for people to 
just see a Family Doctor and on rare occasion need to be referred to a specialist. Now, 
many people see medical specialists as often as they see Family Doctors. Along with 
this increase in specialization in medicine there has been an increase in the specializa-
tion of psychologists. In addition to general psychological practice, there are 20 rec-
ognized psychological specialties and proficiencies. This article is about one of those 
specialties--Forensic Psychology.

Forensic Psychology is the intersection between psychology and the legal system. It 
requires knowledge of psychology and knowledge of legal principles. The Forensic 
Psychologist is designated an expert in a specific field by the court. 

Among other things, a Forensic Psychologists may be appointed by the court to:

•	Perform a mental health evaluation of a person.

•	Perform a custody evaluation of a family.

•	Perform an evaluation of the competency of a person to stand trial.

•	Evaluate the state of mind of a defendant at the time of the offence and whether 
they were sane or insane. 

•	Help with jury selection

It is the job of the Forensic Psychologist to interpret psychological data to the court in 
ways that address the legal questions that are being raised in court or law enforcement. 
This requires knowledge of the relevant laws as well as an understanding of the ways 
in which the courts and legal system work.
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In traditional therapy, the General Psychologist accepts the viewpoint of the patient or client and does little inde-
pendent fact checking. The Forensic Psychologist is likely to do more extensive independent fact checking. In the 
courtroom, with appropriate consent or Order of the Court, the General Psychologist who is treating a person is 
allowed to testify about the treatment of that person. However, they are not allowed to render an opinion. This is an 
area that is poorly understood by the public. A common issue that arises is that a therapist may be treating a child 
in a divorced or separated family. The child may be having negative reactions to shared custody time with one of 
the parents. The therapist may testify in court about the child’s emotional reactions. One of the attorneys or the 
judge may ask the therapist if there should be a reduction in the time the child spends with that parent. While that 
is a logical question to ask, the therapist is prohibited from giving an opinion about that. The reason is because the 
therapist did not perform an evaluation of the entire family to assess what is in the best interest of the child.

A Forensic Psychologist who specializes in Custody Evaluations is the person who would evaluate the entire family 
and then testify in court and give an opinion about the amount of time the child should spend with each parent.

In the above example, the treating psychologist may believe that the child is having a bad reaction to parent A be-
cause of that parent’s behavior. The Forensic Psychologist performing a Custody Evaluation of the entire family may 
confirm that parent A is the problem. Or, it may be that the other parent is agitating the child to act out with parent 
A. this would lead to a different recommendation about custody time.

In a similar example involving a criminal matter, the treating psychologist was treating someone who killed her 
child before the treatment began. The person had severe mental illness. The treating psychologist testified at the 
trial and spoke about the mental illness, the treatment and the need for continued treatment. The psychologist was 
asked if he thought the tragic crime was caused by the mental illness. Although it probably was, he answered that 
he could not render an opinion because he did not perform a Forensic Evaluation to investigate the circumstances 
of the crime and the client’s state of mind at the time of the crime. If the attorney believed that the client did not un-
derstand right from wrong at the time of the crime he surely would have asked to have a Forensic Evaluation done.  

If you, a family member, or friend is involved in a legal situation and the services of a psychologist is needed, it is 
important to know if you should see a General Psychologist, or if you need a Forensic Psychologist. You should 
consult with your attorney, and if you are already seeing a psychologist, consult with your current psychologist 
about the need for a specialist.
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