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Learning Objectives
 Through this workshop, you should learn:

• the  traits  and characteristics of psychopathy

• its relevance for law enforcement, mental health 
professionals, social workers, and administrators

• how psychopathic traits can impact your work with 
clients /offenders

• What to do when you suspect you are dealing with an 
individual with many psychopathic traits
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Outline for this Talk
 The Importance of Recognizing and Understanding 

Psychopathy

 Introduction to Psychopathy

 How to Identify people exhibiting psychopathic 
traits

 How to modify your behavior when you must deal 
with such individuals

 Issues that Arise due to the Impact of People with 
Psychopathic Traits on Others
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 The inability to recognize psychopathic traits can lead 
professionals to make decisions that could negatively 
impact the welfare of families, spouses, children, 
clients, witnesses, and offenders themselves

 Psychopathy manifests itself in many contexts and can 
be disruptive and undermine decisions made by all 
parties
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Why this Issue Is Important

• Many professionals do not receive special training in 
understanding psychopathy 

• Many do not realize when they are in contact with 
psychopathic individuals

• Psychopathic individuals can do immense damage to 
individuals and their families

• Psychopathic individuals can often fool professionals 
into “taking their side” or ignoring important 
behaviors
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The Cost of Psychopathy

• The cost of the behavior of psychopathic individuals is large. 

• The damage is largely unrecognized by both governmental 
bodies and by policy makers. 

• Most regulations and policies do not take into account the 
possibility that some individuals might be prone to deceive 
or manipulate us.

• Consequently, people with psychopathic traits do not play 
well with our institutions.  

• Professionals often increase the damage if they do not 
realize and understand when psychopathic people are not 
behaving in a straightforward manner. 
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Reducing the Costs

• Increasing our knowledge can help us understand 
these individuals better.

• Knowledge of behavior of psychopathic individuals 
and of strategies for preparing for it and reacting to it 
can significantly alter the outcome of our decision-
making.

• We can reduce the negative impact and foster justice.
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•Introducing Psychopathy 
•Misconceptions about Psychopathy
•How to Understand Psychopathic Traits
•Psychopathy vs. Sociopathy vs. ASPD
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Confusion Over the Term Psychopathy”

• Literally it means “mental illness”

– psyche = “mind”

– pathos = “disease”

• Confusion is compounded by the media use of the 
term as the equivalent of “insane” or “crazy.”
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Other Misconceptions about 
Psychopathy

 “I’ll know one when I see one.”

 “All psychopaths are serial killers.”

 “All serial killers are psychopaths.”

 “Psychopathy cannot be treated and cannot be cured”

 “Psychopathy is a result of an unhealthy childhood”

 “Psychopaths are only found in prisons.”

 “It can’t happen to me.”
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Psychopaths can be anywhere

 Business: CEOs, salespeople, entrepreneurs
 Politics: politicians, advisors
 Law Enforcement: officers, detectives, judges, 

lawyers
 Government: elected officials, dictators
 Health Care: physicians, nurses, therapists
 Academia: professors, administrators
 Religion: priests, evangelists
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Psychopathy is a specific personality 
disorder
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Histrionic

Antisocial

Histrionic

Narcissistic

Borderline

Psychopathy
Psychopathic traits

are often misdiagnosed
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Three frameworks:

The Cleckley Model

The Hare Model

The Cooke and Michie Model
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Psychopathic Traits
• The Cleckley Psychopath

– 16 Traits identified in clinical practice

• The Hare Four-Factor Model

– 20 Traits and characteristics empirically validated and 
commonly described as loading on four distinct but 
correlated dimensions

• The Cooke and Michie Three-Factor Model

– 13 of the 20 Traits; equivalent to the items in the first 
three factors of the four-factor model
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Hervey Cleckley
• The Mask of Sanity (1941)

• Marked the introduction of the modern clinical 
construct of psychopathy.

• Psychopaths often appear psychologically healthy 
and may even be especially adept at expressing 
emotion, an appearance Cleckley referred to as a 
“mask of sanity.”
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Common Characterizations

 Charming, likeable

 Entertaining, good story tellers

 Narcissistic, self-centered

 Good speaking skills

 Self-confident

 Sometimes, very ordinary
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Psychopathy: Definitions

• A personality disorder that manifests early in life and 
persists throughout the life span (Hare, 1996).

• Individuals who are lacking in empathy, loyalty, and 
guilt and who engage in persistent antisocial, 
impulsive, and irresponsible behavior (Cleckley, 1976).

• Often do not evidence impaired intelligence but appear 
unable to make use of their intelligence to learn from 
mistakes (Hart & Hare, 1989).  
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Psychopathy

Factor 1
Interpersonal-Affective

Factor 2
Lifestyle-Antisocial.67

Facet 1

Interpersonal
Facet 2

Affective
Facet 3

Lifestyle
Facet 4

Antisocial

.74 .68.79.72

The Hare Four-Factor Model

24

PCL-R Summary
INTERPERSONAL

•Glib, superficial charm

•Grandiose, inflated self worth

•Pathological lying, deceitful

•Conning, manipulative

LIFESTYLE

•Thrill seeking; easily bored

•Impulsivity

•Irresponsibility

•Parasitic lifestyle

•Lack realistic, long-term goals

AFFECTIVE

•Shallow affect; flat emotions

•Failure to accept responsibility

•Lack of remorse or guilt; no 

conscience

•Callous, lack empathy

ANTISOCIAL

•Poor behavioral controls

•Early behavior problems

•Juvenile delinquency

•Revocation conditional release 

•Criminal versatility
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Plus: Promiscuous; Many Short-term Relationships
(By Robert D. Hare; Copyright 1991, 2003 Multi-Health Systems, Inc., All Rights Reserved)

Personality Behavior

•Sociopathy

•Antisocial Personality Disorder

•Dyssocial Personality Disorder

31

Psychopathy vs. Sociopathy

• Sociopathy was coined when it was believed that 
“society” caused the syndrome

• Sociopathy is still widely used by the general public, 
many clinicians still view sociopathy and 
psychopathy as synonymous

• A few theorists continue to argue that sociopathy is 
distinct from psychopathy
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Psychopathy vs. Sociopathy

• However, there are no validated measures of 
sociopathy

• So there is no research evidence on sociopathy.

• There is no basis for making any claims about 
sociopathy having different correlates than 
psychopathy
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Dissocial Personality Disorder

The diagnosis requires at least three of the following :

 (1) Callous unconcern for feelings of others.

 (2) Gross and persistent attitude of irresponsibility and 
disregard for social norms, rules, and obligations.

 (3) Incapacity to maintain enduring relationships, though no 
difficulty establishing them.

 (4) Very low frustration tolerance and a low threshold for 
discharge of aggression, including violence.

 (5) Incapacity to experience guilt, or to profit from adverse 
experience, particularly punishment.

 (6) Marked proneness to blame others, or to rationalize 
behavior bringing the subject into conflict with society.
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Psychopathy vs. Other Current Disorders
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Interpersonal Affective Lifestyle Antisocial

Psychopathy

Antisocial 
Personality Disorder

Dissocial Personality 
Disorder

Subtypes

 Many Different Subtypes Have Been Proposed

 Most researchers today focus on only one typology

 There is remarkably poor coherence across labs

 It is probably misleading to focus on subtypes 
when you are trying to learn about psychopathy.
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Primary Psychopathy

 Sometimes described as a Parasitic Predator 

 Willingness to look for, and exploit, the 
vulnerabilities and weaknesses of others

 Selfish, greedy; sometimes, opportunistic

 Heightened potential for specific kinds of 
aggression

 Inherent lack of concern for victims
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Primary Psychopathy
Affective Features May be Central

 Inherent lack of concern for victims
 They deserved it; others may be described as malevolent or 

stupid
 World view: givers & takers; law is for others
 Entitlement & superiority: natural selection
 Potential for overt & covert aggression; instrumental and 

reactive aggression; domestic violence
 Potential for recividism among those who break the law 

overtly.
 Abandon other people when they are no longer useful.

40
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Primary Psychopathy
Interpersonal Features May be Central

 Opportunistic , no real attachment to others, 
unstable lifestyle

 Often Interpersonal features may be more 
important for people who are engaging in 
instrumental deception.
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Secondary Psychopathy
Anxiety or Negative Emotion May be 
Very Prominent

 Studies are somewhat inconsistent about the 
nature of this subtype.

 Some studies suggest alcohol dependence 
especially associated with this subtype.
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Recommended Assessment Tools

• Hare Psychopathy Checklist Measures
– Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R; Hare, 1990, 

2003)

– Psychopathy Checklist: Youth Version (PCL: YV; Forth, 
Kosson, & Hare, 2003)

• Expert Rater Measures
• Integration of information across multiple domains 

(school/work/family/friends/romantic/antisocial/ 
recreational)

• Integration of information across multiple sources (self-
report, behavioral observation, collateral sources)

• Collateral information essential
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Beware of Psychopathy Experts:

 Who have not been trained on the PCL-R

 Who refer to psychopathy and sociopathy as 
synonymous

 Who are not aware of Dr. Robert Hare’s research

 Whose only psychopathy training was during their 
graduate program or through a continuing education 
course
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Behavior – Real World Behavior
Emotional Function and Motivation
Cognitive Function
Interpersonal Behavior 
Causes of Psychopathic Traits
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Prevalence

Substance Dependence Samples = 15-20%

Domestic Violence Perpetrators = 20%

Prison Population = 15% to 20%

Business Population = 3.9%*

General Population ≈ 1%?
(*Babiak, Neumann, Hare, 2010)
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Psychopathy and Antisocial Behavior

Nonviolent and Violent Offenses

 Earlier Onset of Antisocial Behavior

Criminal Versatility

Violations of Institution Rules

Recidivism

50

• Psychopathy is one of the single best
predictors of violence and recidivism

Psychopathy and Coercive  Sexual Behavior

 Hare (1999):  Psychopaths may not be so much 
specialized sexual offenders as they are more 
general, highly versatile offenders.

 DeGue, DiLillo, and Scalora (2010):  Psychopathic 
traits distinguished sexual aggression perpetrators 
from non-perpetrators

 Mouilso & Calhoun (2013): Psychopathic traits are 
associated with acceptance of rape myths and with 
sexual aggression among college students.
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Psychopathy and Coercive  Sexual Behavior
(Kosson, Kelly, & White, 1997) 

Psychopathy and Recidivism
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Table 3. Weighted and Unweighted Mean Effect Sizes of the PCL/PCL-R Factor

Scores as Predictors of Institutional Adjustment and Recidivism

Factor 1 Factor 2

k  ru rw ru rw

Recidivism              34 .16 .18 .27 .29 

General recidivism  26 .14 .15 .30 .32

Violent recidivism    27 .16 .18 .24 .26

Sexual recidivism      5 .04 .05 .06 .08 

Most methodologically 

sound studies       12 .13 .12 .26 .26 

Walters (2003)

Psychopathy and Antisocial Behavior

 Instrumental Aggression

 Domestic Violence
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Psychopathy and Instrumentality of  
Most Violent Offense

55

Walsh, Swogger, & Kosson (2009)

Both interpersonal and antisocial scores predicted 

greater instrumentality ratings. Affective scores 

predicted reduced instrumentality. 
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Impact on Criminal Law Cases

Individuals with psychopathic traits are more likely than 
other offenders:

 to leave the crime scene without informing anyone of 
the killing

 to deny the charges

 to be convicted for involuntary manslaughter rather 
than manslaughter or murder

 To receive permission from the Supreme Court to 
appeal their sentence
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Häkkänen-Nyholm & Hare (2009)

Psychopathy and Substance Dependence

 Association with Symptoms of Dependence for Most 
Categories Examined

 Primarily Associated with Lifestyle and Antisocial 
Components of Psychopathy

 May Not Be Specific to Psychopathy
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Psychopathy and Substance Dependence

58

Zero-Order Correlations for SUD Criteria and PCL-R Facet 
and Total Scores

Alcohol  Cannabis      Opioid        Cocaine

 PCL-R Dimension

 Interpersonal .09 .06 .06 .17**

 Affective .04 <.01 .03 .07

 Lifestyle .21** .25**          .18** .11*

 Antisocial .27** .13** .12* .13*

 PCL-R Total .24** .18**          .14               .17** 

Walsh, Allen, & Kosson (2007)

Psychopathy and Emotional Function

 Impaired Recognition of Affective Facial Expressions

 Impaired Recognition of Affective Vocalizations

 Reduced Responsiveness to Emotional Information
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Psychopathy and Facial Affect Recognition

 Impaired Recognition of Fear and Sadness

 Impaired Recognition of Disgust

 The nature of the deficit depends on the method used.

 Substantial inconsistency  across different studies
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Brook, Brieman, & Kosson (2013)

Psychopathy and Vocal Affect Recognition

 Many fewer studies

 Some studies point to impaired recognition of fear and 
sadness; others point to impaired recognition of 
happiness and sadness

 The nature of the deficit depends on the method used.

 Substantial inconsistency  across different studies
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Brook, Brieman, & Kosson (2013)
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Psychopathy and Vocal Affect Recognition

62

Bagley, Abramowitz, & Kosson (2009)

Psychopathy and Vocal Affect Recognition
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Bagley, Abramowitz, & Kosson (2009)

Reduced Responsiveness to Emotional 
Information 

 Reduced Impact of Emotion on Memory

 Reduced Impact of Emotion on Lexicality

 Reduced Impact of Emotion on Eyeblink Responses
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Little is Known About Motives of 
Individuals with Psychopathic Traits

Little Direct Evidence   I will summarize theory

 Cleckley: reduced motivation and emotion

 Others:  Stimulation-seeking; “thrills;”

 Need for power and control 
 Desire to “win”
 “I win — you lose”

 Duping Delight
 Playing “head games”
 Proud of their superior ability to fool and take advantage of 

others: it is their destiny
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What doesn’t motivate them?

 Genuine personal & business success

 Sense of personal responsibility

 Achieving “life” goals

 Concern for others (family, company)

 Personal legacy or accomplishment

 Loving relationships, or even friendships
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Psychopathy and Cognitive Function

 Impaired Response Modulation

 Impaired Instrumental Learning

 Impaired Performance under Left Hemisphere 
Activation 

67
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Psychopathy and Ability to Modulate 
Response Sets

 Deficient Ability to Modulate Dominant Responses

 Passive Avoidance Learning Deficits:  Difficulty learning 
to refrain from actions that lead to punishment

 Response Perseveration Deficits

 Reduced Attention to Peripheral Dimensions of Stimuli

 Reduced Attention to Context
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Psychopathy and Instrumental Learning

 Reversal Learning : 

 Stimulus-Response reinforcement learning
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Psychopathy and Left Hemisphere 
Activation Deficits

 Divided Visual Field Tasks

 Dichotic Listening Tasks

 Perceptual Tasks with Global and Local Stimuli

 Executive Tasks with Verbal versus Non-verbal 
Information
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Psychopathy and Interpersonal Behavior

 Dominance, Boldness

 Grandiosity

 Lack of Boundaries
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Psychopathy and Interpersonal Behavior

72

Zero-Order Correlations Among IM-P Factors and PCL-R Facet Scores

_____________________________________________________________________

Dominance Grandiosity Boundary 

Violations

____________________________________________________________

PCL-R INT .42*** .65*** .42***

PCL-R AFF .23*** .41*** .28***

PCL-R LIF .18*** .28*** .19***

PCL-R ANT .16*** .28*** .18***

Hampton, Vitacco, & Kosson (2014)

Psychopathy and Interpersonal Behavior
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Partial Correlations Among IM-P Factors and PCL-R Facet Scores

_____________________________________________________________________

Dominance Grandiosity Boundary 

Violations

____________________________________________________________

PCL-R INT .28** .45*** .27***

PCL-R AFF .00 .10** .06**

PCL-R LIF .00 .00 .00

PCL-R ANT .00 .04* .03

Hampton, Vitacco, & Kosson (2014)
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Psychopathy and Genetic Factors

• Twin studies indicate that genetic factors 
account for substantial variance in the affective 
traits associated with psychopathy

• The antisocial behavior and callous-
unemotional traits of youth with psychopathic 
traits reflect common genetic factors

• There are no behavior genetic studies based on 
clinical measures of psychopathy
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Psychopathy and Environmental Factors

• Associated with child maltreatment

• Associated with exposure to community violence

• Environmental factors may predict the stability of 
psychopathy

• Poor parenting does not impact the relationship 
between affective traits and antisocial behavior

• Poor parenting does impact the relationship between 
interpersonal traits and antisocial behavior

• Environmental correlates could reflect genetic factors

75
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Psychopaths in the System

 They can be a defendant in a criminal trial or an 
offender who has been convicted

 They can be your client

 They can be your clients’ spouses

 They can be your clients’ family members

 They can be employed in law enforcement

 They can be employed within the legal system

77

Impact on Criminal and Civil Cases

 Expect lying, perjury

 Ability to charm and persuade the jury

 Elevated flight risk

 Increased use of weapons / Greater harm to victims

 Reduced sentences for offenders
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Psychopathic Traits in Parents:  Impact on 
Supervision and Custody of Minor Children

 People with psychopathic traits generally make poor 
parents

 Children are sometimes used to make the parent look good 
or as pawns for a psychopathic individual to use to get what 
they want

 Psychopathic parents will make claims about what they 
want (e.g., they want the children 50% of the time) that are 
misleading

 Fraudulent marriage:  bigamy

 Manipulation; not following agreements

 Utilizing the media to manipulate

79
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Impact on Domestic Violence Cases

 Stalking, bullying, harassing behaviors to control and 
manipulate the non-psychopath

 Assess lethality factor:  past and present history of 
violence, gun ownership, family history of suicide

 Assess ETOH, prescription, and illegal drug use

 Safe place to live

 Restraining order?  Is it necessary?

80

•Doing Your Job with Awareness

•Possible Symptoms of Psychopathy: Direct 
Evidence 

•Indirect Evidence:  Things You May Notice in 
Yourself and Others

•Avoiding Overdiagnosis and Underdiagnosis

81

Doing Your Job with Awareness

• Just Checking

• Noting the Unusual and Distinctive

• One Swallow Does Not Make a Summer

82

Possible Symptoms of Antisocial 
Personality Disorder

• Evidence of Deception

• Evidence of Lack of Remorse

• Evidence of Impulsivity

• Evidence of Irresponsibility

• ASPD is more common than psychopathy but about 
one third to half of those with ASPD also have 
psychopathic traits.
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Possible Symptoms of Psychopathy:
Direct Evidence

• Evidence of Manipulation

• Evidence of Impression Management

• Evidence of Callousness

• Evidence of Instrumental Deception

• Evidence of Instrumental Aggression

84

Things You May Notice in the Behavior 
of Others and in Yourself

• In Spouses / In Partners

• In Reports / Attitudes of Professionals

• In Your Own Emotional Responses

85
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When do you become suspicious 
about psychopathic traits?

When one person takes full responsibility for marital 
problems or family problems

When someone makes excuses for their partner or 
parent or minimizes severity of abuse

When someone is obsessed with guns, hunting, or 
military paraphernalia

When someone tells you that their friends or family do 
not believe them about their experiences
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When do you become suspicious 
about psychopathic traits?

 When one member of a couple or family will not allow you 
to meet with another member without being present

 When another person is not allowed to see a doctor alone

 When someone’s partner answers questions on behalf of 
that person without a demonstrable good reason

 When a married client flirts with you

 When the client doesn’t want the partner to know they are 
in treatment

 When you hear about threats to harm pets or property
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Avoiding Overdiagnosis and 
Underdiagnosis

• Watch Out for Biases!

• Fundamental Attribution Error

• Anchoring Heuristic

• Take evidence seriously without jumping to conclusions

• If it seems too good to be true, it is probably not true!

• Be suspicious of unlikely but convincing stories. 

• Getting More Information / Attempting to Confirm

• Deciding Between an Informal Assessment and a 
Professional Assessment
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Not All Professional Assessments are 
Created Equal

• Clinical Assessments Require Someone Trained to Use 
the PCL-R

• File or Other Collateral Sources are Essential

• You probably want all four facets

• Court-ordered versus Partisan Assessments

• Psychopathy Appears to Be Dimensional

• Implications for People with Moderate Levels of 
Psychopathic Traits
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•Long Term Preparedness

•Modifying Your Expectations and Your Behavior

•Reacting to Important Behaviors in Someone 
with Psychopathic Traits

•Protecting Yourself and Others
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Preparing for the Long Run

• Letting Someone Know

• Identify objective colleagues/supervisors

• Ideally, inform your colleagues

• Re-think what you know about the person in light of 
everything that you learned about psychopathy today

• Protecting Your Own Support Network

• Maintain Boundaries! 

• Remember, we can all be fooled and manipulated by 
psychopathic individuals

91
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• Kinds of Behavior to Expect

• Change the Way You Behave towards Someone with  
Psychopathic Traits (Proactive Behavior)

• Being Ready to React to Manipulation, Deception, 
Aggression

• Modify Your Reactions to Behaviors of Someone 
with Psychopathic Traits

• Protecting Yourself and Others
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Conventional Assumptions Do Not Apply

• Promises  can not be taken at face value.

• Commitments may be honored or dishonored. 

• Psychopathic individuals are:

• not invested in making relationships and transactions 
successful for all parties

• unlikely to have insight into their contribution to problems.

• unlikely to change.

• Psychopathy appears to be as stable as other personality 
disorders
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Don’t Trust (Naively) What You See 
and Hear

 The Mask of Sanity 

 Psychopathic individuals are adept at lying and 
manipulation

 Be prepared for the charisma and persuasiveness of the 
“ideal parent” or “real victim here” persona

 Collateral information essential to assess what is really
going on
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Anticipate Disregard for Rules
 Disregard for the law; abstract requirements often 

have no meaningful impact on them

 Disregard for court orders:  injunctions, child support, 
etc.

 Be prepared for inconsistencies, perjury, accusations 
that can not be verified

 Be prepared for harassing and bullying behaviors 
during trial and pre-trial hearings
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Anticipate Other Behaviors

 Anticipate personal, harmful, cruel and sadistic 
behaviors

 Anticipate that they will often behave in ways that do 
not make sense and/or are self destructive
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Change the Way You Behave towards 
Someone with Psychopathic Features
(Proactive Behavior)

• Knowledge is Power

• Plan Ahead for Likely Contingencies

• Be Ready to React to MAD Behavior: 
Manipulation, Aggression, and Deception

97



2/26/2014

15

Change the Way You React to Bad 
Behavior by Someone with Psychopathic 
Features (Reactive Behavior)

• Stay in Control of Your Emotions

• Consider Ramifications  / Think strategically

• Document, Document, Document

• Update your planning so you are more prepared for future 
behavior
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Protect Yourself and Others: Safety Issues

 Physical and emotional safety of yourself and your 
family members

 Potential to threaten and assault officers or staff if 
they feel rejected or disagree with a ruling or a 
court order

 Potential to threaten and assault anyone that they 
perceive will prevent them from obtaining the 
outcome that they feel they deserve
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Predict Future Behavior

 Psychopathic individuals will exploit people 

 They will get into other conflicts that bring them into 
the court system

 They are likely to express idiosyncratic agendas in the 
courtroom which interfere with court proceedings
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Predict Future Behavior

 Psychopathy is one of the best predictors of violent 
behavior. 

 Lack of prior documented violence does not mean that 
individuals with psychopathic traits will not be violent 
in the future.

 Research suggests that psychopathic individuals commit 
more nonviolent than violent offenses.

 Not every psychopath is violent.
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•Implications for Survivors

•Implications for Perpetrators

102

Recovery for Survivors of Traumatic 
Relationships

 Many survivors have depression or anxiety disorders, 
including Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

 There may be special obstacles to recovery from these 
syndromes.

 Relationship between Aftermath of Traumatic 
Relationship and Mourning

103
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Recovery for Survivors of Traumatic 
Relationships

 Alienation, Isolation, and Re-connecting with Friends, 
Families

 Limited Trust and Intimacy

 Hope, Self-Efficacy

 Self-Awareness

 Forgiveness, A Controversial Topic

 Ethical Considerations

104

Implications for People with Psychopathic 
Traits

 Insight

 Responsibility

 Different Theoretical Perspectives Have Different 
Implications for Treatment

105

David.Kosson@rosalindfranklin.edu

The Aftermath Surviving Psychopathy 
Foundation:

www.aftermath-surviving-psychopathy.org
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