
 
We’ve been thinking about psychopathic behaviour recently. !

This may strike you as an odd thing to do.  However, this train of thought is not 
completely misplaced.  Clearly, as psychologists, we have an expertise in the full 
breadth of human behaviour – including when in its more extreme and 
dysfunctional forms.  Through our professional practice we are focused on 
organisations and the corporate world, and recently, there has been quite a bit 
written about psychopaths in the workplace.  It has even been suggested – 
somewhat provocatively, we think - that as many as 4% of people in senior 
positions in organisations will meet clinical criteria for a diagnosis of 
psychopathy. A larger percent will demonstrate significant psychopathic traits as 
part of their personality. !
Whilst this dramatic notion is somewhat alarmist, the study it is based on has 
certainly put psychopathy, and some of the types of behaviour associated with it, 
onto the corporate radar.  All of this raises some interesting questions: How do 
you spot a workplace psychopath? What should you do if you find yourself 
working alongside one or someone displaying these traits? How do you avoid 
employing one in the first place? !
It is worth saying up front that whilst it’s true that having a psychopath in your 
place of work is generally not a good thing, it doesn’t mean that there is a 
murderer lying in wait for you at your next Board meeting or work night out.  
Psychopaths are, by definition, callous, ruthless, and lacking in empathy, but that 
does not mean that they are criminals.  Most will be well integrated into society.  
Some will be wealthy and successful business people.  Indeed, there is even an 
argument that some of the traits associated with psychopathy lend themselves 
quite well to progression to the top level in certain corporations or industries. !
Hence, we’ve been thinking about psychopathic behaviour recently! !
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Spotting a psychopath !
A psychopath can be hard to identify.  This is partly because one element of the 
diagnostic criteria is referred to as ‘superficial charm’. On the surface of it, 
psychopaths are often very pleasant, engaging, and seemingly at ease in social 
settings.  So, spotting a psychopath will involve looking beyond your first 
impressions. !
In the professional literature, psychopathy is often referred to as a subset of 
behaviours linked to other personality disorders.  However, it has been the work 
of Canadian psychologist, Dr. Robert D. Hare, in the field of criminology that has 
led to wider awareness and use of the term in the media and public.  Hare was 
the first to develop an assessment measure for diagnosing psychopathy, which 
has now become commonplace for use in forensic psychology and the legal 
system.  The checklist, the PCL-R, covers assessment of areas such as glibness 
and superficial charm, pathological lying, callousness and lack of empathy, 
unwillingness to accept responsibility for actions, a tendency to boredom, 
impulsivity, behavioural problems in early life, multiple marriages, and 
promiscuous sexual behaviour.  A score of over 30 on this checklist would 
indicate a diagnosis of psychopathy.  However, it is also true to say that most of 
us would not score zero in this checklist, and as such, psychopathy can be 
thought of as a negative and extreme extension of normal, but not particularly 
nice, human behaviour.  !
Psychopathic behaviours almost always lead to negative outcomes in the 
relationships with the people they affect, and in our view this is the most obvious 
way to ‘spot’ a psychopath.  Usually, if an individual demonstrates a consistent 
and long-term pattern of destructive behaviours in the relationships around 
them, there can be a cause for concern.  When this kind of behavioural pattern is 
coupled with a total disregard for other peoples feelings, a callousness or even 
enjoyment of creating this kind of havoc, or some of the other traits mentioned 
above, it can point towards a psychopathic personality.  If you suspect this is the 
case for someone you know or work with, it is usually wise to take action of some 
sort, and soon. !

What to do? !
It may seem like a blindingly obvious thing to say, but if you find yourself 
working alongside someone whom you think may be a psychopath, you need to 
either get support, or get out!  Of course, we all realise that in the world of work 
it is often not as easy as just leaving – there may be broader implications 
depending on all sorts of different circumstances. !
From a company perspective, robust policies and practices around ethics, 
behaviours and whistleblowing, for example, will go some way to countering 
psychopathy at work. 
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However, regardless of the difficulties, it is always possible to seek additional 
support of some form or other, or even appropriate professional advice if you 
think it may be required.  This could be from your HR department, or perhaps 
even an external agency such as the Citizens Advice Bureau.  If nothing else, 
seeking such support will allow you to find out where you stand, and help you 
clarify what your options might be in relation to the individual whose behaviour 
you are concerned about. !
Of course, one other option might be to stay put and keep quiet.  However, we 
wouldn’t recommend this!  Psychopaths almost always cause harm to others – 
perhaps not physical, but certainly emotional and psychological, and this alone 
is reason not so stay in situ and suffer in silence. !

A robust recruitment process !
Finally, in a modern business many of the difficulties hinted at above could be 
avoided by simply not employing a psychopath in the first place!  If only it were 
that simple….  In practice, with a charming and manipulative interviewee, it 
might actually be quite difficult to ‘screen out’ a psychopath early on in the 
recruitment process. !
In our view this creates a really good argument for a robust, effective, and – 
importantly - objective selection and interview process.  Where possible, using 
external expertise or a trusted recruitment agency as part of this process can 
help greatly and is highly recommended.  It is always wise to check the track 
record of the agency you use, or even to ask the important questions about how 
they may assess and identify different personality types as part of short listing or 
at interview. !
A key piece of advice is to ensure that you or your advisers seek not just a 
performance track record relating to an individual candidate from their current or 
previous employers, but also a behavioural track record.  It is wise, wherever 
possible, to speak with other people that have known or worked with the 
individual - and not just those that the candidate has suggested themselves as 
references!  Digging around like this can pay dividends, and with a high level 
appointment, these kind of factors can make the difference between a successful 
decision and a very expensive mistake. !

Reading… !
Finally, there is a vast and growing literature about psychopathy, and we would 
suggest dipping your toe into this if you wish to find out more.  The following 
article is excellent as a starting point - http://www.fastcompany.com/53247/your-
boss-psychopath.  The book by Paul Babiak, ‘Snakes in Suits: When Psychopaths 
go to Work’ (ISBN: 0061147893), is also well worth a read. 

ORConsulting

http://www.fastcompany.com/53247/your-boss-psychopath

