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THE DISTURBING WORLD OF THE                   PSYCHOPATH

Michael P. Brannon, Psy.D.

There are many different diagnostic categories that are represented in the courtroom on a daily basis.  However, none are more perplexing or as misunderstood than Psychopathic Personality Disorder.  Compounding this confusion is the absence of this diagnosis in the DSM-IV and the erroneous synonyms that are often used by mental health professionals to describe this personality disorder.  

Most of the legal system is aware of the terms, antisocial personality and sociopath.  However, neither of these terms are comparable to Psychopathic Personality Disorder.  The DSM-IV describes Antisocial Personality Disorder as an Axis II disorder that involves such activities as childhood conduct problems, adult criminal behavior, substance abuse, lack of realistic goals, avoidance of responsibility and ongoing conflicts with authority.  Individuals with multiple contacts with the legal system are often diagnosed with this Axis II personality disorder.  The term “sociopath” was originally derived from the field of sociology and it reflected a belief that the origins of antisocial behaviors were rooted in the family and social interactions of that particular culture.

Psychopathic Personality Disorder is a diagnosis that is inclusive of many of the criteria for Antisocial Personality Disorder, but with some critical additions.  The psychopath is typically an individual who is charming, extroverted, intelligent (at least superficially), verbally skilled and initially liked by others.  They also are highly manipulative and deceitful, cold and calculating, devoid of genuine emotions, egocentric, lacking remorse and can be extremely violent.  They may range in criminal court from serial murders to junk bond swindlers.  However, their underlying motivations are usually identical.  Psychopaths thrive on excitement and danger.  They do not consider or care about the eventual consequences of their actions on others as their only concern is the immediate gratification of their impulsive desires.

Psychopaths also are often involved in multiple failed relationships, many times in marriages with children.  At that time, the psychopath may be seen in family court attempting to assert their control over the eventual legal outcome with little regard for the welfare of the participants.  Psychopaths may also be involved in civil court proceedings in fraudulent personal injury claims and worker’s compensation claims.  These individuals are usually committed to a parasitic lifestyle that depends on deceiving others (including the legal system) in order to satisfy their daily needs. 

The most concerning of all of the behavioral characteristics of the psychopath is a tendency towards unprovoked and predatory violence.  Psychopaths are responsible for a significant amount of the most violent of crimes, including murder, rape and aggravated battery.  They are able to engage in the most violent of behavior towards others due to their inability to experience the emotions that are essential to relationship formation.  Psychopaths are callous towards the feelings of others, lack empathy, and do not experience remorse for their actions.  Psychopaths are often verbally skilled and are likely to convey the impression to others of intense emotions.  However, those verbal expressions are only “skin deep” and devoid of the depth and quality of those actual emotions.  Recent research has shown that the psychopath does not display the type of bodily arousal (autonomic) that others display when anxious, angry, or in love.  In fact, it is likely that they are calm and emotionless immediately prior to engaging in the most heinous of actions, much like a wild animal stalking their prey.

Perhaps even more chilling is the recent and dramatic increase of youth violence in our culture.  Juvenile courts are flooded with young adolescents and children who have committed acts of violence that were previously restricted to adult defendants.  In addition, adult criminal courts have begun to see individuals whose career of illegal activities began in their formative years.  As a result, the legal system and the mental health delivery system are constantly searching for appropriate solutions to this perplexing problem.  Unfortunately, a large percentage of the violent juvenile crimes that are committed may be due to the actions of youngsters with psychopathic personalities.                         

Dr. Robert Hare from the University of British Columbia is an expert and leading researcher on psychopathy.  Along with his colleagues, Dr. Hare developed the Psychopathy Checklist - Revised (PCL-R) in order to assess individuals who may meet the criteria for this personality disorder.  The PCL-R is not a self-report psychological test in that it is not “taken” by the examinee in the same manner as the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory – Second Edition (MMPI-2).  The PCL-R is an instrument that relies upon an extensive interview with the defendant as well as a comprehensive review of collateral information concerning a number of factors known to be associated with psychopathy.  Most professionals utilizing this complex instrument have received specialized training in the administration and scoring of the PCL-R.    

The importance of the PCL-R in forensic setting cannot be overstated in that it is the single best measure of the defendant’s risk potential for acts of violence in the future.  Furthermore, considerable research has shown that the diagnosis carries important implications in regards to treatment appropriateness and prognosis.  Interestingly, individuals with a diagnosis of Psychopathic Personality Disorder who are ordered to mental health treatment have been found to have a higher recidivism rate than those who have been sent to prison.  Individuals who score above the suggested cut-off score on the PCL-R are also noted to be highly deficient in their parenting abilities due to neglectful actions, an inability to form emotional bonds, and a failure to anticipate actions that may cause harm to their children.  The identification of psychopathy also is important in juvenile court because mental health treatment is likely to be ineffective with psychopathic youngsters.  For this latter purpose, Dr. Hare and his colleagues plan on publishing the Psychopathy Checklist - Youth Version (PCL-YV) in the coming year (2002). 

Although the psychopath is more likely to be found in criminal settings than in all other environments combined, it should be noted that prior to being uncovered, these same individuals were often working in trusted positions in the community, married with children, and socializing with people who considered them to be their best friends.          
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FACTORS TO CONSIDER IN SCHOOL VIOLENCE THREAT ASSESSMENT

Sherrie Bourg Carter, Psy.D.

School violence and threats of violence have become an area of increasing concern for parents, school officials, law enforcement, judges, and society as a whole.  One of the biggest concerns is whether those students at highest risk for carrying out school violence threats can be accurately identified before the threat is carried out.  In response to these concerns, the FBI has identified certain types of behavior, personality, and circumstances in the family, school, social, and community environment that should be considered when conducting assessments of juveniles who have made threats of school violence.
 

The warning signs are broken down into four categories.  The more warning signs present, the more risk there is that the student will carry out the threat.  However, before considering these factors, the following cautions should be noted:

1.
These factors were not intended to be used as a checklist to predict future violent behavior by a student who has not acted violently or threatened violence.

2.
These factors should be considered only as one component of a professional assessment after a student has made some type of threat.

3.
No one or two factors should be considered in isolation.

4.
No factors should be given more weight than others.  These factors should be weighed on a case-by-case basis.

I.
Personality Traits and Behavior in the Child
A.
Signs of Leakage - intentionally or unintentionally revealing clues to an impending violent act and/or efforts to get unwitting peers to help with preparations for violent act.

B.
Low tolerance for frustration and/or easily 
bruised, angered, or hurt

C.
Poor coping skills – exaggerated, immature, or disproportionate reaction to anger, criticism, frustration, failure, rejection, disappointment, or humiliation.

D.
Lack of resiliency - unable to bounce back after a setback, disappointment, or putdown.  

E.
Failed love relationship and/or cannot 
accept or come to terms with rejection.  

F.
“Injustice Collector” - will not forget or 
forgive wrongs and may have a hit list of 


those he/she feels have wronged him/her.

G.
Signs of depression

H.
Signs of Narcissism - self-centered, lacks insight 
into others’ needs and feelings, and blames others for disappointments and failures.  

I.
Alienation - feels different or estranged, 
more than just being a loner.

J.
Dehumanizes others - fails to see others as 
human beings.

K.
Lacks empathy

L.
Exaggerated sense of entitlement - expects 
special treatment and reacts negatively 
when he/she does not get it.

M.
Attitude of superiority

N.
Exaggerated or pathological need for 
attention (positive or negative).

O.
Externalizes blame

P.
Masks low self-esteem

Q.
Anger management problems

R.
Intolerance - often expresses prejudices or intolerant attitudes toward minorities or displays slogans or symbols of intolerance through such things as tattoos, jewelry, bumper stickers, clothing, or school supplies (book 
covers, back packs, etc.)

S.
Uses inappropriate humor (macabre, insulting, belittling, mean)

T.
Manipulative

U.
Lacks trust, paranoid, suspicious

V.
Involvement in a closed social group - usually single small group that excludes everyone else.

W.
Changes in behavior (academic changes, 
conduct changes)

X.
Rigid and opinionated

Y.
Unusual interest in sensational violence

Z.
Fascination with violence-filled 
entertainment (TV, computer, games, 
music, videos, printed material)

AA.
Negative role models (Hitler, Satan)

BB.
Engages in behavior relevant to carrying out threats, such as practicing with firearms, excessive amount of time on violent websites.

II.
Family Dynamics
A.
Turbulent parent-child relationship

B.
Parental acceptance of pathological 
behavior - parents seem unconcerned or 
defensive when made aware of child’s 
behavior.

C.
Access to weapons in the home

D.
Lack of intimacy in family

E.
Student “rules the roost” - parents set few or no limits on child’s behavior; parents know little about the child’s activities; parents seem intimidated by the child.

F.
No limits or monitoring of TV or internet.

III.
School Dynamics
A.
Student’s attachment to school is poor

B.
School tolerates student’s disrespectful 
behavior

C.
Inequitable discipline at school (real or 
perceived)

D.
Inflexible school culture (official and 
unofficial patterns of behavior, values, 
and relationships among students, teachers, 
staff, and administrators are unyielding, 
static, and insensitive to changes in society 
and the changing needs of students and 
staff.

E.
Pecking order among students - certain group of students officially or unofficially given more respect and prestige 
than others.

F.
Code of silence prevails among students - little trust exists between students and school staff.

G.
Unsupervised computer access at school

IV.
Social Dynamics
A.
Easy access to media, entertainment, and 
technology associated with violence

B.
Exclusionary peer group involvement

C.
Drug/Alcohol involvement

D.
Outside interests  - aggravating versus 
mitigating.

E.
Copycat effect - threats occur days, weeks, 
or several months after well publicized 
school violence incident.
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 Book of the Quarter
We have selected Criminal Responsibility and Multiple Personality Defendants as the Book of the Quarter.  It is a book written by Sabra Owens and published by the American Bar Association in 1997.  It is a short, easy-to-read book that discusses multiple personality disorders, whether such testimony should be admitted, the standards by which to judge the experts and their evaluations, special areas of controversy, and the case law surrounding the diagnosis of multiple personality.  For ordering information, contact the ABA Division for Public Service at 202-662-8608 or go to their website at: www.abanet.org/publicserv/home.html.
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Dispute Resolution Conference 

The ABA Section of Dispute Resolution and the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts is presenting a entitled, All in the Family: A symposium on Family, Family Business, and Intergenerational Disputes.  The workshop will cover using dispute resolution in trust and estate planning, information about the collaborative law movement, mediating with high conflict families, the impact of mental illness on the process of dispute resolution.  The date of the conference is February 1st, 2002 from 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  It is being held at the Philadelphia Marriot Hotel (215-625-2900).  The cost is $175.00 for regular registration and $130.00 for judges, government workers, professors, and community mediators.  To register, contact Jannice Hodge-Bannerman at 202-662-1683 or e-mail her at hodgej@staff.abanet.org.   

Child Witness Conference 

The University of South Florida is offering a workshop entitled, Preserving the Reliability of Children’s Testimony.  It is being presented by Stephen Ceci, an internationally known expert in the field of child testimony.  The workshop will cover distinguishing between lies and false beliefs, age differences in suggestibility, scientific research on child witness testimony, and interview techniques that maximize validity of information provided by young children.  The date of the conference is February 28, 2002 from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  It is being held at the Blaise Alfano Conference Center in Tampa.  The cost is $130.00.  To register, call 813-974-4296 or visit their website at www.fmhi.usf.edu/mhlp/statement.html.         
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Yes, I want to receive The Bottom Line!

If you are not on our mailing list and would like to receive The Bottom Line, OR if you are already receiving the newsletter in one form (hard copy or e-mail), but would prefer to receive it in another form, please complete the form below and return it to us by fax at 954-316-4844 or by mail at 7330 NW 5th Street, Plantation, FL  33317.  

Name: ___________________________________

Address: _________________________________

_________________________________________

City: ____________________________________

State: __________
Zip:__________________

I would like to receive the IBSL Newsletter via:

______

mail

______

e-mail *

* If you selected e-mail, please provide your e-mail 

address: ________________________________
This newsletter is a quarterly publication for judges, general masters, and attorneys interested in general information about and the latest developments in forensic psychology.  

A Publication from the Institute for Behavioral Sciences and the Law








�  O’Toole, M.E.  (not dated).  The school shooter: A threat assessment perspective.  Quantico, VA: FBI Academy National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime.
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