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Preface

Do you ever feel like you are adrift, lost in a sea of bad behaviour?

Is there someone around you, maybe a friend of a friend, or perhaps someone who is fully embedded in your life, that you look at and wonder what became of their empathy? Wasn’t there a time when they were different? There must have been, surely, otherwise you would never have allowed them in. So you forgive their disregard and their selfishness, perhaps for the sake of the version of them you remember. Or perhaps you do it for yourself – because if you don’t forgive them, if you draw a line in the sand and say no, this is too far, then surely it reflects badly on you. Shouldn’t you have known what they were like?

Shouldn’t you have seen it from the very beginning?

Do you ever look about you, at the megalomaniacs who rule the world, at the CEOs with their casual cruelty and obliviousness to the consequences of their actions on the rest of us, and wonder, how can they not see the harm they do? Or do they simply not care?

Do you look at the people you love and question how someone who is supposed to love you can be so cruel?

Maybe you find yourself questioning if the problem is even them at all. Because sometimes, they seem so different. The antagonism that sometimes seems so prevalent can disappear when the day has gone well, or when they are around their friends, rather than just their family.

Do you find yourself wondering if the problem is truly them? Perhaps, in fact, it’s you?

We all know what psychopathy is; there have been movies and books enough. We have all seen the extreme cruelty, the sadism, the fractured capacity for empathy. But what if, in understanding psychopathy, we have gone both too far and not far enough?

What we commonly understand of psychopathy is the extreme. Those whose psychopathic traits are so pronounced that they seem to stand apart from the rest of society.

But what if there is a story beyond that? A story of those who have the same characteristics, but still manage to remain embedded within society. Those who are searingly antagonistic, yet still have a job. Those who seem to approach empathy as an optional extra, yet still have a family. Those whose temper rests on the most sensitive of hair triggers, yet who still have friends.

When we talk of psychopaths, we often describe them as being a breed apart. As different to us. But they are a part of us, of our society. That means that, in all our conversations, there has been a black hole, made up of the people whose lives are spun out of orbit by the psychopaths among us.

Psychopathy does not occur in a vacuum.

The Psychopath Effect is about psychopathy, obviously, but it is also about us. For decades, we have looked at psychopathy as something other, but experts have begun to realise that psychopathy is not just about the people we see in movies. It is not about Christian Bale being frankly terrifying in a very nice suit. Psychopathy is something that is within our communities, within our workplaces and our social circles, often within our very own families. Treating it as an entirely separate category of humanity means that we miss something: the chance to recognise what it is we are dealing with. We miss the opportunity to identify the traits of psychopathy, and the effects of those traits on us.

This book is not about clinical psychopathy. Rather, this book is about the others. Those who are ‘a little bit psychopathic’. It is about the type of psychopathy we are most likely to be exposed to in the world, and the traits and behaviours that are most likely to be seen within our own communities. As we move forward through our conversation, we will come to see that psychopathy can be thought of as a predatory personality profile. Many psychopathic traits are about the exploitation of others – and others means us.

Exploitation is always more effective in the dark. So, we are going to shine a light on it. By gaining an understanding of what we are dealing with, my hope is that we can learn to protect ourselves. Psychopathy as an exploitation only works if the environment allows for such exploitation. We are that environment. In the same way, we are affected by the world around us – which means that, while we may be pure as the driven snow, the psychopaths around us can, in big and small ways, change who we are.

I can’t protect you from the psychopath. I can’t stop them and their behaviour from affecting you. What I can do is help you to recognise what it is you are dealing with. I can show you what to look for and I can help you understand just how these traits are likely to affect you, and how you can handle them.

Before we begin, I feel I should tell you a little about myself. I am a psychologist with a PhD in cognitive psychology and a lifelong fascination with trauma: how it affects us and, critically, how we can learn to thrive in it. That fascination has taken me all over the world, training specialist police teams (think firearms, counter-terrorism, hostage negotiation, body recovery) and NATO forces in how the brain works when we are in a life-and-death situation. When the world around us threatens our ability to be who we are. That fascination has now brought me here.

When we talk about trauma, we often think in terms of the big moments – the explosion and the collapse. But what psychologists are now recognising is that there is a price to be paid for the smaller moments, too. That the accumulation of minor traumas, everyday hurts, can be just as costly. Finding oneself in the presence of barely controlled anger, day in and day out. Low-level betrayals. Lies that snowball over the months and years. That, too, is trauma.

Throughout this book, we are going to be looking at psychopathy and the trauma it brings. We are going to be meeting the psychopath and seeing what happens within the relationships they form. We will begin with the psychopath as a stranger, then move closer to them as acquaintances and friends, then colleagues, and then all the way up to romantic partners and parents. Most importantly, we will be looking at what being around the psychopath means for us: how they affect our ability to function, our ability to recognise their behaviour for what it is. How they can change the very construction of our selves.

When the topic of psychopathy comes up, the advice that is offered is often simply ‘stay away’. While such advice is well intentioned, it has always struck me as somewhat impractical. Psychopathy often runs beneath the radar. Not knowing precisely what you are dealing with makes removing yourself from its effects far more difficult. And sometimes, the psychopath is someone inescapable, like a boss or a parent. There is value, then, in recognising not only what the psychopath does, but also what that means for us.

The Psychopath Effect is not just about our inherent fascination with psychopathy. It is also about using what we know to better protect ourselves, and to understand the lives of those who have lived among psychopathy for a very long time. We know now that there are psychopathic traits among us that often go entirely unidentified. The people who have these traits also have colleagues and friends, or partners and children. For those of you who have found yourselves damaged by the myriad harms that can come from being around a psychopath, I hope that I can help you find first an understanding of what you have been through, and then the beginnings of a path to recovery.



Introduction: What is psychopathy?

It was a dark night in Oregon. The car screeched to a halt before the wide-open doors of McKenzie-Willamette hospital. Inside the car, the scene was one of horror. Three children had been shot. Christie, aged eight, and Danny, aged three, had received life-changing injuries. Their sister, seven-year-old Cheryl, was dead. The driver, their mother, had sustained a gunshot wound to the forearm. It had been a car-jacking: a bushy-haired stranger lurching from the darkness on an isolated country road. That any of them had survived was a miracle – and, said the mother, could be attributed to her own quick thinking. Her children had, in fact, been extremely lucky, she pointed out. If not for her, what then?

Diane Downs was twenty-eight years old, slim and blonde. And her behaviour at the hospital was … odd. Flirtatious, attention-seeking, breathtakingly narcissistic. Dr John Mackey, the doctor in charge, said, ‘What I observed was a woman who was very calm, very self-assured … not tearful, not angry, occasionally smiling, occasionally chuckling.’ In the media interviews that followed, when asked about the shooting of her children, Downs talked instead about her own childhood, how her own injuries, sustained in the attack, had created so much suffering for her. It was so unlucky, she said, that those injuries meant she could not now tie her shoelaces. In interview after interview, she basked in the glow of the publicity – and the people watching said the same thing, again and again: something was wrong.

The victims – the children and Diane herself – had all been shot with a .22 calibre pistol. The gun was identified through bullet casings left behind at the scene. When police entered the apartment where Downs lived with her children, they found bullets that matched those found at the crime scene. Extensive investigation revealed no evidence of a bushy-haired stranger, and witnesses who saw Downs driving to the hospital revealed that the word ‘dawdling’ would best describe her manner of driving, despite the presence of her bleeding children in the car. The most damning of evidence? That came from her surviving daughter. When asked under oath who had shot her, eight-year-old Christie replied, ‘My mom.’

Diane Downs was found guilty of the murder of one child, and the attempted murder of two others. However, this was not before she managed to fall pregnant with another child, who was removed from her at birth by the Department of Family Services. She was sentenced to life plus fifty years, but would go on to escape from Oregon Women’s Correctional Centre, before being rearrested and imprisoned once more.

We seem to be perennially fascinated by the kind of people who can harm others with little compunction, who feel little empathy and even less remorse. You only have to look at our obsession with true crime to realise that, for one reason or another, we feel a deep-seated need to understand the darkest among us. Because of this, we all think we know exactly what is meant by the word ‘psychopath’. It describes someone like Diane Downs, like Harold Shipman or Ted Bundy. The term is ubiquitous. There are myriad tests you can take to determine if you are a psychopath yourself – although what you are supposed to do with that information is less clear.

Popular culture has taken psychopathy as a concept and run with it. The problem is, this makes us think we already know the answers to things that scientists are only just figuring out how to question.

It will perhaps surprise you to learn that, in the academic world, there is far less certainty as to whether we really know what psychopathy means.

Or if it even exists at all.

Our modern understanding of psychopathy comes from a book written by psychiatrist Hervey M. Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity. In it, he introduced the concept of those within society who are just fundamentally different. People who do not feel the same emotions as we do, but who nonetheless have the capacity to feign them, and can use charm to disguise their emotional shortcomings. People whose presence has a tendency to rain chaos down on those around them, due to their fundamental lack of social emotions.1 The titular term ‘the mask of sanity’ refers to the socially acceptable coating they seem to wear, the apparent sanity disguising the darkness beneath. Research suggests that this is not a new problem. People with such traits have been found in pre-industrialised and indigenous cultures. What that tells us is that psychopathy is not an artefact of our modern, Western civilisation.

So far, so good. In the 1970s, Professor Robert Hare, a Canadian forensic psychologist, created the psychological test to end all psychological tests: the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R). This was a measure that broke boundaries, that spread outwards from the world of criminal psychology until you couldn’t swing a cat in a coffee shop (please don’t do this) without hitting someone who had taken the test, read about the test or was currently re-evaluating their dating requirements after dumping someone once they’d taken the test. I highly recommend Professor Hare’s books,2 which, although written some time ago, are still fascinating and highly accessible.


Box 1: Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R)3


	glib and superficial charm

	grandiose estimation of self

	need for stimulation

	pathological lying

	cunning and manipulativeness

	lack of remorse or guilt

	shallow affect

	callousness and lack of empathy

	parasitic lifestyle

	poor behavioural controls

	sexual promiscuity

	early behavioural problems

	lack of realistic long-term goals

	impulsivity

	irresponsibility

	failure to accept responsibility for own actions

	many short-term marital relationships

	revocation of conditional release

	criminal versatility





However, in recent years, within the academic study of psychopathy, questions have arisen about the PCL-R. Is it really the psychopathy test to end all psychopathy tests? Or is it rather a test that is extremely good at identifying that which it was designed to identify? The truth is, the PCL-R is describing, very deliberately, a specific kind of psychopath.

Look back at the list in Box 1. Do you see how many of the factors of the PCL-R are the kind of things one would see in a criminal population? Criminal versatility, revocation of conditional release, poor behavioural controls, etc. There is a reason for this. Psychopathy is a massive problem within prison populations. Some studies have assessed psychopathy levels among homicide offenders to be as high as 34 per cent.4 When the PCL-R was developed, it was with these individuals in mind, and it was deliberately designed to focus on those who were institutionalised, either in prisons or forensic settings. Its focus on the criminal components of psychopathy means that, rather unsurprisingly, it gives a lot of emphasis to the antisocial aspects of psychopathy. The flip side of that is that the PCL-R is less useful when it comes to identifying the types of psychopaths who are adept at functioning in society. Because it doesn’t pay a lot of attention to the ‘mask of sanity’ set out in Cleckley’s original vision, the PCL-R is less effective at identifying the kind of psychopath who can hide in plain sight.

So, academics started to wonder, what if, by using a measure designed to detect criminal psychopaths, we are missing a significant proportion of our psychopathic population?

When we use the PCL-R, psychopathy within the general population has been assessed as being around 1.2 per cent.5 But what if this measure – this incredibly popular measure that has come to define the subject of psychopathy – isn’t doing exactly what we need it to be doing?


Box 2: Secondary psychopathy

As work on the PCL-R developed, it was revealed that the listed traits could be split into two different factors:

Factor 1: consists of interpersonal and affective variables – lack of empathy, charm, shallow emotions, manipulativeness, etc.

Factor 2: consists of variables related to antisocial behaviour – impulsiveness, irresponsibility, criminal versatility, etc.

In primary psychopathy (those high in factor 1) the psychopath was proposed to have a constitutional deficit in brain function, leading to a lack of empathy, deficits in social emotions and the tendency towards cruel and callous behaviour.

Secondary psychopathy (those high in factor 2) was reported to have come from the environment (for example, early abuse or parental mistreatment), and is proposed to be an adaptation to a harsh environment, leading to neuroticism, aggression, emotional reactivity and impulsivity.

Subsequent work has identified further factors, separating the PCL-R into three and even four variations.



However, there’s another issue with the PCL-R: it treats psychopathy as a discrete category, as something you either have or don’t have. When you have a scale that says, ‘Below this number you’re fine, but above it you are a psychopath,’ the bloody-minded part of me wants to ask: but what about the ones on the edge? Are we saying they don’t qualify? Who chose the number at which we place the cut-off? Why that number? What if we chose a different number? (As you can probably tell, I am a HOOT at parties.)

Of course, there is comfort in having a test that says, ‘This person is definitively a psychopath.’ Or, perhaps more importantly, ‘This person is NOT a psychopath.’ It is reassuring to think of psychopathy as something other, especially when we have learned to look at the psychopath as a criminally inclined monster. It is reassuring to be able to say, ‘That guy is not like me. He belongs in that other class of people, the ones over there. The bad ones.’

It is comforting to be able to say, ‘We have nothing in common.’

He was fun. That much was undeniable. Quick-witted and sharp, always the centre of attention. You noticed when he entered a room. And he had a lot of friends. Of course he did. He was entertaining and charming, and people gravitated towards him, moths to a flame. Everywhere you went, there they were – ‘Oh, him! I know him! He’s hysterical!’ Of course, that wasn’t the full story. Not really. And you had to really know him to know that. Had to get beyond that ever-entertaining surface. The temper, the one that would come crashing from nowhere. Hard to say what would set it off. Seemed like his wife never could figure it out, the key to what would piss him off. Tuesday’s sin would be Wednesday’s saviour. But the anger wasn’t necessary for the cruelty to occur – that, it seemed, was always percolating just below the surface. Sometimes it was disguised with humour, sometimes it was just out there for all to see. It would always be directed at those closest to him, the ones he should have loved the most. The casual cruelty, the lack of remorse. But … I mean, he could be fun, couldn’t he …?

When we see psychopaths as a discrete group, we lose the capacity to see psychopathic traits when they occur around us. Yes, his behaviour is bad, but sometimes he’s okay. Sometimes, he’s positively pleasant. He can’t possibly be considered a psychopath. The creation of the psychopath as the ultimate bad guy means that we have lost the capacity to see beyond the extreme.

Psychopathy has entered the popular imagination as the enfant terrible of the personality disorder world. However, psychopathy is not currently included in any psychiatric diagnostic manual. In earlier editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), psychopathy was included as a diagnosis, but there were concerns about how such a diagnosis would impact on patients, along with worries that some of the key features of psychopathy would be tough for a clinician to detect. Now, the closest we have to psychopathy within a diagnostic manual is antisocial personality disorder, which shares some of the features, but weights itself heavily on the side of antisocial or criminal behaviour. There is also some crossover between what we think of as psychopathy and borderline personality disorder – a pattern of behaviour, characterised by pervasive instability in multiple areas of life, such as interpersonal relationships, sense of identity, self control and emotions.6

Which brings me to my point: psychopaths just aren’t like us.

Are they?

Have you ever done one of those tests I mentioned earlier – ‘We’ll tell you if you’re a psychopath in ten easy steps’? In doing so, did you perhaps feel your blood pressure rise, ever so slightly, because when answering the questions and reviewing the measures, you caught a glimpse of something familiar?

Let’s take ‘glib and superficial charm’ from the box here. I’m going to let you in on a secret: I am a smartarse. If you are in need of a quip or a sarcastic comment, I am your woman. Surprisingly, this skill set isn’t one that has brought me great rewards in life. When psychopaths are criticised for what I like to call their witty repartee but has also been called ‘glib and superficial charm’, it hurts my smartarse heart.

And therein lies the issue.

What the past two decades of research has shown us is that psychopathy does not exist as a discrete category.7 It is not actually a case of ‘you either have it or you don’t’. Rather, the traits that make up psychopathy, its features, are present in all of us. The only difference is that in those who present as clinically psychopathic, these features are taken to an extreme.

Let me give you an example. Agreeableness, or how nice you are. If you are highly agreeable, then you will have features of kindness, such as the capacity to cooperate and to show appropriate concern for others. You are, largely speaking, a good egg: a ‘plays well with others’ type; someone who prioritises their social setting and the wellbeing of others, often above their own wellbeing.


Box 3: The personality dimensions


	Conscientiousness: Disorganised → Disciplined

	Agreeableness: Antagonistic → Good egg

	Neuroticism: Calm → Anxious

	Openness to experience: Prefers routine → Very creative

	Extroversion: Reserved → Sociable





Agreeableness is what we call a ‘dimensional personality trait’. That means that you can be highly agreeable, or you can score low on the agreeableness scale, making you antagonistic (or, in popular parlance, a bit of a dick). Those we class as psychopaths fall on the low end of the agreeableness scale: they are antagonistic.8

In Box 3 above, you’ll see the other personality traits. Note that each of them operates as a scale. You can be a little bit extroverted, like me. I love people. I love getting to know new people and chatting to them – right up until I don’t. Then my introverted side will come creeping out and I’ll need to retreat to my home where my pyjamas and books live. You can be extremely calm, or mostly calm with a tendency to get anxious in certain settings. You can be highly disciplined, or generally quite disciplined but sometimes disorganised.

Given what we know about how personality works, with traits falling along dimensional scales, it seemed unlikely that psychopathy would operate in an entirely different way. Thus developed the school of research lovingly known as: ‘Oh crap, what if you can be just a little bit psychopathic?’ (NB: not the actual subject title.)

Over recent decades, there has been a wash of models that look at psychopathy in a different way, considering it in terms of its individual traits rather than seeing it as a unitary disorder. One of those is catchily called the Triarchic Model of Psychopathy (also known as the TriPM).9 In it, psychopathy is reconsidered. What if psychopathy as we have been thinking of it doesn’t really exist? What if the thing we think of as psychopathy is in fact made up of three separate traits or behavioural tendencies? In psychology, the observable behavioural properties of an organism are known as its phenotypes.10

According to the TriPM, the first phenotype associated with psychopathy is Boldness. Boldness is about the fearlessness we see in psychopathy. When a person is high in Boldness, they tend to be socially dominant. They are high in emotional resiliency (meaning they can bounce back from stress easily) and low in neuroticism – and they are willing to take risks and engage in thrill-seeking behaviours (otherwise known as venturesomeness). Boldness can be a good thing, an adaptive trait. It can allow people to engage in high-risk but high-reward behaviours. But it also has a maladaptive side. Those high in Boldness can be narcissistic and manipulative; they can show defiance of authority and a tendency towards competitiveness, and are able to exploit other people for their own gain. Boldness is also associated with instrumental aggression – the tendency to use aggressive behaviour in order to achieve some kind of goal.

The second TriPM trait is Meanness. This trait is all about the antagonistic tendencies in psychopathy. Someone who is high in Meanness will be hostile, angry and irritable. They will tend to show reactive aggression and predatory behaviour. They will display a tendency towards the unemotional pursuit of self-serving goals. Those high in Meanness show a lack of empathy. They will be generally quite unconcerned about those around them, with a tendency to be cruel and exploitative. When we are considering those high in Meanness, we are considering someone who has a dysfunction in their social-affiliative system11 – in other words, there is a fundamental issue with the way in which they consider and interact with other people. Remember that Meanness is not about the avoidance of other people; it is about moving towards them in order to exploit or antagonise them.

Finally, there is Disinhibition. This trait represents the most antisocial aspect of the Triarchic model, and is most reminiscent of the PCL-R’s interpretation of psychopathy. Disinhibition includes things such as lack of impulse control, an inability to regulate emotions, tendency towards reactive aggression (basically operating on a very short fuse), anger and hostility, and significant risk of engaging in criminal acts.

Essentially, the Triarchic model suggests that what we know as psychopathy is in fact made up of these three separate features, and that people who are considered psychopathic will display a mixture of varying levels of each trait. You could have someone who is high in Meanness and Disinhibition but low in Boldness – that would give you someone who is cruel and impulsive, and shows little empathy or concern for others, yet simultaneously shows high levels of neuroticism and fear. Alternatively, you could have someone high in Boldness and Meanness but low in Disinhibition – that would make them fearless, socially dominant and willing to take risks, with a tendency to be cruel and selfish, entirely lacking in concern for how their actions affect those around them. Their low levels of Disinhibition, however, would make them good at controlling their behaviours, at displaying the appropriate traits at the appropriate times. It would allow them to blend in and would mean they would be far less likely to be caught engaging in unethical or criminal acts.

Meanness is generally considered to be the central pole of psychopathy. You can have a psychopath who is low in Disinhibition, or low in Boldness, but Meanness is critical for someone to be considered psychopathic.12

As the TriPM looks at psychopathy as being made up of these individuals traits, it is ideal for allowing us to look at the kind of psychopathy that flies under the radar. It allows us to identify those who have psychopathic features, but who can manage them and so remain within society, often without ever being recognised. (To be clear, there are other dimensional measures, notably the Psychopathic Personality Inventory or PPI – at times, I will refer to research that has used these other measures, but I will translate those findings back into TriPM language. Just so we’re all on the same page. So to speak.) When we look for psychopathy in the general population using the PCL-R, we find a prevalence rate of 1.2 per cent13 – a reassuring figure, given that we know how high psychopathy levels are within the prison system. When we use the TriPM, that figure rises to 4.5 per cent. This tells us that the PCL-R is not as effective at identifying psychopathy in a non-criminal population.

Each of the Triarchic traits (Boldness, Meanness and Disinhibition) exists on a spectrum across the human population.14 That means they are present in all of us to a greater or lesser extent.15 (I took the test. I score in the moderate range for both Boldness and Disinhibition – I have a tendency to speak my mind even when I should not, and am fully capable of bursting into tears at inopportune moments, which is possibly another reason why I don’t get invited to many parties – but low on Meanness.) What makes someone a clinical psychopath is just how high they fall on this spectrum of traits.16

So, what about the people who are high in these traits, but not quite high enough to bring them into the category of clinical psychopathy?

He was tall, a substantial figure of a man, one used to walking into a room and having heads turn towards him. Well groomed: the type of man who has cuticle scissors and knows what they are for. When he spoke, it was with authority, instantly conveying a sense of ‘I have things under control here’. Perhaps that was unsurprising. He was, after all, a surgeon. A great surgeon, even if he did say so himself. Top of his field. Well placed, well paid and well respected. He held, he said, life within the palm of his hand: ‘I guess that makes me like a god.’

There were three children, two girls and a boy. A house in the countryside, two German Shepherds trained to perfection. A marriage that had lasted thirty years and more. He drove a BMW, with another for his wife. By any measure, this was a man who knew success.

Sophie was anxious the first time we spoke. ‘I just … I have a feeling. I mean, I might be wrong. I’m probably wrong. After all, he is so well respected and he has done so much. But – there’s something.’ Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. ‘You understand,’ she said, ‘I don’t like talking about him like this. He is my father, after all. But there’s just …’ She wiped at the tears, forced herself to sit up straighter. ‘You see, most people don’t know him. Not like I do. You see him from the outside, this impressive man with all these achievements. I mean, he is brilliant. It’s undeniable. But …’

But?

But beneath that …

It only happened in the home. It only happened once the door was closed and the guests had been ushered out. Once the world had pulled back and the family was left alone.

‘That’s when he came out. You would see it, like someone had switched off a light. When the visitors left and suddenly there was no one to perform to. He would brag about us, to other people. But when we were alone, he would turn, would tell us that we were worthless, useless, that we would never amount to anything. He would take things, little things, that he knew had meaning to us, and he’d hide them, break them. They were small cruelties, nothing you could ever put your finger on. But it was enough for us to know that he held us in the palm of his hand: that, if he wanted to, he could close his fist, crush us like bugs.’

When we think of psychopathy, we think of the worst of the worst, but the truth is, our lives are statistically unlikely to be impacted by the Bundys and Shipmans of the world. We have known for decades that the incarcerated psychopaths, the ones who make themselves obvious to us with their wild and criminal behaviour, are only a drop in the bucket. They are, said Robert Hare ‘only the tip of a very large iceberg’. We know that a large proportion of psychopaths lead unincarcerated lives.17

He scored highly on the TriPM. Impressively so. His scores on Boldness and Meanness were some of the highest I had seen – with a plunge when you considered his levels of Disinhibition. That, of course, would make sense. He was, after all, a surgeon. One couldn’t simply flail about wildly when one was a surgeon, running here and there.

‘The thing is,’ Sophie said, ‘no one knows. Because out there, with them, he’s a different person. He’s a hero. It’s only in here, with us, that he becomes a monster.’

Researchers once conducted interviews with 146 participants, including attorneys, psychologists and clinical psychology professionals, and asked them to identify a psychopath who had achieved personal success.18 Three-quarters of the clinical psychology professors selected a fellow psychology professor as an example of a psychopath.

Welcome to the world of the successful psychopath.

What is a successful psychopath? According to some, it is someone who has high levels of psychopathic traits but has remained unincarcerated. This inevitably leads to the question: is this really how we define success? Not getting arrested? Because that seems like some basic, entry-level functioning. There have been various attempts to define success, none of which are without their problems.

Some psychologists say that the term ‘successful psychopathy’ simply makes no sense:19 that psychopathy is, at its heart, a disorder, and so contains an inherent pathology. We could instead refer to them as subclinical – that at least sounds nice and science-y. But it also suggests a cut-off point, below which you are not a proper psychopath. That doesn’t work if you consider psychopathic traits to fall on a spectrum, which pretty much everyone does these days.

Another term, which is perhaps clearer but less catchy, is ‘community psychopath’. But given the fact that a defining feature of psychopathy is a lack of community sentiment, this term feels … weird.

You see what I’m dealing with?

There are numerous theories for what differentiates psychopaths who do well in the world from those who do not. For our purposes, one of the most interesting is the moderated expression model.20 This theory suggests that those psychopaths who go on to be successful may, while bearing the same pathological burden as other psychopaths, possess some tendencies or have something in their lives that allows them to manage their psychopathic traits.21

This may be something internal to them, known as a structural moderator. In essence, this is their temperament, their intelligence, their personality – who they are beyond their psychopathic traits. Some research has shown that successful psychopaths tend to score better in terms of executive function (those mental skills that allow us to navigate the world around us, including memory, flexibility and self-control). Others have suggested that having some measure of conscientiousness is a key factor in attaining success for those with psychopathic traits.22 Bear in mind that one of the main characteristics of conscientiousness is the ability to control oneself, to stifle those responses that are inappropriate for the present moment. If someone with psychopathic traits managed to develop a high level of conscientiousness, that would be hugely helpful in allowing them to control their antisocial tendencies – much in the way Sophie’s father did.23 Interestingly, a study found that throughout adolescence, those high in psychopathic traits show more improvements in their ability to control their inhibitions and aggression than their non-psychopathic peers.24 In other words, they actually showed greater self-control as they aged than non-psychopaths, almost as if they were learning to recognise that some of their tendencies weren’t socially acceptable, and so needed to be controlled in certain circumstances. The researchers behind this study suggested that this increased capacity for self-control may be what allows some psychopaths to do well in society.

The degree to which psychopathic traits affect a person’s life could also be moderated by the environment in which that person grows up. High levels of psychopathic traits do not necessarily mean disaster.25 If your childhood is spent in a safe environment, you will probably be better at inhibiting your worst impulses. In essence, a good childhood is likely to teach you self-control. A highly threatening environment, however, builds something else: the behavioural habit of aggression. Once that habit has developed, it becomes incredibly difficult to change. Even if the environment changes and becomes less threatening, the aggression will remain.

Parental involvement (or lack thereof) has a significant effect on the outcomes for those with psychopathic traits, influencing whether they go on to become successful or unsuccessful.26 So, too, does exposure to physical abuse.27 These environmental moderators can, over time, have an influence on structural moderators – effective parenting of an impulsive child can teach them impulse control, therefore allowing them to develop better inhibition skills.

We are all built from a combination of factors. The nature/nurture debate has, for the most part, settled into an uneasy truce. We have come to recognise that we are not built by either exclusively. Instead, who we become depends on a combination of the two. We may be born with certain vulnerabilities; we may be over-anxious, prone to selfishness, or have a tendency towards aggression. But those vulnerabilities may wind up having little impact on our lives if we are taught that the world is safe, that other people matter, or that our aggressive urges need to be curbed. However, if life conspires against us, leaning into our worst impulses, those vulnerabilities may then turn into traits. We may become our worst selves.

Then there’s context: the current situation in which the psychopath finds themselves. It’s worth noting that some environments (for example, the business world) play well to the psychopath’s tendency towards self-involvement and callousness. Those with high levels of psychopathic traits are likely to fit in more easily and be more successful in the world of finance than they would in the sphere of primary-school teaching. Research has shown that a certain degree of Boldness and the ability to reduce feelings of empathy can even be valuable. It can lead to improved performance in roles that require you to respond to deeply traumatic incidents, such as working for the emergency services.28

What about timing? After all, Bernie Madoff was considered to be a phenomenal success by anyone’s measure of the term. A self-made man who created for himself eye-watering wealth, a beautiful family and many, many well-heeled friends. Right up until it all fell apart and he was revealed to be responsible for the largest Ponzi scheme the world has ever seen, and sentenced to 150 years in prison. The fall from successful to unsuccessful psychopath was dizzying.

Or is it all a matter of perspective? Our determination to see psychopaths as different from us means that we do not typically consider the term ‘psychopath’ when talking about those who are highly successful in terms of wealth and power. Is success itself a protective factor, not in terms of how psychopathic traits manifest themselves, but in how we perceive them? Does a psychopath’s success blind us to the personality traits at play?

Many of those I’ve interviewed talk about people they know who are high in psychopathic traits yet have nonetheless managed to achieve great heights in their organisations, becoming professionally celebrated, and are often highly accomplished. All of them had gone on to build a family. All of them had friends of one description or another. In other words, by most of the measures by which we consider a life to be successful, most of them were.

This book is about psychopathy, but not the psychopathy you are thinking of. There is value in understanding the worst of the worst, and we are going to tell their stories as we move through our exploration of psychopathy. But the truth is, few of us will come across the worst of the worst in our lifetimes. We talk about them because they are exceptional, and the exceptional fascinates us. But there are others. The iceberg beneath the waterline. Those people whose worst traits are more easily controlled, who have mastered the art of living among us, their psychopathy hiding in plain sight. They are not the people you read about in the news. There are few Netflix documentaries about them. They look to be no different from you or me.

This book is about the psychopaths who live among us. It is about the people who have just the right combination of the traits of Boldness, Meanness and Disinhibition to create what we know as psychopathy, but who have learned to manage them sufficiently to live a normal-looking life.

The truth is that these are the people who can harm us. These are the ones who will change the course of our lives, because we do not see them for what they are. They do not come to us with the word ‘monster’ tattooed across their foreheads. They seem just like us. And in many ways, they are. But in other ways? Those psychopathic traits can wreak havoc on us. This book is about the ones who hide their worst selves behind the mask of sanity.

To tell this story, I have looked to the academic research in all its fascinating glory. In those areas where the research is sparse (I’m looking at you, parental psychopathy), I have conducted research of my own. I have interviewed people who have spent their lives around those high in psychopathic traits; I have talked to them about what that looked like, how it played out, and what effect it had on the people towed along in the psychopath’s wake. Throughout this book, I will relate their stories (alongside those of publicly recognised psychopathy) and what I have learned from them. It is important to note that none of these interviewees’ stories will be related in its original form. These people each remain within the grasp of their psychopath, in one way or another, and so keeping their anonymity intact is my top priority. The learning that was gained from these stories, however, will remain accurate.

People with psychopathic traits exist around us. They are a part of the society in which we find ourselves, of the social groups in which we move, of the organisations in which we work, and of the families in which we grow. And they change us. They change how we see the world, and how we see ourselves. They write on the slate of who we are.

So, what is it like to be around someone high in the features of psychopathy? How will they behave towards us? How will that make us feel? And what can we do about it? Let us inch closer to the psychopath, beginning with our initial impressions and moving steadily further into their orbit, until we can truly understand what the psychopath effect really means for us.



Part 1:

STRANGER



Chapter 1:

The psychopath in the street

He was a handsome man. It was hard to deny that. The music pulsed, the bass of it coming up through her feet. The air was thick with the sweet smell of alcohol. He was a face in the crowd. It was a good face. Complete with all the things you look for when you are young and single. His eyes were dark, a brown that verged on black. Dark hair cut close to his scalp, chiselled cheekbones and a well-defined jaw. Yes, it was a very good face.

At the end of it all, after the three children at whom he barely glanced, after the final reveal of affairs that seemed to cascade one after the other, after the gruelling divorce and the custody battle that followed, when the children suddenly became interesting again, she would think back on that day. On that moment. Should she have known?

She was young, little more than a teenager. It is not an excuse. A reason, perhaps.

In time, she would wonder if that was why it happened, why she fell so hard. If that was why – and let’s call a spade a spade – she was so blind. In the years that followed, when it all unravelled, she would find herself wondering: shouldn’t she have known?

[image: Section break image]
We all have those moments. That first spark; a face in a crowd. If I was of a more romantic disposition, I might refer to it as the moment when eyes meet across a crowded room. The beginning of the journey. So let’s begin our journey here, too: with that first moment, when the psychopath is little more than a face in a crowd.

You meet a lot of people as a police and military psychologist. My life in my twenties was a steady stream of military bases and police training centres, each day a new room full of dozens of faces I had never seen before. It was common for me to be the only woman – and certainly the only scientist – in the room. My job was teaching specialist police teams and NATO forces what the brain does when we find ourselves in a life-or-death situation: how this can affect our thought processes, decision-making and behaviour. And, critically, how those effects can be overcome.

By my late twenties, I had been fulfilling that role for long enough to be pretty comfortable in unlikely places. And, although I pride myself on my ability to panic at the smallest things, generally speaking, I was pretty calm. I had passed through the worst of it, that phase where you believe you have something of value but no one else does, and so each time you walk into a room, you are proving yourself, again and again. I had carved something out for myself, a career that worked. And it was going well.

So, on the day it happened, I was pretty relaxed. I was in a room packed with around a hundred people, mostly men. We were in the readying stage, setting up for a day of training.

And then he walked in.

I noticed him before he was introduced to me. It was hard not to. Not because of his looks, which were entirely average. But because of the way the crowd moved once he entered it. Heads turned towards him. A gap opened up around him, as if he needed more space than did the average individual. He moved through the crowd as if he owned it, clasping hands, leaning in close. I forgot about my set-up, entirely distracted. I heard the words, ‘Have you met the Doc?’

He turned towards me, his gaze locking in. The crowd vanished; the noise dimmed. You couldn’t look away from him. He strode towards me, grasped my hand and shook it, firmly enough that it hurt, his eyes locked on mine all the while. It could have seemed romantic, almost like a meet-cute, if it hadn’t made me so afraid.

Surely we cannot glean enough information from simply seeing a face to know anything for sure?

Well, yes.

And no.

Faces are important to us. Evolution has programmed us to be drawn to them. Newborn babies preferentially look to faces. There is no gaze quite like that of a newborn, as they study you, examining your features. For the infant, it doesn’t even have to be a real face. Babies will choose to focus on a drawing of a face as opposed to drawings of random shapes. This tells us that, even in infancy, we recognise the fact that paying attention to faces is a very good thing.

That is because the face is an absolute powerhouse of information. Faces can tell us about a person’s status; they can show us whether this is an individual we can approach or should avoid. They can give us clues as to a person’s health. Faces show us emotion. As social animals, our ability to read emotions in the faces of others is an immensely valuable tool.

During my time training police protection officers, part of what we considered was the way in which the brain processes faces in a crowd. The role of protection officers is a challenging one. They are trained firearms officers, a small group within UK policing, and are deployed to work around the person they are protecting: their principal. Their job is to provide protection to that person, and to move with them through their world, often a busy place. That means these officers have to be very good at reading the environment around them, and a critically important part of that environment is human faces.

Picture it: you are moving with your principal into a crowded stadium. You are surrounded by people. As well as watching those people for sudden movements, for red flags, for the thick coat in summer that could be hiding a weapon, you are also watching facial expressions. That guy with a face like thunder, his brows lowered, nostrils flared. That woman, wide-eyed and fearful. Emotions such as fear or anger act as orienting expressions for us. The expressions associated with anger and fear ‘pop out’, visually speaking. The visual system is especially tuned to detect them, and will respond more quickly to them than to other emotions. Not only do they tell us how people are feeling, but they also prompt us to question why.

Faced with this man, my brain immediately began to shout. Something about this person I had just met was off. In truth, I couldn’t have told you what, but my limbic system was screaming at me. The limbic system is an evolutionarily old area of the brain. It contains a linked series of structures like the amygdala, the hippocampus and the hypothalamus, and it is intimately connected with our emotional responding, our sense of motivation, and, critically, our fight-or-flight response. In other words, it is the part of the brain dedicated to detecting threats in the environment and preparing the body to respond to them.

He was still shaking my hand (was he ever going to let go?). And the eye contact was … a lot. I untangled my fingers, suddenly realising just how close he had come to me. I stepped back. He stepped forwards, closing the newly created gap between us. My limbic system screamed. Could I run away? I was due to step onstage, to talk to a hundred people, in a matter of moments. And still, I could NOT figure out what was wrong with me. His smile broadened, eyes sparkling. He was talking now. I don’t remember what he said, but I remember the hands, the way they moved through the too-small space between us, punctuating the steady flow of words. A smile played around the corners of his mouth, crinkling at his eyes. It was like he knew, somehow, that whatever he was doing – and in truth, he wasn’t doing anything at all; he was just standing there, smiling – was throwing me off.

It’s called a Duchenne smile, that type of smile that touches your eyes, creating crow’s feet at the edges of them. The zygomaticus major muscle is responsible for the lifting of the corners of your mouth, and your cheeks are lifted by the orbicularis oculi muscle, which is what gives rise to those little creases around the corners of your eyes. It is the type of smile that is considered the most genuine, the most indicative of pure joy. The triggering of those muscles has been found to assist in emotional regulation.1 The Duchenne smile also has some other features. While we tend to associate it with authentic emotion, 71 per cent of people can produce this smile in the absence of genuine happiness.2 Yet that is not the impression the Duchenne smile gives. Observers tend to evaluate those who produce Duchenne smiles more positively, and they are more likely to cooperate with them.3

All of which is a rather long-winded way of saying: if you are looking to manipulate, the Duchenne smile is an excellent weapon to have in your armoury.

Psychopathic non-verbal communication is a relatively under-researched area. In one of the first studies, in 1978,4 eighty-eight male adolescents in a minimum-security institution were studied, and it was found that those adolescents judged to be psychopathic tended to speak more. They used more hand gestures and leaned forward more while speaking. Researchers also reported that the psychopathic adolescents smiled less, and made more intense eye contact during the conversation.

A subsequent study divided male prison inmates into high, medium and low psychopathy groups. Their results, too, showed that those high in psychopathy used more hand gestures while speaking, although not all of the gesture types reached a statistically significant level of difference.

It’s worth remembering that in these early studies, psychopathy was typically treated as a unitary disorder, which means we don’t get a chance to look at the individual traits.

Fast-forward to 2017, and a study led by Leanne ten Brinke looked at psychopathic traits themselves and how they affect non-verbal communication. Their results found that those higher on Factor 1 of the PCL-R (so showing high interpersonal and affective traits – think Meanness and Boldness) showed a greater use of the Duchenne smile. They also found that a higher score for Factor 1 psychopathy was associated with greater use of hand gestures while speaking.

So: what’s with the hands? Psychology is still coming to grips with this. I confess that I am a physical conversationalist. I could land planes when in full conversational flow. There is some evidence to suggest that hand gestures enhance our fluency when communicating,5 making us more understandable. The evidence also indicates that the types of gestures we make depend on how comfortable we feel in a situation. Our gestures tend to be bigger and more substantial when we are in an unfamiliar or uncomfortable setting. We also tend to use more gestures when the listener is struggling to understand us.6

There is also the issue of what the use of gestures means to the observer. We tend to see those who use hand gestures as more effective7 and more credible.8 We are also more likely to be persuaded by what they say.9 When we see someone using gestures, we tend to judge them as being both extroverted and, importantly, dominant.10 This latter point will become important later. When a speaker uses a high quantity of gestures, listeners tend to pay more attention to them, and they act as an attentional draw. But when someone uses an excessive amount of gestures, it will instead serve as a distraction – we end up paying more attention to the gestures than we do to the content of the speech itself.11

This means that those high in the psychopathic traits of Boldness and Meanness will draw our attention. Their very non-verbal communication style is designed for it. They are likely to smile in a way that strikes us as genuine and warm: a way that experience has taught us to consider appealing. Their gestures are likely to be larger than we are used to, demonstrating to us that they are someone who is capable and credible, but also that they should be considered to be dominant within society: here is someone to be looked up to, paid attention to. In essence, these people can be, on first sight, appealing.

And yet, there are clues, little nuggets, which, if we spot them, can provide us with warnings at this early stage of meeting. Psychopaths may use a greater number of hand gestures on average, but those gestures are often unrelated to the content of their speech.12 That means they may appear to be more animated, but will often also strike us as being just a little bit ‘off’. Those scoring high on Meanness in the 2017 study tended to show a preference for shorter interpersonal distances – they stood just that little bit too close.13 We are a social species, and our interpersonal interactions are a finely tuned dance, with the distance we are most comfortable maintaining differing depending on the relationship we have with others involved. The closer we are, the closer we stand – and violations of those norms have an effect on us. Our bodies react with stress when someone stands too close to us.14 It triggers our threat response,15 so we often find ourselves using avoidance behaviour. That means we reduce eye contact and attempt to gain distance by stepping back. (Eye contact, as we’ll see shortly, can act as another psychopath clue.)

For now, it’s important that we remember where we are in this relationship with our psychopath. They are a face in a crowd, a figure on the street. They do not know us – not yet. But perhaps now would be a good time to start considering what it is they want from us. Because, when it comes to psychopaths, the answer to that will determine all that is to follow.

So – what did this stranger want from me? I genuinely couldn’t tell you. What I can tell you is that I was one of the only women in the room, and the youngest by some considerable margin. I was the only psychologist, and was moments from taking the stage – at which point, all eyes would be on me. I think this man was interested in me because I was something of an oddity. More importantly, I think he wanted to make himself known to the woman who was about to run the room. I think he wanted to put himself at the centre.

Meeting a psychopath is not quite like meeting anyone else. And here, right at the beginning, the moment of meeting, is where that difference will begin.

Because, for the psychopath, eye contact is a weapon.

We are a social species. Our success depends not just on us, but on those around us, so evolution has programmed us to pay particular attention to the direction in which another person looks. The human eye is designed to make that especially easy. The sclera of the eye – the white tissue – is highly visible, so we can usually see what another person is looking at.

Seeing someone’s gaze directed away from you can trigger the reorientation of your own attention.16 When you see someone’s gaze directed at you, that not only tells you that their attention is focused on you, but it also leads you to draw a bunch of other inferences. We tend to assume that those who make direct eye contact have a sophisticated mind17 and that they are more trustworthy.18 We tend to believe that a person who fixes us with a direct gaze is someone who is dominant.19 When that direct eye contact is coming from a stranger, we tend to judge them as being more similar to us in terms of appearance and personality.20 Being on the receiving end of a direct gaze is also a signal of social inclusion21 – it makes us feel that we are being included in the conversation, welcomed into the group. Being included matters. In evolutionary terms, not being included could be a death sentence. Across aeons, social groups have protected us from predators, starvation and climate. That means that feeling like we have been included will automatically trigger a positive emotional response – it makes us feel good to be the focus of someone else’s attention.22

However, there are few absolutes in psychology.

A direct gaze may feel lovely in some situations. But it will feel significantly less lovely on a dark night, when you are alone and the gaze is coming from the creepy guy who has been walking behind you for the last half-mile. Context, as always, is key. Being subject to a direct gaze increases our sense of bodily awareness,23 makes us more physically self-conscious (if you feel the need to say, ‘Well, duh,’ at this point, go for it). It also triggers our physiological arousal.24 In other words, being the subject of someone’s focused attention can stress us out. It prompts activity in the autonomic nervous system, which, at its height, can lead to the fight-or-flight response. That means it will also have an impact on our ability to think.

A direct gaze can impact our ability to use reason, to detect visual targets and to process language.25 In essence it is distracting. And that is because it increases our cognitive load.

We only have so much capacity to think. We all have a limit. And every additional stimulus we have to consider adds to that cognitive load. If you’re a parent, you will know this. Have you ever tried to get two small children out of the house? They have to be dressed. You have to be dressed (this bit is quite important, so I’m told). You have to remember your bag and your coat and your keys. You have to figure out where the littlest’s coat has gone. And why is the toddler suddenly naked? And then the phone starts to ring and it starts to rain and then you want to cry.

That’s cognitive load.

When our cognitive load gets too high, it can overwhelm us, leaving us unable to think. Our attention is pulled towards the gazer rather than remaining on whatever it was we were trying to do in the first place.

The early research on psychopathy reported that when the clinician was in conversation with someone scoring high on psychopathic traits, they often reported increased, intense eye contact.26 More recent evidence found that when those higher in Disinhibition were interviewed, they tended to hold their head in a stationary position – far more so than non-psychopaths. They also tended to focus more directly on the interviewer.27

I was thrown off on meeting this guy at the conference. Something felt wrong. Then, the weirdest thing happened. He was still talking, this steady stream of words, and as I listened, all that wariness just … fell away. I couldn’t tell you what he said, but I can tell you how it felt. It was like standing in a spotlight. I was the focus of his attention, and it really didn’t matter what was going on around us. His words (there were a lot of them) poured over me, and, bizarrely, I found myself accepting them, entirely uncritical, enveloped in this stream of one-sided conversation. I found myself thinking, Huh, what was I worried about? This guy is awesome! Fate, however, was looking out for me: the clock had run down. It was time for me to begin my session. So I smiled politely, apologised and turned away.

The feeling was one of stepping beyond a force field. The greater the distance I gained, the more the feeling hit me, and I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I replayed his words (or some of them, at least) and the realisation hit me that much of what he had said was total hogwash (technical term). There had been a flood of words, most of them about himself. A flurry of faux expertise, of misused scientific words and out-of-place technical terms. Because of the speed and persistence with which they were delivered, it had been difficult to follow, to pick out where he was wrong. I stopped, turning back towards the crowded room. He had moved on to someone else now, a man this time, and you could see the same scenario playing itself out. His latest helpless victim had entirely fallen under his spell and, in spite of his own illustrious history, was caught up in the outpouring of nonsense, taking it as gospel.

What the hell was going on?

Zero-acquaintance judgements – the kind we make when we don’t know someone at all and are just judging based on what is obvious – are fast and automatic. We can gain an impression from a face in a minuscule amount of time. Interestingly, the kind of first impressions that we form about a stranger are usually relatively consistent across cultures,28 and infants and young children show a similar impression to those formed by adults.29

We can make an assessment of the trustworthiness of a stranger after just thirty-three milliseconds.30 It is a hugely efficient process, allowing us to scan a crowd and rapidly dismiss one person after another as a threat. We’re pretty good at it, too. Research has found that our judgements of personality traits at zero acquaintance have a success rate of between 55 and 70 per cent.31 In evolutionary terms, it makes sense that we can do this. We need to be able to predict the environment in order to survive. The same is true when it comes to psychopathy. People can accurately identify subclinical psychopathy after being shown a ninety-second video of a psychopathic actor.32

With a little distance from my new friend, it quickly became apparent what was happening. I had found myself in the grip of psychopathic display behaviour.

Although on the surface, psychopaths appear to be just like you and me, if you delve a little deeper, there are clues. Their conversational style has … quirks. For a start, it tends to be lower in emotional content.33 When they do show emotionality, it tends to be negative.34 The psychopath will use more pronouns relating to themselves,35 so they talk more about themselves and less about other people. (I’d like to take a moment here to point out that human conversation tends to be dominated by talk of other people. We love talking about other people! It’s part of the social glue that binds us together, which is one of the things that makes the conversational style of psychopaths particularly jarring.)

When you are talking to someone high in Boldness and Meanness, they are more likely to interrupt you.36 That has the side effect of making the conversation feel livelier. There is likely to be a lot of small talk and many conversational U-turns. The whole conversation will feel less cohesive, and a bit … off. You may find yourself confused by it. Psychopaths tend to say things that don’t make sense. They tend to make logically inconsistent statements,37 contradict themselves, and take conversational detours that leave the listener at sea. They will change the conversational topic on a whim, and, when asked questions, will answer in ways that are often wildly convoluted and confusing enough that they might as well not have bothered. Their words and non-verbal behaviour will not necessarily match up (say, for example, angry words accompanied by a Duchenne smile). All of this may make you feel slightly like you are merely hanging on for grim life. You may feel like you have suddenly forgotten how to hold up your end of a conversation. You may feel painfully aware that you are not in charge here. You are just along for the ride.

Get used to that feeling.

So, what’s going on here? Part of it is that certain aspects of language work differently in psychopathy. Most of us will show a pronounced reaction to emotional words. When we hear, say, the word ‘love’, as opposed to a non-emotional word like ‘toothbrush’, the brain will produce a more powerful reaction. This is known as an event related potential (ERP): an electrical response in the brain that is generated when we are exposed to something in the environment. When we hear a word heavy in emotion, the brain will produce a larger ERP. Essentially, when we are exposed to an emotional word, the brain’s response moves from the ‘Hey, that’s cool’ that the word ‘toothbrush’ would generate to ‘OH MY GOD’ for the word ‘love’.

This is different for those high in psychopathic traits. Psychopaths show no difference in their ERPs to neutral versus emotional words.38 This tells us that their brains do not flag emotional words as anything deserving of special attention. They are, however, just as efficient as non-psychopaths at pinpointing which words are emotional. So it isn’t that they can’t tell when a word like ‘grief’ or ‘joy’ is emotional; they just don’t identify it as anything especially exciting or noteworthy.

That said, many psychopaths are perfectly capable of feigning an appropriate emotional reaction – which means they may technically be reacting as you would expect, but it may still feel a little … off. As Johns
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