
Bond University
Research Repository

Criminal and Noncriminal Psychopathy: The Devil is in the Detail

Brooks, Nathan; Fritzon, Katarina; Watt, Bruce D.; Duncan, Keith; Madsen, Lars

Published in:
Corporate Psychopathy: Investigating Destructive Personalities in the Workplace

DOI:
10.1007/978-3-030-27188-6_3

Published: 01/01/2020

Document Version:
Early version, also known as pre-print

Link to publication in Bond University research repository.

Recommended citation(APA):
Brooks, N., Fritzon, K., Watt, B. D., Duncan, K., & Madsen, L. (2020). Criminal and Noncriminal Psychopathy:
The Devil is in the Detail. In K. Fritzon, N. Brooks, & S. Croom (Eds.), Corporate Psychopathy: Investigating
Destructive Personalities in the Workplace (pp. 79-105). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
27188-6_3

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

For more information, or if you believe that this document breaches copyright, please contact the Bond University research repository
coordinator.

Download date: 09 Oct 2020

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Bond University Research Portal

https://core.ac.uk/display/286946512?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-27188-6_3
https://research.bond.edu.au/en/publications/08dcb937-91b0-4807-9040-e55b4034a23c
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-27188-6_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-27188-6_3


 

This is a pre-print of a chapter published in ‘Corporate Psychopathy: Investigating Destructive Personalities in the 
Workplace’. The final authenticated version is available online at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-27188-6_3 

1 

Chapter 3  
 

Criminal and Noncriminal Psychopathy – The Devil is in the Detail 

Nathan Brooks, Katarina Fritzon, Bruce Watt, Keith Duncan, Lars 

Madsen 

Abstract 

Psychopathy is prevalent and problematic in criminal populations, but is also found to 

be present in non-criminal populations. In 1992, Robert Hare declared that 

psychopaths may also “be found in the boardroom”, which has since been followed 

by an interest in the issue of non-criminal, or even successful, psychopathy. In this 

chapter the paradox of criminal and noncriminal psychopathy is discussed with 

specific attention given to the similarities and differences that account for 

psychopathic personality across contexts. That psychopathy is a condition typified by 

a constellation of traits and behaviours requires wider research across diverse 

populations, and thus the streams of research related to criminal and non-criminal 

psychopathy are presented and the implications of these contrasting streams are 

explored.    

Understanding the Details 

Research and case presentations have observed vast variation in psychopathic 

personality, from high performing executives to violent offenders (Babiak, 1995; 

Brooks, 2017; Cleckley, 1941, 1976; Dutton, 2012; Hare, 2003). Conceptualisations 

of psychopathy should consider how psychopathic personality traits may vary across 

contexts and settings, accounting for both the similarities and differences. Criminal 

and noncriminal psychopathy are considered as similar, yet possibly etiologically 

distinct constructs (Hall & Benning, 2006; Polaschek, 2015; Skeem et al., 2011). 

Psychopathy, regardless of whether criminal or noncriminal manifestation, is a 

pervasive psychological disorder characterised by a lack of conscience (Cleckley, 

1941, 1976; Hare, 1999). Successful or corporate psychopathy may describe 

individuals with high levels of education and personality traits that have allowed them 

to achieve corporate status (Boddy, 2011; Gao & Raine, 2010), while criminal 

psychopathy may be associated with lower socio-economic support and a tendency 

towards impulsivity (Hare, 2003; Skeem et al., 2011). Psychopathic criminals are 
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typically described as cunning and manipulative, calculated, violent and reckless in 

nature, callous, and prone to heinous and repetitive acts of crime (Hare, 1999a, 2003; 

Stone, 2009). In contrast, individuals with psychopathic traits residing in the 

community are proposed to be successful and capable of functioning in society, 

despite being ruthless, immoral, manipulative, charming, grandiose and lacking 

concern for others (Babiak & Hare, 2006; Boddy, 2011; Dutton, 2012; McNab & 

Dutton, 2014). This chapter will examine criminal and noncriminal psychopathy, 

exploring research findings, similarities and discrepancies across trait presentations, 

and discuss implications for future investigation of psychopathic personality in 

specific populations.   

Criminal Psychopathy 

Research that has examined psychopathy in offender populations has found 

that psychopathy is associated with several factors related to criminality (Cornell et 

al., 1996; Hare, 1999, 2003; Hare & McPherson, 1984). The desire to control and 

dominate another has been identified as a central trait of psychopathic personality, 

often engaging in threats, bullying, verbal intimidation, manipulation, and physical 

aggression to achieve such outcomes (Hickey, 2010; Hare, 1999).  Individuals with 

psychopathic traits in comparison to non-psychopathic offenders, have been found to 

utilise greater levels of violence and aggression, use a weapon or commit a violent 

assault, engage in aggressive behaviour in the custodial setting (Hare & McPherson, 

1984), perpetrate planned and instrumental acts of violence (Cornell et al., 1996; 

Woodworth & Porter, 2002), possess cognitions supporting violence and aggression 

(Watt & Brooks, 2012), and engage in behaviours that threaten and challenge those 

perceived to be blocking the pursuit of goals (Morrison & Gilbert, 2001). The drive to 

dominate others and obtain self-indulgent goals, even when at a cost to another, is the 

cornerstone of psychopathy (Meloy, 2005; Meloy & Shiva, 2007).  

There has been body of work examining psychopathy in criminal settings, 

with findings indicating that psychopathic offenders are more likely to commit violent 

crimes for instrumental reasons and are at a greater likelihood of reoffending upon 

release from custody (Cornell et al., 1996; Hare, 2003; Porter, Birt, & Boer, 2001; 

Serin & Amos, 1995; Woodworth & Porter, 2002). Psychopathy as measured by the 

PCL-R and its derivate tools, is commonly found to show moderate associations with 
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most forms of crime and future violence (Douglas, Vincient, & Edens, 2018). For 

example, offenders with psychopathic personality were found to be five times more 

likely to engage in violent recidivism within five years of release from incarceration 

(Serin & Amos, 1995) and to consistently perpetrate more violent and non-violent 

crimes than their non-psychopathic counterparts (Porter et al., 2001). However, one 

the major concerns regarding psychopathy is that the construct has become associated 

with representing recidivism, particularly for violence (Polaschek, 2015). This is 

troubling as the PCL-R was designed to measure a personality construct, rather than 

to predict crime or violence (Douglas et al., 2018). As Polaschek (2015) states, 

“criminals are neither inevitably psychopathic, nor are psychopaths inevitably 

criminal” (p. 2). A psychopathy assessment therefore is not representative of risk and 

should only be a guiding factor that is considered alongside evidence based-risk 

assessments. Alone, the PCL-R should never be used to make risk decisions, requiring 

accompanying risk assessment protocols (Douglas et al., 2018). While research has 

demonstrated a relationship between psychopathy and criminality, this does not 

suggest that crime or violence is a core characteristic of psychopathy, but rather one 

of many secondary consequences related to the personality construct (Lilienfeld & 

Widows, 2005; Polaschek, 2015).  

One of the most commonly observed associations in regard to psychopathy 

and offending behaviour, concerns violent offending (Hare, 1999; Hare & 

McPherson, 1984; Stone, 2001). Logan and Hare (2008) estimate that up to 90% of 

serial killers would meet the PCL-R criteria to be classified as psychopathic.  Notably, 

in a study of 99 serial sexual murders, Stone (2001) found the 91% of the sample 

scored 30 or greater on the PCL-R, however, one of the primary criticisms of this 

finding was the reliance on biographical information to assess the psychopathy traits 

of the serial offenders  (Hickey, Walters, Drislane, Palumbo, & Patrick, 2018).  

It is not uncommon for serial murders to be considered as displaying 

psychopathy characteristics due to the brutal nature of their offending and the process 

by which crimes are committed, such as through torture, rape, necrophilia and 

cannibalism (Hickey et al., 2018). However, despite committing heinous acts 

violence, many serial murders only display features of psychopathic personality, 

rather than pervasive levels of the personality.  Although there is often evidence of 

callousness and coldheartedness in the crimes of serial killers, it is unclear to what 
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extent these individuals exhibit boldness-fearlessness and impulsivity-disinhibition 

features (Patrick, Fowles, & Krueger, 2009). For example, based on cases being rated 

by trained diagnosticians using the PCL-R, Hickey and colleagues (2018) assessed 

Theodore Bundy (Total = 34, Factor 1 = 16, Factor 2 = 15.5), John Wayne Gacy 

(Total = 27, Factor 1 = 16, Factor 2 = 9), Edmund Kemper (Total = 26, Factor 1 = 13, 

Factor 2 = 11), Jeffrey Dahmer (Total = 23, Factor 1 = 9, Factor 2 = 12), and Gary 

Ridgeway (Total = 19, Factor 1 = 11, Factor 2 = 4.5). Contrary to the view that most 

serial murders are clinically psychopathic, the author’s found that only one of the five 

cases, Theodore (Ted) Bundy, was endorsed as exceeding the PCL-R diagnostic 

scores. 

A common misconception concerning psychopathy is that an isolated event, 

such as a violent murder, is attributed to be representative of psychopathic 

personality. As Hare (2003) notes, psychopathy is characterised by life-course-

persistent traits and behaviours. One the main challenges of determining the 

relationship between psychopathy and repeated offending is that serial murder is a 

rare occurrence, with limited subjects available for examination, and some offenders 

apprehended for single acts of violence despite having suspected repeated victims 

(Hickey et al., 2018). Moreover, it is unknown whether serial murders who evade 

detection (such as the Zodiac Killer who operated in California in the 1960’s and 

1970’s) for their serial offending display different personality features possibly 

associated with their ability to avoid detection. Whether offending is committed by a 

serial offender or perpetrated as a singular act, it appears that the disinhibitory 

characteristics (such as substance use, deviancy, paraphilias, and impulsivity) may be 

greater predictors of violence than the totality of psychopathic personality (Hickey et 

al., 2018; Polaschek, 2015)  

One of the features considered to be associated with psychopathy and crime, is 

the tendency for psychopathic individuals to be impulsive and violent. Interestingly, 

despite impulsivity being considered a core feature of psychopathy, research has 

consistently found that in psychopathic offenders, instrumental offending is evident, 

commonly characterised by premeditation and the desire to achieve an external goal. 

Woodworth and Porter (2002) investigated the association between psychopathy and 

instrumental violence in a sample of homicide perpetrators.  The authors found that 

93.3% of the homicides committed by psychopathic offenders were instrumentally 
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motivated, compared to non-psychopathic individuals who were less likely to 

perpetrate homicide for instrumental reasons (48.4%). The findings were in contrast 

to the notion that psychopathic individuals are highly spontaneous and impulsive, 

something which the authors attributed to ‘selective impulsivity’. According to 

Woodworth and Porter, psychopathic people may behave in a more instrumental 

manner based on the gravity or seriousness of an event or situation, planning their 

actions in a calculating manner when the stakes are high (e.g., perpetrating an act of 

homicide, which has the consequences of lifetime incarceration). The findings by 

Woodworth and Porter (2002) highlight that psychopathic offending can be 

instrumental in nature; however, the tendency to towards ‘selectivity impulsivity’ may 

also vary as a function of disinhibition (Polaschek, 2015). It is possible that general 

impulsivity is related to higher levels of disinhibition, but in cases where fewer traits 

of disinhibition are apparent and coupled with affective deficits, instrumental 

offending may emerge.  

The empathy and emotional deficits associated with psychopathy may also 

serve to explain the relationship between psychopathic personality and offending 

behaviour (Blair et al., 2005; Hare & Quinn, 1971; Williamson et al., 1991). Early 

literature on psychopathy focused on the study of criminal samples and identified that 

offenders with high levels of psychopathy demonstrated a profound lack of empathic 

concern for others, as well as difficulties recognising and responding to emotions 

(Blair et al., 1997; Cleckley, 1941, 1976; Hare & Quinn, 1971; Johns & Quays, 1962; 

Lykken, 1957; Williamson et al., 1991). This early research often concluded that 

criminal and antisocial behaviour was partially due to the empathy deficits associated 

with psychopathy. Research on the construct has seen a wide range of studies 

examining psychopathy, empathy and criminality. For example, Brook and Kosson 

(2013) observed that psychopathic offenders had lower levels of empathic accuracy in 

comparison to non-psychopathic offenders after controlling for intelligence, reading 

ability and perceived emotional intelligence. While the relationship between the PCL-

R factors and the subscales of the IRI were not reported in the research (other than 

perspective taking), the research suggested that cognitive empathy deficits were most 

notable for the antisocial/behavioural and lifestyle features of psychopathy.  

Despite an established relationship between low empathy and psychopathy, 

interesting research has been noted when reviewing the construct of empathy, 
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shedding light on the potential functionality of psychopathic personality. Using the 

PCL-R and MRI evaluations to examine psychopathy, Decety et al. (2013) examined 

the neurological responses of 121 offenders. Subjects were required to view stimuli of 

body injuries and requested to adopt imagine-self and imagine-other perspectives 

(Decety et al., 2013). When presented with stimuli and adopting an imagine-self 

perspective, the high psychopathy group demonstrated typical neurological patterns of 

response for the brain regions involved in empathy for pain, however, an atypical 

pattern of brain activation was observed for the psychopathic group when adopting 

the imagine-other perspective (Decety et al., 2013). The atypical pattern of neural 

activation for the imagine-other perspective was significantly different for offenders 

with elevated scores on factor one of the PCL-R, indicating a reduced arousal to 

others’ pain or concerns (Hare, 2003; Hare & Quinn, 1971). Elevated scores on factor 

one were found to be associated with an increase in activity in the ventral striatum, 

suggesting pleasure in observing the distress of others. This pattern of activation in 

the ventral striatum, which is typically activated during reward anticipation (Diekhof, 

Kaps, Falkai, & Gruber, 2012), was only found for elevations on factor one, and not 

factor two. The findings of the research suggested that offenders with high levels of 

psychopathy were capable of imagine-self perspective taking abilities, however, were 

characterised by marked deficits in imagine-other perspective taking (Decety et al., 

2013). The research provided an important understanding of the perspective taking 

element of empathy in offenders and raised the questions as to whether perspective 

taking plays a central role in noncriminal or successful psychopathy. 

The finding by Decety et al. (2013) suggested that factor one of the PCL-R 

was associated with perspective taking deficits, however, high scores on factor two 

may not lead to lower levels of perspective taking. Mullins-Nelson et al. (2006) 

contend that the relationship between psychopathy and empathy depends largely on 

the type of psychopathy evaluated (e.g., factor or total score), gender of the 

individual, as well at the population being examined. For example, general levels of 

empathy may be lower in custodial settings rather than in the community. While 

higher overall scores on the PCL-R for some offenders may be largely due to a greater 

propensity of lifestyle and antisocial traits, rather than interpersonal and affective 

features, therefore, resulting in an elevated PCL-R score. Consequently, the 

interpersonal and affective traits, often identified as the core personality 
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characteristics of psychopathy (Brook & Kosson, 2013), may not be solely 

representative of criminal samples, instead an important feature in noncriminal 

samples where lifestyle and antisocial traits may be less common (Hall & Benning, 

2006; Mullins-Nelson et al., 2006).  

Like empathy, the relationship between psychopathy and manipulation has 

important implications for understanding psychopathy across populations. For 

example, Porter et al. (2009) found that psychopathic offenders, while having a 

greater history of criminal offending, were two and half times more likely to be 

granted conditional release than non-psychopathic offenders. Similar findings were 

reported by Häkkänen-Nyholm and Hare (2009) in a study of 546 Finnish homicide 

offenders. The authors examined psychopathy and post offence behaviour for 

homicide cases. The researchers conducted a case file review and assessed 

psychopathy retrospectively on the PCL-R. Eighteen percent of the sample was 

identified as having a score of 30 or more on the PCL-R. Notably, one third of 

offenders sampled achieved the maximum score on the PCL-R item pathological 

lying (Häkkänen-Nyholm & Hare, 2009). Due to the seriousness of their offence, 

individuals with higher levels of psychopathy were referred to higher levels of court, 

however, were paradoxically more likely to be convicted of a lesser offence. High 

levels of psychopathic traits were also related to reduced levels of remorse, placing 

blame on external factors for the offence, and denial of responsibility for actions. 

When the stakes are high, psychopathic people demonstrate a sound ability to 

manipulate and deceive others. Despite high level processes in place to mitigate 

deception and manipulation in the criminal justice system, psychopathic individuals 

are successfully able to overcome obstacles, raising questions regarding what could 

be achieved in the community where both awareness and barriers are considerably 

lower. Moreover, in cases where psychopathic individuals have lower levels of 

disinhibition, greater social adjustment, generally positive upbringings and receive 

higher levels of education, notably different life trajectories may emerge. According 

to Benning, Venables, and Hall (2018), there are multiple pathways to the 

development of psychopathy, with personality features moderated by life events, 

exposing some individuals to factors associated with criminality, while for others 

positive socialisation may lead to integration within the community.  
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Noncriminal and Successful Psychopathy 

It is an unusual phenomenon that a personality type found to be associated 

with destructive and criminal behaviour is also related to levels of success and 

achievement (Babiak & Hare, 2006; Boddy, 2011; Brooks, 2017; Fritzon et al., 2016). 

The corporate and business sector is a vast contrast to the custodial environment, 

requiring levels of social and interpersonal skills, responsibility, education, and 

performance standards (Benning et al., 2018; Boddy, 2011, 2015; Perri, 2013). Yet, 

despite skill and educational demands, research has identified several successful 

individuals that have elevated levels of psychopathic traits (Babiak et al., 2010; 

Brooks, 2017; Fritzon et al., 2016). These include, USA presidents (Lilienfeld et al., 

2012), high court justices, city mayors, academic deans (Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010; 

Stevens, Deuling, & Armenakis, 2012), corporate executives and directors (Babiak et 

al., 2010), a leading neuroscientist (Fallon, 2014), and a decorated special forces 

officer (Dutton, 2012; McNab & Dutton, 2014).  

Ishikawa, Raine, Lencz, Bihrle, and LaCasse (2001) examined the concept of 

successful and unsuccessful psychopathy. The authors examined psychopathy in the 

community and determined success based on whether participants had ever been 

convicted of a crime. Psychopathy was assessed on the PCL-R and participants 

completed the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST) and the Weschler Memory 

Scale-Revised (WMS-R). The successful psychopathy group comprised of 13 

participants (never convicted of a crime), unsuccessful psychopathy group of 16 

participants (convicted of a crime) and the control comparison group of 26 non-

psychopathic (low scoring psychopathy and never convicted of a crime) participants. 

Results revealed that successful psychopathy was associated with greater executive 

functioning on the WCST and an elevated heart rate for stress reactivity in 

comparison to unsuccessful psychopathy and control groups (Ishikawa et al., 2001). 

The unsuccessful psychopathy group were found to have a lower heart rate and 

reduced executive functioning compared to the successful psychopathy and non-

psychopathy groups. No difference was found between the two psychopathy groups 

for intelligence. The authors concluded that the elevated autonomic responding and 

greater executive functioning displayed by the successful psychopathy group served 

to protect from detection and arrest in the community, responsive to cues and 

consequences (Ishikawa et al., 2001). The research provided an important comparison 
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of criminal and noncriminal psychopathy for stress reactivity and executive 

functioning, however, the study did not include a comparison group of unsuccessful 

non-psychopathy participants, or account for social and emotional skills which may 

further serve to protect from detection and arrest.   

A similar study investigating intelligence, executive functioning, empathy and 

psychopathy was conducted by Mahmut et al. (2008). The study comprised of 27 

males and 74 females recruited from a university sample. The measures used in the 

research included the SRP-III (Paulhus et al., in press), Iowa Gambling Task (IGT; 

Bechara, Damásio, Damásio, & Anderson, 1994), the Emotional Empathy 

Questionnaire (EEQ; Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972), National Adult Reading Test 

(NART; Nelson, 1991), and Trail-Making Test-Part B (TMT-B; Reitan, 1992). The 

authors dichotomised the data into high and low psychopathy groups based on the 

highest 30% and lowest 30% of scores on the SRP-III. The SPR-III subscale of 

criminal tendencies was excluded from the analyses to avoid conflating psychopathy 

with antisocial behaviour (Mahmut et al., 2008). Results found that the high 

psychopathy group performed significantly poorer on the IGT in comparison to the 

low psychopathy group, making riskier choices and concluding the game with less 

money. A significant deficit in emotional empathy was found for the high 

psychopathy group, although the deficit in emotional empathy was not observed for 

the low psychopathy group. No significant difference was found between the 

psychopathy groups for IQ or executive functioning based on the NART and TMT-B. 

Mahmut et al. (2008) compared the results to a previous study (Mitchell, 

Colledge, Leonard, & Blair, 2002) that had employed the IGT with a criminal sample, 

concluding that findings from the two studies were similar and that criminal and 

noncriminal psychopathy are qualitatively similar, sharing psychophysiological and 

neurophysiological characteristics. The researchers contended that the manifestation 

of interpersonal and affective traits, as well as the extent to which individuals engaged 

in antisocial behaviours, may be the only differentiating features between criminal 

and noncriminal psychopathy (Mahmut et al., 2008). Due to the challenges of 

contrasting psychopathy across populations, the authors recommended that future 

research employ the same measurement protocols across populations to control for 

measurement variance and to allow for consistent comparison. The notable limitations 

of the research were that the study comprised predominately of females and that the 
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authors dichotomised psychopathy rather than examined the construct on a 

continuum, excluding a large percentage of the sample from the analyses.  

Another study examining noncriminal psychopathy, emotional intelligence, 

and criminal thinking was conducted by Fix and Fix (2015) utilising a sample of 111 

university students.  The authors employed the PPI-R (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005) to 

examine psychopathy, Bar-On EQ-i (EQ-i; Bar-On, 2008) to measure emotional 

intelligence, Inventory of Callous-Unemotional Traits-Youth Version (ICU; Frick, 

2006) to assess callousness, Texas Christian University Criminal Thinking Scales 

(TCU; Knight, Garner, Simpson, Morey, & Flynn, 2006), and Illegal Behaviours 

Checklist (IBC; McCoy et al., 2006). Despite the sample being community based, 

psychopathy was found to be a significant predictor of violent offending, property 

offending and illegal behaviour. Regression analyses showed that psychopathy was 

predicted by lower interpersonal and mood scores, and higher scores on stress 

management and interpersonal relationships. Higher scores on the uncaring subscale 

of the ICU also significantly predicted psychopathy. Fix and Fix (2015) contended 

that the results provided a portrait of successful psychopathy, characterised by 

interpersonal skills, but lacking in empathy and social responsibility, displaying little 

concern for others, troubled by understanding emotions and holding a pessimistic 

emotional outlook, although fluid in managing levels of stress (Fix & Fix, 2015). The 

findings by the authors demonstrated that psychopathy was characterised by positive 

adaptive features such as stress management, yet also significantly predicted criminal 

behaviour, supporting research on psychopathy and stress immunity (Fowles & 

Dindo, 2009; Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005; Lykken, 1995; Patrick et al., 2009) and 

suggesting that successful psychopathy may be associated with avoiding detection.    

Howe et al. (2014) investigated the relationship between psychopathic 

personality traits, emotional intelligence and success in 55 participants working in the 

financial industry in New York. The authors used the PPI-R, the Mayer-Salovey-

Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT; Mayer, Salovey & Caruso, 2002) and 

a series of demographic questions to assess income and position within the company.  

The results of the study revealed that 7.3% of the sample were found to score two 

standard deviations above the normative mean score for the PPI-R. Significant 

elevations above the clinical cut off T score were observed for fearless dominance 

(12.7%) and coldheartedness (9.1%); however, no notable elevated levels of self-
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centred impulsivity were found in the sample. Total PPI-R scores were negatively 

related to overall emotional intelligence as well as subscales of the MSCEIT. A 

significant negative relationship was found for self-centred impulsivity and total 

MSCEIT scores, although no significant associations were found between fearless 

dominance and total or subscale MSCEIT scores. Statistical analysis of income 

groups revealed that significant differences were only identified for fearless 

dominance, with no differences found for total PPI-R scores or remaining subscales. 

Fearless dominance was found to significantly predict the income bracket of $100,000 

to $200,000, with higher scores found for this level of income compared to the less 

than 100,000 and over $200,000 groups (Howe et al., 2014). No significant 

differences were observed for total psychopathy or subscales for corporate rank. The 

authors postulated that the interpersonal-affective features of psychopathy may help 

an individual to obtain a moderate level of success, however, they suggested that an 

optimal level of psychopathic traits may exist and that exceeding this level could have 

a detrimental effect on career success.  

 
What does it all mean? 
 

It is evident that psychopathic traits exist in criminal, noncriminal and 

business populations. Hare (1999, 2003) contends that regardless of the setting, 

psychopathic personality is comprised of interpersonal, affective, lifestyle, and 

antisocial features. However, emerging research suggests that psychopathic traits may 

cluster to form specific typologies, including criminal, noncriminal, and successful 

psychopathy, each characterised by a specific constellation of psychopathic 

characteristics, with a dominant phenotypic pattern often evident (Dutton, 2012; Hall 

& Benning, 2006; Skeem et al., 2011). These differences in psychopathy typologies 

are marked through etiological pathways, temperament, motivation, and social and 

emotional expression (Costa & McCrae, 2003; Fowles & Dindo, 2009; Hall & 

Benning, 2006; Millon & Davis, 1998; Willemsen & Verhaeghe, 2012). For example, 

research suggests that the interpersonal and affective features of psychopathy are 

negatively associated with fear and anxiety, while the behavioural traits are positively 

related to fear and anxiety (Willemsen & Verhaeghe, 2012). Considering the three 

distinct but intersecting constructs of the triarchic model (Patrick et al., 2009), a 
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greater unique contribution of boldness, and reduced features of disinhibition may 

explain noncriminal and successful psychopathy 

The unique role of fearless dominance/boldness/interpersonal-affective 

features and the self-centred impulsivity/disinhibition/lifestyle-antisocial 

characteristics in distinguishing subtypes of psychopathy has been the centrepiece of 

much debate amongst leading experts (Hall et al., 2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2012; 

Poythress et al., 2010; Skeem et al., 2011). Notably, psychopathy is a paradoxical 

disorder, with individuals appearing high functioning and interpersonally skilled, yet 

marked by emotional and cognitive processing deficits (Cleckley, 1988, Lilienfeld et 

al., 2012; Lykken, 1995). In his pioneering work Cleckley (1941, 1976) described 

psychopathic people as charming, fearless and bold, interpersonally dominant, with 

intact intelligence and low anxiety, yet reckless and dishonest. The Cleckley depiction 

of psychopathy was characterised by a prominent pattern of interpersonal and 

affective features, with traits of disinhibition that were not necessarily marked by 

violence. In contrast, Hare (1999, 2003) describes psychopathy as characterised by 

shared interpersonal, affective, lifestyle and antisocial features. Hare’s 

conceptualisation of the psychopathic individual is of a callous, impulsive, egocentric, 

hostile, and ruthless person, characterised by self-centred behaviour, poor 

interpersonal relationships, destructive actions and criminality. Sharing somewhat 

similar views to both Cleckley and Hare, Lykken (1957, 1995) and Karpman (1941, 

1948) detailed primary and secondary psychopathy, which were characterised by 

differences in emotionality and psychopathy trait patterns. The emergence of recent 

research investigating noncriminal psychopathy has proposed that psychopathy is 

characterised by positive adaptive features, suggesting that the right constellation of 

psychopathic traits could lead to success in the community (Broad & Fritzon, 2005; 

Dutton, 2012; Howe et al., 2014). 

Cleckley (1941, 1976) and Hare’s (2003) conceptualizations of psychopathy 

are markedly different; yet, these differences may be a result of how their 

formulations of psychopathy were determined, with both experts conducting research 

on vastly different populations. Cleckley’s assessment of psychopathy was largely 

determined based on his work with patients in a Georgia psychiatric facility, as well 

as community based patients. Hare’s work has been predominately based on North 

American offenders, with the origins of his PCL-R based on criminals. Recent work 
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on psychopathy in the corporate and business sectors has examined the notion that 

psychopathy can be related to success and has adaptive features. For example, 

psychologist Kevin Dutton (2012) determined former decorated SAS soldier Andy 

McNabb to be psychopathic based on neuropsychological testing. Dutton contends 

that certain trait qualities associated with psychopathy can lead to success and 

functioning in the community. Consequently, the debate regarding psychopathy traits 

appears to depend on who is being assessed, where the assessment is occurring, and 

what assessment protocol is used to measure psychopathy. 

Due to variations in assessment methodologies and samples, consensus is yet 

to be reached in establishing baseline prevalence rates of psychopathy in business 

settings. For example, the occurrence of psychopathic personality in corporate 

settings has been suggested to range between 4% and 20% (Babiak et al., 2010; 

Fritzon et al., 2016; Howe et al., 2014). These figures, while higher than the 

approximate one percent found in the general community (Hare, 1999), fall in 

between the community base rate and the level of psychopathy identified in offender 

populations (15 to 25 percent; Hart & Hare, 1996).  Understanding the prevalence of 

psychopathy across populations is an important starting point when attempting to 

contrast and draw conclusions about the construct in business settings. One of the 

main challenges to comparing findings on psychopathic personality across studies is 

that research often reports overall scores and fails to provide a descriptive overview of 

subscales and score dispersions, making it difficult to determine the overall 

distribution of psychopathic traits in a study, along with identifying the prominent 

personality factors associated with the sample (Benning et al., 2018). Interestingly, a 

recent study has provided some insight into the comparison of psychopathic traits 

across populations by employing the same methodology across samples. Using the 

PPI-R to assess psychopathy, Brooks (2017) contrasted psychopathic personality 

traits in noncriminal (community), business and criminal samples. Based on a T score 

of 65, consistent with one and a half standard deviations above the mean score, all 

samples were identified to have individuals with clinically significant levels of 

psychopathy.  

The noncriminal sample had 21 (18.3%) participants with clinically elevated 

levels of psychopathy, while 94 (81.7%) were without elevations. In the business 

sample, seven (11.67%) participants were found to have clinical levels of 
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psychopathy, while 53 participants did not. For the criminal sample, four participants 

(9.1%) were found to have clinically elevated levels of psychopathy, while 40 

participants did not have clinically elevated levels. The distribution of the percentage 

of clinically elevated psychopathy traits for the business, criminal and noncriminal 

samples can be seen below.  

 

 

Figure 3.1. The percentage of clinically elevated levels of the total psychopathy, self-centred 
impulsivity, fearless dominance and coldheartedness in the noncriminal, business and 
criminal samples.  

Further investigation of results in the study, which were examined through 

regression analysis, revealed that higher levels of fearless dominance was found in the 

business sample compared to the noncriminal and criminal samples. Brooks (2017) 

concluded that this finding provided support for the dual pathways model of 

psychopathy (Benning et al., 2018; Hall & Benning, 2006), as well as the depiction of 

primary psychopathy as described by Lykken (1995), and Cleckley (1941, 1976). 

Although consideration must be given to the finding that fearless dominance 

differentiated the business sample from the criminal and noncriminal samples, 

elevation on this facet alone does not indicate psychopathy (Lilienfeld et al., 2012). 

The elevation of fearless dominance suggested that the business sample had a 

significant pattern of psychopathy traits and when coupled with higher levels of either 

or both disinhibition or meanness would suggest a psychopathic individual (Board & 
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Fritzon, 2005; Hall & Benning, 2006; Hall et al., 2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Skeem 

et al., 2011). Benning et al. (2018) suggest that fearlessness without deficits in 

cognitive or executive functioning may lead to social assertiveness, confidence, 

persuasiveness, and limited sensitivity to the feelings of others due to reduced 

personal responsivity to fear or anxiety. Hence, successful psychopathy may be 

characterised by high levels of fearless dominance/boldness, with moderate levels of 

self-centred impulsivity/disinhibition and coldheartedness/meanness. 

The results relating to the criminal sample from the findings by Brooks (2017) 

provided support for Hare’s (2003) research on psychopathy in offenders, as well as 

secondary psychopathy (Lykken, 1957; 1995). The results indicated a significant 

elevation in self-centred impulsivity in the criminal sample, although this elevation 

alone does not suggest a psychopathic individual. This appeared to reflect greater 

similarities with Factor 2 of the PCL-R, suggesting features of disinhibition, 

impulsivity, and recklessness. The elevation of self centred-impulsivity/disinhibition 

in the criminal sample suggested that criminal psychopathy may form a different 

profile, characterised by higher levels of disinhibition and moderate levels of boldness 

and/or meanness (Hall & Benning, 2006; Hare, 2003; Lilienfeld et al., 2012). One 

limitations of the results relating to the criminal sample, is in determining whether the 

elevation in self-centred impulsivity captures a unique profile of psychopathy, 

associated with greater lifestyle and antisocial features, or alternatively is reflective of 

overarching features of antisocial personality disorder.  

The findings also suggested that psychopathy traits in the community, shared a 

different profile compared to both the business and criminal samples. Terming this 

noncriminal psychopathy, Brooks (2017) contended that elevated levels of both 

fearless dominance/boldness and self-centred impulsivity/disinhibition captured this 

sample. The findings suggested that noncriminal psychopathy may be distinct from 

criminal and successful psychopathy, reflecting a pattern of boldness and 

disinhibition. Based on the CAPP model of psychopathy (Cooke et al., 2012), it is 

theorised that noncriminal and criminal psychopathy share similarities in the 

behavioural, cognitive and emotional domains, yet noncriminal psychopathy is 

marked by traits from the self and dominance domains. In relation to the triarchic 

model (Patrick et al., 2009), the results suggested that noncriminal psychopathy may 

be characterised by moderate to high levels of both boldness and disinhibition and 
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low to moderate levels of meanness. This finding was further supported by the pattern 

in clinical levels of psychopathy based on T scores of 65 and above on the PPI-R 

(Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005).  

The PPI-R manual describes fearless dominance as the perception of oneself 

as a risk taker, unafraid of physical danger, free of nervous habits and social anxiety, 

remaining cool under pressure, socially confident, charming and engaging, and 

verbally fluent and able to influence others (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). In contrast 

self-centred impulsivity is depicted as seeing oneself as superior, being manipulative 

and exploitive, reckless and defiant of social norms, blaming, poor at problem 

solving, failing to consider consequences, and failing to learn from mistakes 

(Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). Interestingly, the Cleckley (1941, 1976) depiction of 

psychopathy appears to reflect a greater resemblance of fearless dominance 

characteristics, while Hare’s psychopathy description, particularly factor two of the 

PCL-R, suggests an individual with greater self-centred impulsivity features. The 

results of the research indicated that both Cleckley and Hare’s (2003) theories 

captured psychopathy, however, each theory described psychopathy in a specific 

population. Hare’s psychopathy reflected criminal psychopathy, with some overlap 

with noncriminal psychopathy, while Cleckley’s conceptualisation of psychopathy 

typified successful and noncriminal psychopathy. However, the results also provided 

support for the CAPP Concept Map and Triarchic Model, which appear to account for 

the differences across samples, serving as overarching theoretical models for 

conceptualising psychopathic personality. As the results failed to find a difference 

between the samples for coldheartedness, the researcher believed that it was likely 

that this trait shared overlap of varying degrees with both fearless dominance and self-

centred impulsivity across all populations (Patrick et al., 2009; Polaschek, 2015).   

The results by Brooks (2017) are consistent with Lilienfeld et al. (2012) who 

found elevated levels of fearless dominance traits in USA presidents. The authors 

concluded that boldness/fearless dominance, but not disinhibition or meanness, was 

significantly positively associated with greater presidential leadership and 

performance ranking. It remained unclear in the findings by Lilienfeld et al. as to 

whether a cut-off point existed in which traits of boldness/fearless dominance became 

problematic and impeded performance. The observed results for the noncriminal and 

business samples also shared similarities with Board and Fritzon (2005) who observed 
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elevated levels of histrionic, narcissistic and obsessive-compulsive personality traits 

in a sample of senior business managers. The findings by Brooks suggested that the 

business sample had greater levels of interpersonal-affective psychopathy features 

compared to the criminal and noncriminal samples, similar to factor one traits of the 

PCL-R (Hare, 2003) and resembling Cleckley’s (1976) depiction of psychopathy. The 

marked elevation for this facet is of relevance to understanding successful 

psychopathy.   

In the research by Brooks (2017), 17% of the business sample was identified 

as having clinically elevated levels of fearless dominance. Clinically elevated levels 

are indicative of prototypical psychopathic traits, suggesting pathological significance 

(Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). The findings for the business sample are consistent 

with Howe et al. (2014) who found that 7 of 55 (12.7%) financial investors had 

elevated levels of fearless dominance based on two standard deviations above the 

standardised mean score. Howe et al. suggested that boldness may serve as a positive 

adaptive psychopathy trait in moderate levels, leading to greater achievement (Dutton, 

2012; Lilienfeld et al., 2012); yet in clinical levels was likely to be problematic and 

impair success.   The number of participants with elevated traits of fearless 

dominance in both Brooks’ and Howe et al.’s research has implications for the 

business sector. Psychopathic traits can lead to illegal and unethical business practices 

and have a toxic influence on colleagues and relationships (Boddy, 2011; Babiak & 

Hare, 2006; Mathieu & Babiak, 2016; Spector, 1997), however, it is unclear as to the 

extent to which fearless dominance/boldness may contribute to immoral and 

problematic behaviour. Brooks recommended that future research investigate 

differences in levels of psychopathy and success, determining whether subclinical 

levels may serve as a protective factor, while clinical levels may be deemed 

problematic (Gao & Raine, 2010; Hall & Benning, 2006; Mullins-Nelson et al., 

2006).  

Conclusion 

Determining the presence of a pervasive personality pattern or disorder 

requires that the behaviour associated with a person’s personality deviates from the 

normative expectations and is characterised by inflexibility, persistence, and results in 

distress or impairment (APA, 2013). Psychopathic personality is examined across a 

continuum; however, at moderate levels problems with integration, following rules 
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and expectations, and reacting to concern are likely to be evident. At high levels, 

psychopathy will be pervasive and pathological, commonly causing significant 

distress to those associated with the person. There are many pathways to the 

development of psychopathy, including the dual and moderated pathways as 

discussed by Benning et al. (2018) and Hall and Benning (2006).  These pathways 

provide an understanding as to why one individual may exhibit criminal psychopathy, 

yet another presents with psychopathy and reaches corporate success. According to 

Benning et al. (2018), fearlessness is pertinent feature of psychopathy and may 

differentiate forms of psychopathy when accompanied by either deficits or 

functionality in areas of cognitive and executive functioning.  Successful psychopathy 

may be characterised by fearlessness and proficient cognitive and executive 

functioning, consistent with Ishikawa et al. (2011). Unsuccessful psychopathy, while 

being associated with fearlessness, is also related to deficits in cognitive and 

executive functioning. This form of psychopathy may also be further perpetuated by 

the experience of adverse events promoting social detachment, hostility, and distrust 

towards others (Benning et al., 2018).  

It is evident that the manifestation of psychopathic traits has been found to 

vary across contexts and samples examining psychopathy, with differences observed 

between criminal and business samples (Board & Fritzon, 2005; Brooks, 2017; Howe 

et al., 2014). While the difference between types of psychopathy can be identified at 

the trait level, there is a lack of research exploring behavioural and physiological 

differences between criminal and noncriminal psychopathy. There is need for studies 

examining the relationship between psychopathy traits, success, and physiological 

reactions in response to stress. This form of research may employ stress design 

paradigms measuring galvanic skin response to a stimuli similar to that employed by 

Hare (1966) and Ogloff and Wong (1990) with offender samples. Research on 

psychopathic traits and response to stress in a successful sample would provide a 

greater understanding as to whether fearlessness and boldness serve as adaptive traits 

in the community, or if successful psychopathy is associated with the same 

physiological markers or deficits that have been observed in studies on criminal 

psychopathy (Hare, 1966; Ishikawa et al., 2001). There has recently been a 

preliminary body of research emerging on behavioural outcomes of psychopathic 

personality in the workplace, such as work cohesion, leadership, bullying and 
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performance (Babiak et al., 2010; Boddy, 2011; Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Mathieu & 

Babiak, 2016), however, there remains several areas for further investigation. 

Additional outcomes to examine in relation to psychopathy, particularly noncriminal 

or successful psychopathy, include: annual income, accumulation of income, ability to 

maintain intimate relationships, engagement in risk taking behaviours, and 

preservation of friendships and family relationships (Benning et al., 2018; Jonason & 

Kavanagh, 2010; Martens, 2014). Lastly, there is still contention regarding what 

constitutes successful or noncriminal psychopathy. For some time the point of 

differences was the absence of a criminal record, yet, this appears to be only a 

component of determining noncriminal psychopathy. The Clinical Classification 

Criteria of Psychopathy (CCCP) as discussed in chapter 2, specifies a range of criteria 

that can be applied to differentiating presentations of psychopathic personality. The 

CCCP classifies the capacity of a psychopathic person, attributing a classification of 

accomplished, unremarkable, criminally inclined or accomplished-criminally inclined. 

Implementing a specification criteria assists in assigning a level of capacity to a 

psychopathic individual, allowing for clear clinical determination of the relationship 

between a psychopathic person, competency and individual contextual factors. 

Although he CCCP is a proposed clinical framework and in need of further empirical 

analysis, without a process to operationalize or define noncriminal and criminal 

psychopathy, there will remain contention and confusion in relation to the ‘threshold 

limit’, the point whereby psychopathy can be considered criminally, noncriminally or 

even successfully inclined.    
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