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This book is punctuated with examples, taken from real life incidents in which the authors have recognised certain features that appear somewhere on the scale of psychopathic behaviour (a scale on which most of us feature somewhere). These examples are put forward as case studies for the reader to practice what they have learned in each chapter, and to see if they can recognise the traits which brought the examples to the authors’ attention.

The reader would be totally wrong to assume that an individual is a psychopath simply because they appear in one of these case studies, or are mentioned elsewhere in the book.

At the beginning of each chapter is a character study, drawn to illustrate a generic psychopath’s typical behaviour in that role – they are not based on actual persons and any resemblance to such persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Where I use examples from media reports, anecdotes and published reports, even if someone has been labelled as a psychopath by others, I cannot be sure of the accuracy of this myself without extensive assessment. The consequences to an individual of being expertly assessed as a psychopath are serious and far-reaching. This book is for information purposes only and should not be treated as any sort of diagnostic tool.


Thank you to Nicola Ibison at James Grant for her inspiration whilst on the tube. To Rowan Lawton at PFD and Eugenie Furniss at William Morris. Thank you to Charlotte Haycock at Hodder & Stoughton for her patience and special thanks to baby George for making his deadline so efficiently.


PREFACE

THE SCORPION AND THE FROG – A FABLE

On the banks of a stream, a scorpion and a frog meet. The scorpion wants to travel to the other side and asks the frog to carry him.

‘But how do I know you won’t sting me?’ asks the wary frog.

‘Of course I won’t,’ replies the scorpion. ‘If I sting you, I die too.’

Satisfied, the frog agrees and the scorpion leaps on his back. Halfway across, the scorpion stings the frog, dooming them both.

‘Why did you do that?’ cries the dying the frog.

‘It’s just in my nature,’ replies the scorpion.


1

THE PSYCHO IN YOUR LIFE


‘I had arranged to meet my date, to whom I’d been chatting online, at a coffee shop. When I got there, I saw four other girls on separate tables waiting for him. He turned up with five flowers and gave us all one each.’

‘I opened the fridge this morning to find that yet again my flatmate had finished off all my cheese. And I know she did that after a screaming row last night because she borrowed yet another of my dresses without asking, returning it smelling of cigarette smoke and with filth on the hem. Not to mention that I’ve been chasing her for the last four months for her share of the gas bill.’

‘I was hurt recently by my friend at work. When he started just a few weeks ago, the two of us bonded instantly and went out for lunch almost every day. But recently he’s been ignoring my emails and has been leaving the building shortly before 1pm with the deputy manager, laughing and joking together. It’s hard for me to understand – particularly as I spent ages writing up his report for that important presentation he had to do last week.’

‘Last week I pulled my young child away from Tommy in the sandpit. He was found screaming as Tommy was calmly bashing a mouse with his toy tool set, before trying to see if its legs would pull off one by one. When I admonished little Tommy, he looked up at me blankly. ‘Sorry,’ came out of his mouth but the smirk was unmistakable. Later, when his mother asked him to explain, he innocently said it’s not true. ‘It must have been him,’ he said, and pointed to my whimpering toddler.’



Sound familiar? I’ll take a punt and bet that you’ve come close to at least one of these scenarios. At some point in your life, you will come across someone who displays the key characteristics of a psychopath. In fact, scientists estimate that between one and three per cent of the general population are psychopaths. So, if you have 100 Facebook friends, the chances are that at least one of them qualifies (unless all your friends were made in prison, in which case, fifteen per cent of them will).

That sounds frightening – and it can be. But psychologists have come to understand that there now exists such a thing as a ‘continuum of psychopathy’. While at the top end of the scale there are psychopathic serial killers and at the lowest end there are ordinary ‘angels’, somewhere around the middle are people who may not break the law but are nonetheless extremely hurtful and damaging to those around them.

You may not realise it: in fact, the chances are that you won’t. Psychopaths don’t often walk around with a bloody knife in one hand and a severed head in the other. They’re much – much – more subtle than that. The psycho in your life may be your boss, your teenage child, your blind date, your relation, your doctor or your lover.

The psycho in your life may be wearing a designer suit or a tracksuit. The psycho in your life may be a man but could also be a woman. They may be a high-flying big-earner or a mother of five, living off benefits. The psycho in your life may be outrageously good-looking or riddled with acne. They may have dropped out of school at fifteen or be a highly qualified professional graduate.

In fact, the only thing that psychopaths have in common is a cluster of emotional abnormalities and antisocial behaviours that can wreak havoc in families, organisations and entire communities. It is a condition that is resistant to treatment. Devoid of any empathy, they are out to get what they want and they don’t care who gets in their way. They will charm, manipulate and trick their way into your wallet, your home – even your heart.

With all this in mind, it’s curious how everyone loves a psychopath. Think of Jack Nicholson’s creepy turn in The Shining, Glenn Close’s bunny boiler in Fatal Attraction, Anthony Hopkins’ cannibal Hannibal Lecter in Silence of the Lambs and Robert Carlyle’s fight-loving Begbie in Trainspotting: all of them hit movies that have had huge audiences paying for the privilege of shivers down their spines. Thrillers that leave us (almost) too frightened to turn the page and soap opera plots that star serial killers prowling the cobbled back streets of Manchester are hugely popular. Newspapers are also quick to capitalise on the draw of real-life crime, with shock-horror headlines and lengthy analyses.

At some point in your life you’ll probably have referred to a ‘psycho ex’ – most likely because he watched too much Top Gear or dumped you for someone uglier – but we don’t really understand what the term means. Nor do we even consider the likelihood of actually coming into contact with a bona-fide psychopath.

This book will teach you about psychopaths: what makes them tick; what goes on in their mind and in their brain (literally); why they are like that and what we can do about it. You’ll be left equipped to spot the warning signs of a potential psychopath – how they operate in different roles and environments – and the best ways to defend yourself.

While a psychologist will assess a psychopath according to strict and detailed diagnostic criteria, for the layman there are red flags that could let you know when a psycho is in your life. Although this book should not be treated as any sort of forensic tool in identifying someone as a psychopath, it can give you warnings based on the principles of psychology. Make no mistake: if there is a possible psycho in your life, you need to lose them quickly.


Whether you are dating, having a trying time as a parent, being bullied at work or bewildered by your so-called best friend, this book will help you identify the devil you know.



I’m a consultant forensic psychologist with my own private practice. With my team of forensic psychologists and psychotherapists, we work for a variety of social, health and criminal justice agencies who trust us to identify individuals who present a danger to themselves or others. I have treated mentally disordered offenders in medium-secure units, worked with inmates in maximum-security prisons and high-risk individuals living in the community and have undertaken case work for the Criminal and Family Law Courts. From shoplifters to serial abusers, it is all in a day’s work. Along the way, I have worked with some of the country’s most notorious psychopathic criminals. And I know just how manipulative, charming and clever some of them can be.

I interviewed one of the very first psychopaths I ever assessed in a maximum-security prison. I had had to walk through several thick steel doors to get to him. For my own safety, there were panic buttons installed in the interview room and a prison officer stationed outside. I had been asked to assess him as part of his application for parole – he was serving a life sentence for the murder of his grandmother, whom he had stabbed to death in an argument about just five pounds. Yet, any observer watching me walk into the room for the first interview could be forgiven for thinking that it was he who was interviewing me. He had arranged for other inmates to bring me cups of tea, and he had re-arranged the sparse furniture in the room to make it more comfortable. He brought with him a written agenda for what he thought it would be useful to discuss. This was the first red flag warning me of his psychopathic tendencies: it is fairly typical of psychopaths being interviewed that they want to impress and start with an in sincere concern for your comfort during the interview. Not to mention their innate sense of superiority, which means that they tend to try to control an interview as if it were akin to a press conference or similar.

I had been through the client’s files and was under no illusions as to the crimes he had committed. And yet given the ease with which he approached my initial questions and his obvious ‘gift of the gab’, I still found him pleasant and charming.

On that first day, he told me the story of his life – his version at any rate – with himself as the tragic hero. He told me how he had been physically attacked by his mother, cried every night for his absent father and had been a quiet, shy boy who struggled with his self-esteem. He was so convincing that I could have almost cried along with him. But his emotional displays shifted rapidly (another red flag) from dramatic lip-biting and tearful hair-pulling to telling the odd joke, enquiring if I needed a cigarette break or complimenting me on my nice teeth!

When I asked him about his offence, he told me that he had been living with his seventy-three-year-old grandmother when he lost his temper and stabbed her (no fewer than seventeen times) with ‘the soft side’ of a kitchen knife. He thought it was probably shock at this uncharacteristic outburst and her pre-existing poor health that did his poor old grandma in, rather than the injuries he inflicted (red flag number three).

He told me that he had since spent his time in prison soul-searching and wracked with guilt – but when I asked him to elaborate upon these terrible feelings of remorse, he was suddenly lost for words (red flag number four). He had not taken the opportunity to have any kind of therapy whilst incarcerated but had nevertheless concluded that he attacked his grandmother when her shouting triggered a post-traumatic episode. He had since ‘forgiven’ both his mother for the childhood beatings and his grandmother for unintentionally triggering memories of the abuse. And that was supposed to make me think that everything was now hunky-dory.

On the second day of interviews, I pointed out the clear discrepancies between his account of his life and information in the files. He was completely unfazed by the inconsistencies and claimed mysterious blackouts and gaps in his memory (red flag number five). He went on to conveniently ‘remember’ committing aggravated burglaries, various swindles and the odd ‘boyish prank’ – such as catching the neighbour’s cats and torturing them (flag! flag!). He told me, with a wide grin, about nailing a bird’s wings to a tree, as though it was an amusing teenage jape. It was only when he eventually noticed the look of horror on my face (as a junior psychologist I couldn’t help but react) that he suddenly changed tack and commented that he couldn’t believe he had done such a bad thing. I asked him why he thought it was a bad thing. His reply? Because he was convicted of an offence and fined £50 as a result.

On day three, he told me of his post-release plans, which involved various schemes including training as a psychologist or children’s counsellor. He had been taking full advantage of the educational opportunities available to inmates – so much so, in fact, that a prison teaching assistant had been transferred to another jail after it emerged he had managed to convince her that he knew her home address and intimidate her into smuggling banned items for him. ‘It was only a joke,’ he commented, ‘serves her right for being so gullible.’

He also let slip that he had swotted up for his assessment. It turned out that this meant he had read reports of other inmates who had been turned down for parole – in the hope of doing better – and had read a book on psychoanalysis. At the end he put his hand on my knee and asked: ‘How did I do?’

Over the three days that I interviewed him, he had gradually begun to score highly on my personal, completely unscientific, ‘hairs on the back of the neck’ scale. He also scored highly on the more valid and conventional measures of psychopathy.

SO WHAT EXACTLY IS A PSYCHOPATH? 

The word psychopath literally means ‘diseased mind’ but although they can develop temporary states of mental illness just like anybody else, psychopaths are not insane. They are fully aware of and in reasonable control of their behaviour. Their acts are all the more chilling as they are not easily explicable as the result of a temporary sickness, but are part of a cold and calculating indifference to others that lasts a lifetime.

Psychopaths are not mad; but they can be very, very bad.

As the human race has evolved, ever since we shed excess body hair and learned to walk upright there have been people who seem impervious to the normal rules or the feelings of those around them – just think of Atilla the Hun, Caligula and Hitler. It can be argued that our entire history has been shaped by a number of extreme psychopaths, but given that there was no measurement of psychopathy until the 1940s, it is difficult to prove. Before then, society simply condemned them as ‘morally bankrupt’ or plain evil.

The American psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley wrote the first major work on psychopaths in 1941, The Mask of Sanity, and was the man who first brought the term into popular culture. The book was written to help detect and diagnose the elusive psychopath and was pioneering in its distinction of psychopaths from those with major mental disorders who are more clearly ‘abnormal’. (As an interesting aside, he went on to be the psychiatrist who was asked to give evidence in the trial of the US serial killer Ted Bundy, convicted in 1978 of over thirty murders.) Cleckley interviewed psychiatric patients and found that some of them showed few, if any, outward signs of defect yet repeatedly and shamelessly engaged in destructive, troublemaking behaviour. Their attitudes towards others and the world at large revealed marked deficiencies in the very emotional repertoire that identifies us as human beings. Cleckley concluded that psychopaths are unique in their inability to ‘understand the meaning of life as lived by ordinary people’.

These days, the international gold standard for the assessment and diagnosis of psychopathy is the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R), which was devised by Dr Robert Hare in 1991. The PCL-R is a heavily researched instrument that measures the extent to which a person demonstrates the twenty fundamental qualities of a psychopath. A PCL-R assessment is complex and has to be conducted by a specially trained and appropriately qualified psychologist. The scoring is based on extensive interviewing and examination of file information.

To score thirty or more out of a possible forty on the PCL-R is enough to formally earn the label ‘psychopath’. A score of thirty-five to forty is enough to make even Hannibal Lecter think twice about asking that person to dinner. The PCL-R allows for a sliding scale of psychopathy and all but the most virtuous of us are likely to be on that scale somewhere. Your average criminal scores between nineteen and twenty-two. Fine upstanding citizen that I am, my own PCL-R score is four.

The following will give you an idea of how the scoring works:

HOW YOUR NEXT-DOOR NEIGHBOUR MIGHT SCORE ON A PSYCHOPATHY CHECKLIST



	  0
	Always popping round with a tray of home-baked cupcakes



	  2
	Always has one eye on your biscuit tin



	  5
	Persistently parks in front of your driveway



	  7
	You find yourself watering their plants even when they’re not on holiday



	10
	Is having an affair with your partner



	12
	Your milk and Sunday papers are rarely found on your doorstep



	15
	Lets himself into your house to watch your TV/eat from your fridge/sleep in your bed . . . regardless of whether you are there or not



	17
	Friends refuse to visit you anymore: their car tyres were slashed last time



	20 
	The timeshare they persuaded you to invest your life savings in goes bust



	25
	Your dog is found dead on the pavement



	30
	. . . Two weeks later, so is your cat



	35
	Your partner is found stabbed on the pavement



	40
	The missing bodies are under the patio




In practice, the PCL-R groups the defining characteristics of a psychopath under two broad themes: personality traits and deviant lifestyle (see page 13). To be a psychopath you have to have evidence of both the lifestyle and personality features, although different individuals will have them in varying combinations.

Behind the eyes of every psychopath lies an impoverished emotional world, but you have to look very hard to see it. Psychopaths are unable to experience any subtlety or depth of emotion; what feelings they do have tend to be nothing more than short-lived and primitive responses to their immediate wants and needs. Therefore they also have very sparse empathetic understanding of the feelings of those around them; they are indifferent to the rights or welfare of other people, viewing them as mere objects to be manipulated at whim. And yet the psychopathic personality is able to conceal their cold and predatory nature behind a colourful and captivating charm. Psychopaths quickly notice what other people respond to, becoming excellent mimics of normal emotion and practised deceivers. They are often confident, entertaining and plausible raconteurs, but their anecdotes won’t stand up to close scrutiny. Their flattery is seductive but insincere. They can be fun to be around for a short while as their recklessness and impulsivity can be exciting (‘Let’s go party!’) but their self-assurance can easily tip into a domineering arrogance and you really wouldn’t want to be around them when things do not go their way. A psychopath feels entitled to have whatever they want, at whatever price, and is prone to uncontrolled and aggressive explosions when they are criticized or frustrated. Like the scorpion in the fable, it is their nature to use and damage those who allow it, even though they often inadvertently shoot themselves in the foot in the process. Not that their ego will ever allow them to admit it: a psychopath will blame everybody and everything – but never themselves – for their problems.

There are no typical class or social circumstances in which you might find a psychopath, but there are common themes to the way they choose to live. They are likely to have been described as ‘the black sheep of the family’ from the outset and will have gone on to a lifetime of non-conformity, breaking rules, commitments and hearts. A psychopath rarely worries about the future, preferring instead to expend their energy pursuing novelty and excitement. He or she will never lose sleep over an unpaid bill, a lost job or even an eviction notice; they are content to be parasitic and rely on others for financial support and anything else they can get. Unsurprisingly, their relationships with others will be strained and superficial. They have no sense of loyalty and will move on to the next gift horse as soon as the last one runs out. They are unlikely to follow through on any type of commitment, or to worry about the future. Sex is indiscriminate, trivial or simply another means to an end.


PSYCHOPATHY CHECKLIST ITEMS

Lifestyle factors:

Many short-term live-in relationships

Juvenile delinquency

Breaking legal conditions/parole

Criminal versatility

Need for stimulation/prone to boredom

Parasitic lifestyle

Promiscuous sexual behaviour

Early behavioural problems

Lack of realistic, long-term goals

Personality traits:

Glibness/superficial charm

Grandiose sense of self-worth

Pathological lying

Conning/manipulative

Lack of remorse or guilt

Shallow affect

Callous/lack of empathy

Poor behavioural controls

Impulsivity

Irresponsibility

Failure to accept responsibility for own actions



Features of psychopathy overlap with diagnostic criteria for various personality disorders. The personality items on the PCL-R particularly have a lot in common with Narcissistic Personality Disorder; psychopaths and narcissists can therefore be usefully thought of as close cousins. People with personality disorders approach life according to rigid, narrow and distorted perceptions of themselves, other people and situations. Narcissists, like many psychopaths, have a fantastical and exaggerated sense of their own self-importance; they will haughtily embellish their skills, accomplishments and contacts to the point of blatantly lying. They are, by definition, pre-occupied with daydreams of themselves as famous, wealthy and successful. Their all pervasive self-centredness results in an inability to identify with the feelings or needs of others, who are viewed as inferior and readily exploited. Like psychopaths, narcissists fly into uncontrolled rages if their self-perception is challenged. Despite the similarities however, people with Narcissistic Personality Disorder don’t break the rules in quite the same way as psychos; they consider themselves rather above the law but are not as out-and-out or randomly antisocial. Whilst they are frequently envious and disparaging of others they are generally not as calculating in their nastiness. Some people refer to psychopathy as ‘aggressive narcissism’ to convey the similarities between the two conditions but also to highlight the darker, more brutal and deliberate side to the psychopath.

According to diagnostic criteria narcissm is indicated by five (or more) of the following:



	1
	Has a grandiose sense of self-importance by, for example: exaggerating achievements and talents; an expectation of being recognised as superior without commensurate achievements.



	2
	Is preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty or ideal love.



	3
	Has a belief that he or she is ‘special’ and unique and can only be understood by, or should associate with, other special or high-status people (or institutions).



	4
	Requires excessive admiration.



	5
	Has a sense of entitlement: unreasonable expectations of especially favourable treatment or automatic compliance with his or her expectations.



	6
	Is interpersonally exploitative, taking advantage of others to achieve his or her own ends.



	7
	Is lacking in empathy: unwilling to recognise or identify with the feelings and needs of others.



	8
	Is often envious of others or believes that others are envious of him or her.



	9
	Shows arrogant, haughty behaviours or attitudes.




Equally, lifestyle items in the PCL-R are closely associated with Antisocial Personality Disorder. The ‘Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders’ describe people with this disorder as displaying recurrent aggressiveness, a failure to sustain employment or honour financial obligations, and a repeated and remorseless lack of respect for the law. The majority of the prison population could probably be accurately diagnosed as having an Antisocial Personality Disorder but that doesn’t make them all psychopaths, as they would also have to demonstrate a heavy dose of the other interpersonal and emotionally deficient features of the condition.

In order to get a full-house on a psychopath bingo-card, a person would need to: show a criminal CV to rival the Kray twins; have started racking up the arrests at a tender age; and have stuck two fingers up to the restrictions placed on them by frustrated courts and probation services. But although a long list of convictions will certainly contribute to a high PCL-R score it isn’t a necessity for attracting a diagnosis of ‘psychopath’. Although such convictions will demonstrate clear evidence of over half of all the PCL-R items, these can be in any combination. Not all psychopaths are created equal and just because one or two features are not present, doesn’t mean they don’t fit the overall picture. (Just because you meet someone who, for example, leads a parasitic lifestyle but is otherwise unexceptional, it doesn’t make them a psycho. They may just be a sponger.)

The psychological make-up that defines a psychopath naturally attracts them to, and uniquely equips them for, a life of crime. Hardly surprising then that psychopaths are at least fifteen times more likely to be found in prisons than in the general population. Psychopaths are of immense concern to those of us who work in the criminal justice system because they are responsible for committing both a higher number of crimes and a more extensive variety of crime than any other group. They are more likely than non-psychopathic offenders to commit violent or other forms of aggressive or threatening offences. The nature of psychopathic violence is also different to that of your common-or-garden criminal; it is more cold-blooded, planned and predatory, motivated by social or financial profit as opposed to ‘crimes of passion’. But, although breaking the law is a popular lifestyle choice amongst psychopaths, it is certainly not the only one.

There is a distinct group, sometimes referred to as ‘successful’ or ‘sub-clinical’ psychopaths, who haven’t chosen the obvious criminal career path. Perhaps they are particularly intelligent or well educated, less haphazard than the typical psycho, have developed highly polished social skills and managed to insert themselves into an echelon of society where they are accepted and trusted – for example as a lawyer, stockbroker or even psychiatrist. Other psychopaths may operate on the boundaries of the law: their behaviour may not be illegal – not quite – but it is immoral and potentially devastating to those unfortunate enough to be involved with them. Others simply just haven’t been caught yet and shrewdly manage to manipulate, bully and frighten their close family, friends, colleagues and associates into keeping quiet about their misdemeanours. These successful psychopaths are likely to score around the mid to late twenties on the PCL-R.

The psychopaths who are in and out of prison are easy to spot. But, as Cleckley pointed out, some psychopaths ‘keep up a far better and more consistent outward appearance of being normal’. Consider for example, an associate of mine who moved into a flat on the day that a grotesquely mutilated body was found in the communal bin area. It turned out that she had bought the flat next door to a sadistic killer. All her neighbours were understandably horrified about what had been going on in their midst and doubtless had sleepless nights imagining the brutal scenes that had played out just yards from their doorsteps. Many of them commented that they had long suspected that the guy from block three ‘had psycho written all over him’. Meanwhile, my acquaintance simply enjoyed lapping up the media attention, adopting a shell-shocked expression on cue and providing exaggerated soundbites to any passing television news crew she could find. Strangely, she made no comment about the tragedy for the victim, let alone a passing observation on what a terrible world we live in. In fact, the only thing she said in private was how irritating it was that the police investigation was slowing down her house move. Even worse, that there might be a potential fall in property prices for the area. Through discussion with the neighbours, she was able to discover the identity of the deceased and later attended the funeral, not to pay her respects but in order to take photographs of the coffin and distraught relatives that she later attempted to sell to a newspaper. As it turned out, no one was interested in the snaps but she breezily informed me that her day hadn’t been wasted ‘because at least the buffet was good’. Whatever the psychological state of the killer (and I suspect that his problems went beyond simple psychopathy), it seemed to me that a different, albeit less dangerous psychopath had moved in on the day that he had moved out.

It is this wolf in sheep’s clothing that is most likely to be the psycho in your life and is the main focus of this book. If your boyfriend has just been given a life sentence for his eighty-ninth offence, head-butted his defence counsel and nicked your purse as he was being led away to the cells, you don’t need a book to tell you what’s wrong.

THE CURIOUS INCIDENT OF THE CAT IN THE WHEELIE BIN

In August 2010, Mary Bale was caught on CCTV surreptitiously throwing her neighbour’s cat, Lola, into a wheelie bin. The furore it consequently sparked – the clip had millions of views on YouTube – generated headlines such as ‘Is Mary Bale the Most Evil Woman in Britain?’

Despite the public outcry at this outrageous act, it took a while for the police to decide whether or not it was criminal (it was – she was subsequently prosecuted by the RSPCA and fined £250 plus costs after admitting animal cruelty.) Illegal or not, was the bizarre behaviour psychopathic? It was clearly impulsive – Bale said she ‘suddenly thought it would be funny’ to bin the poor creature – and lacking any empathy for Lola or her owners. She wasn’t discovered until by chance the next morning, some fifteen hours later. Bale’s initial response (‘It was only a cat’) was unrepentant and suggested a ‘what is all the fuss about?’ attitude. It was only later, after public vilification, that she apologised and said it was ‘completely out of character’.

Of course, after just one suspect act it does not necessarily follow that an individual is a psychopath. Unless Mary Bale has a long history of similarly cruel and unnecessary deeds not captured on film, the truth is that she is fairly unremarkable. Her story is probably more interesting for the public response to it. For several weeks, Bale received death threats, people called for her to be sacked from her job and the public lined up on the internet to convey their fury and disgust. The whole curious incident illustrates that when individuals violate either the written or unwritten rules of moral conduct we do not cope well with it.

WOMEN INCLUDED

The American Psychiatric Association estimates that around three per cent of men in the general population are psychopaths and one per cent of women. Female psychopaths tend to score higher on the personality than the lifestyle items of the PCL-R, so are more likely to be the ‘successful’ psychopaths who manage to slip under the radar. Although research on psychopaths is increasing rapidly, to date the majority of studies have been carried out with males, which is why throughout this book we have tended to refer to ‘him’ more frequently than ‘her’.

CAN A PSYCHOPATH BE CURED?

Bluntly, no, there is no ‘cure’ for psychopathy and sufferers can be unresponsive to generic offender treatment programmes. If anything, psychologists have learned that traditional therapies can have the unwanted effect of making a psychopath a more effective manipulator of others (as they learn to say what others want to hear). Specific guidelines have been published for treating this group that focus on persuading psychopaths of the benefits of modifying their behaviour, and developing skills to make them more socially acceptable, rather than attempting to change their underlying personality structure. It will be a number of years before researchers are able to ascertain if this strategy is truly effective.

THE PSYCHOPATHIC BRAIN

Some people believe that psychopathy stems from a specific neurological disorder. Whereas research does not suggest that psychopaths are brain damaged as such, their brains do appear different to that of non-psychopaths. For example, neuro-imaging techniques have shown that when psychopaths are asked to complete tasks which require them to process emotive words, different parts of the brain are active than in normal control groups. ‘Faulty wiring’ in the paralimbic system (a group of interconnecting brain regions that are involved in self-control and emotional processing) may be particularly significant. The evidence regarding brain abnormalities in psychopaths have led some scientists and legal teams to argue that they are not ‘bad’ but ‘disadvantaged’ or even ‘disabled’ (and therefore that more allowances should be made for their wrongdoings). At the opposite end of the spectrum, others have used the theory that psychopathy is biological in origin to support even more controversial arguments for identifying and detaining individuals even if they haven’t committed a crime.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A SOCIOPATH AND A PSYCOPATH

Occasionally, you will hear people talk of ‘sociopaths’ as well as psychopaths but there is no real difference: the two terms are used interchangeably. Broadly speaking, sociopath is more of an Americanism, so a psychopath can become a sociopath when they cross the Atlantic.

The term sociopath came about for two reasons. Firstly, because some psychologists thought that ‘psychopath’ was too close to the word ‘psychotic’. Say ‘psycho’ and most people automatically think of Norman Bates, the sinister motel owner in the Alfred Hitchcock film. The film has enduring appeal (who hasn’t twitched a shower curtain nervously?) and the director’s manipulation somehow made a man in a grey wig and a granny dress scary. But poor, misunderstood Norm was mentally ill – the film’s title (based on the book of the same name) actually refers to his being psychotic, not psychopathic. Psychotics act under the influence of delusions and hallucinations. Norman was probably suffering from a dissociative identity disorder and was in obvious torment (‘Oh mother . . . God, noooo mother’). Psychopaths don’t have distorted perceptions of reality and rarely have internal conflicts about the way they treat others, let alone a crisis of conscience.

Secondly, some social psychologists are convinced that psychopaths are created by both the family environment and an increasingly psychopathic society. They feel that the word sociopath emphasises both their beliefs about the origins of the condition and the fact that the associated features are damaging to entire groups.
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IS YOUR COLLEAGUE A PSYCHOPATH?

At the desk next to you could be sitting a psychopathic colleague. They might be pilfering from your wallet, hacking into your computer or badmouthing you to the boss. Or they could be taking you out for lunch every day, telling you what a great friend you are and commending your latest presentation. Either way, they’re hoping to use you to their advantage. A psychopathic colleague is not a team player. They look around the company and assess who will be useful to them. If they befriend you, it’s because they’ve spotted a value that extends the reach of their pay cheque.

If you work with someone like this, you need to keep your distance. They depend on the malleability of others to help them carefully stage-manage their advance up the career ladder. And there are a few psychopaths on those rungs. Experts in psychopathy estimate that, aside from the criminal population, psychopaths are more frequently found in the corporate world than anywhere else.



I used to work for a small architectural practice in Glasgow. There were just five of us senior designers, including the husband and wife team, Sam and Ella, who owned it. Plus an assortment of interns, junior designers and an office assistant. Although the practice was small, we had a good reputation and were really pretty successful, always with a lot of contracts on the go. Because we did project management of builds, we would be handling quite large sums of money on behalf of our clients. Several hundred thousand pounds would pass through the company bank account: paying builders, interior designers, building suppliers and so on. Our fees were the least of it.


As the practice grew, Sam and Ella sometimes found it hard to keep up with all the admin, particularly as they were busy themselves with their own commissions. But, luckily, we had a brilliant office assistant called Judy. Judy was in her forties and quite mumsy-looking. That’s probably partly why we loved her – compared to all the trendy, hard-nosed city people we worked with, she was very cosy. She was one of those people who was always there when you needed her with a sympathetic ear and a constant supply of biscuits in the tin when you needed one. She worked quite long hours – we all did – and you could rely on her to think of things to keep up morale. Like getting in a few bottles of beer so we could toast the end of the week.


She was also ruthlessly efficient. She hadn’t been there long, a few months, before she’d overhauled all the book-keeping and instructed Sam and Ella to set up different bank accounts to make the handling of all the clients’ money much easier. Sam was a bit hesitant at first – it’s not as if Judy was a qualified accountant after all – but Ella insisted. After all, they had an accountant who did all the end-of-year tax stuff – they just needed to keep on top of their clients’ money and if they had someone in house, whom they totally trusted, then that was the best solution.


Having Judy look after it all just took the pressure off. And clients loved her too – they soon learnt that it was quicker and easier just to call Judy to let her know what money would be coming through, than to bother Sam or Ella with it. Suppliers, too, preferred to talk directly with Judy as she would always know what was what and could sort out their demands quickly. Every week, Judy was supposed to have a catch-up meeting with Sam and Ella and go over all the week’s transactions and demands, but this soon got lost in the Friday night beer session. But Ella would make sure that at least once a month she’d have a good chat with Judy. The trouble was, they would start to go over work matters but they often got sidetracked.


Then small things started to niggle at us. One time, when Sam and Ella were away, Judy came to me and asked me to sign a form that would authorise her to sign off all expenses – without a company co-director having to see it. She said that Sam and Ella had agreed to it, just forgotten to sort it out before they went on their holiday. I said that I couldn’t sign it but would be happy to have a meeting to discuss it with her and Sam or Ella when they got back. She just said ‘of course’ and went off. It was only when she was arrested a few weeks later that I remembered she’d never arranged that meeting.


Then a couple of suppliers started calling Sam and Ella, claiming they hadn’t been paid, when Judy said they had. At first, we just put it down to some sort of banking error. But when a client called and said that Judy had called her at home asking her to pay the money for building materials two weeks earlier than expected, alarm bells went off. Sam and Ella spent a weekend going through the books and the bank statements and to their horror realised that Judy had been skimming money off the accounts for two years – £500 here, a couple of thousand there. It all added up to tens of thousands of pounds. When Judy’s case went to court, we discovered that she had started her swindles just two weeks into the job. We’d all been well and truly had.

Jake, architect and psychopath victim



Judy is a classic workplace psychopath. Which might seem odd at first – she doesn’t fit the city-slicker stereotype that you might expect. She’s not a man, for a start. She was mumsy, rather than smartly turned out in a well-cut suit. The firm she worked at was small, rather than a large, anonymous corporation where it is easier for someone up to no good to hide. And it’s true that the erudite, shrewd psychopath is most likely to choose a larger company to enact his games. Psychopaths of this kind are selectively work-shy – they don’t see why they should be lifting a finger to do anything that doesn’t directly benefit them when there’s someone else around to do it for them. A great many are drawn to the larger organisations where there is greater scope for impressive promotions and job titles – bringing power and money – and there are more subordinates available for manipulation and abuse.
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