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Tell if
you’re
a psychopath

When Robert Hare developed his 
psychopathy checklist in the ’80s, he never 
intended its widespread use in the Canadian 
justice system. Yet, 30 years later, the list is 
a go-to assessment tool in trial, sentencing, 
and parole hearings across the country. Too 
often, it saddles people with a stigmatized 
label they don’t deserve by Melissa Wilson
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ON AUGUST 1, 1997, 38-year-old Carol Ann Liedtke stood in a
British Columbia divorce court and told a judge that her soon-to-be
ex-husband was a psychopath. Though she had previously kept dia-
ries detailing her marital bliss, Carol Ann claimed the years of “cru-
elty” she’d su!ered under Thomas Liedtke entitled her to a larger
share of the marital assets. In court, Carol Ann claimed her husband
showed a lack of empathy and exhibited psychopathic personality
traits such as deceit and manipulation.

The judge, however, didn’t buy it. He noted Carol Ann’s amateur
diagnosis sounded like a recitation of Robert Hare’s “psychopathy
checklist,” a world-known tool for assessing psychopathy (o"cially
the Psychopathy Checklist, Revised, or PCL-R). Instead, wrote the
judge, the marriage failed for the usual reasons: “[the] two persons
are no longer compatible.” Carol Ann’s wolf-cry was dismissed as
quickly as it came.

Like many armed with half-truths and pseudo education, Carol
Ann used both the term “psychopath” and the PCL-R with little idea
of what either meant. Fifteen years later, Thomas Liedtke’s name is
still linked with the label “psychopath” in court records, which are
public. He’s not alone. In the past two decades, hundreds have faced
accusations of psychopathy in the Canadian justice system—from
people like Carol Ann, but also from criminal prosecutors. An embar-
rassing public record is problematic enough, but the label can also
influence prison sentences and dangerous and long-term o!ender
designations. Many accusations are valid, some are not, but almost
all rely on a 20-question test that was never intended to see the inside
of a courtroom in the first place.

IT’S NOT SURPRISING Carol Ann didn’t understand the term psychop-
athy. Psychopathy is a personality disorder. Unlike schizophrenia,
for example, which can be treated with medication, psychopathy is
chronic in nature. Many consider it untreatable, but no one has ever
really put in the leg-work to find a cure. (The terms sociopath and
psychopath are synonymous, though the former has fallen out of use

among clinicians; it’s still common on television.) A psychopathic per-
son displays a number of personality traits, including lack of empa-
thy, coldheartedness, narcissism, manipulativeness, impulsivity, and a
propensity to violence. Any of these markers on their own don’t make
for a diagnosis, but together form the real-life Hannibal Lecter or, for
a historical example, Adolf Hitler.

While psychopathy is a risk factor for violent behaviour, not all
psychopaths will become violent—some will in fact go on to have
careers in business, politics, and the military. (It’s often suggested
that Bernard Mado!, a financial planner who famously defrauded
thousands of investors out of billions of dollars, is a psychopath.) It’s
estimated one percent of the general population has traits consistent
with psychopathy, compared to 25 percent of Canada’s prison popu-
lation. Really, though, it’s hard to tell for sure: pyschopathy isn’t even
listed as an o"cial disorder—making diagnosis problematic. It is not,
for instance, included in 1994’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, though there are rumours it will
make an appearance in the fifth edition, due this spring. Before the
PCL-R, though, there was no standardized way of even assessing
psychopathy.

Its format is simple: a 20-item questionnaire intended to assess an
individual in terms of psychopathic personality traits. Most questions
address either personality (superficial charm, grandiose sense of self,
pathological lying) or background ( juvenile delinquency, sexual pro-
miscuity, poor behavioural control). Each item is scored out of two: If
you have it, you get two points, if you don’t, you get zero, and if you
fall somewhere in between, you get one point. A score of 30 out of 40
is enough to saddle a person with the “psychopath” label—a marker
that’s di"cult, if not impossible, to shake.

The research that would lead to the PCL-R began in Vancouver
in the 1960s, when a young Robert Hare began working as a prison
psychologist. Soon, he started conducting experiments there to see
how psychopaths could be identified from the general prison popula-
tion. One such experiment involved giving subjects an electric shock
at a precise time, repeatedly. The shock was painful, and after the first
one, most subjects experienced a notable increase in blood pressure
and sweat as the time was counted down to the next surge. They
were scared. Others didn’t break a sweat.

Hare began to consider the possibility that the psychopath’s brain
was somehow di!erent. Until this point, the general consensus was
that criminals were products of their environment—psychopaths were
made, not born. But what if everybody had it wrong? What if clini-
cians could pinpoint psychopathy from childhood? Hare dove into !
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studying psychopathy. The Psychopathy Checklist came in 1980, later
amended to the 20-question Psychopathy Checklist, Revised in 1985.
It is now top-shelf in psychopathy research. At no point, though, did
Hare intend to use the test in the criminal justice system. Its purpose
was simple: Research.

Yet, as soon as the test was devised, people in prison systems
all over the world were requesting copies. Canada’s National Parole
Board was the first organization to approach Hare about the PCL-R.
It literally wanted to give everybody in the federal prison system the
test, and then have scores written in big red numbers on the front
of each inmate’s file, says Stephen Hart, a former student of Hare’s.
The NPB felt no parole board could make its decision without know-
ing whether somebody was psychopathic. Hare saw the potential for
misuse, though, and locked the test away. At first. It didn’t take long
for many to get a copy of the test without Hare’s help—or guidance.
“The question was,” says Hart, “do you turn a blind eye to the fact
that it was being used, or put out a manual that would encourage it to
be used properly?”

Hare, Hart, and the rest of their team debated whether the PCL-R
should be released beyond the world of academia, and eventually, in
the late ’80s, decided to publish it formally, which was done in 1991.
They included a strong warning about its potential limitations. Over
20 years later, however, the PCL-R has wormed its way into sentenc-
ing hearings, parole board hearings, and Review Board assessments.
There are horror stories from the U.S. of the PCL-R being used to
justify the death penalty, or to send a 14-year-old murderer to an
adult sentencing. Things aren’t quite as grim in Canada, but the court
records still teem with references to the PCL-R, and even the experts
are divided on the power that it holds.

HY BLOOM’S OFFICE sits on the top floor of a building in downtown
Toronto. At least 10 framed degrees and certificates decorate the
walls, including one in law and another in medicine, with a special
certification in psychiatry. His take on the PCL-R is black and white.
He says the test o!ers clinicians a scientifically sound way to see how
a person stacks up against the psychopath definition, or not. This is
important, he says, because the test score can help in the calculation
of future risk in criminality and dangerous behaviour.

The reality, though, is that it doesn’t. Bloom’s view is common, but
incorrect. According to Hart, one of the most significant issues with
the current use of the PCL-R in the justice system is that people tend
to overestimate the importance of risk factors. That is, just because
psychopathy is a risk factor for future violence, doesn’t mean a psy-
chopathy diagnosis perfectly predicts future violence (see: Bernard
Mado!).

A recent Correctional Service of Canada study looked at the
recidivism rates (the odds a criminal will reo!end) of male federal
o!enders. It found that as the PCL-R score increased, so did the rate
of recidivism, but not in enough subjects to prove a causal relation-
ship. The study’s authors wrote a cautious conclusion: “Although the
PCL-R has shown some e!ectiveness in predicting violent recid-
ivism in this study, there is some concern that its use of the label
‘psychopath’ may have an unwarranted e!ect on how an o!ender is
managed.”

In practical terms, this means someone with a diagnosis of psy-
chopathy has a very real chance of being locked up in prisons or insti-
tutions indefinitely, denied parole or access to treatment programs,

or, in extreme cases, executed. “It’s absolutely a matter of life and
death,” says Hart.

A further complication of Bloom’s view is that it presupposes that
psychopaths can’t change. This is also untrue. A PCL-R score is just
a snapshot of a person at the time the test was administered, and
personality traits can change over time. Hart gives the example of an
inmate who applied for parole 15 years into his sentence, after scor-
ing high on the PCL-R before entering prison. The PCL-R was per-
formed a second time, and he scored under 30, says Hart. The inmate
was denied parole. The board concluded that a leopard can’t change
his spots, says Hart, and that the clinician must have been conned.

The correlation between PCL-R scores is clear, but statistics mean
little to the individual. Is it not possible that an individual could score
highly on the test and still never commit another crime in his life?
Possible, sure, but Bloom doubts it. If someone has a high score, he
says, they’re unlikely to have many positive traits. “It’d be like saying
[to] a complete criminally minded asshole, ‘Well then, what about all
those other good things about you?’ One kind of displaces the other.”

STEPHANIE PENNEY IS MUCH MORE CAUTIOUS. Penney, a forensic psy-
chologist, conducts research and risk assessments for the Centre for
Addiction and Mental Health in Toronto; many of her clients have
been found not criminally responsible for their actions, and she
assesses when and how they might be able to re-enter the commu-
nity after treatment. Penney works closely with the Ontario Review
Board, which regularly reviews the patients she works with. PCL-R
scores often come up in both Penney’s assessment and the ORB’s
review—but Penney says the numbers aren’t a risk assessment tool.
She worries about the test’s use among non-trained and licensed cli-
nicians (like lawyers), who don’t fully understand its limitations. The
biggest of which, she says, is that lot of information is needed to make
an accurate rating.

To craft a proper PCL-R score, a clinician should interview the
subject, but also speak to anyone who’s been in close contact with
him or her. The clinician also examines a subject’s work, personal,
family, and relationship histories, and compares the personal testi-
monials with hard evidence (like school and court records) to come
up with an accurate idea of what makes the subject tick. Essentially,
it’s an investigation into a person’s entire life to see if the traits that
make a psychopath are evident over time. Problems arise when the
information is incomplete and a score is made anyway, which isn’t
uncommon. In other words, says Penney, the score is only as good as
the information a person’s basing it on.

Sometimes, the results are simply wrong. Toronto lawyer Bob
Richardson has been practising law since 1981. Many of his clients
are those being assessed for a long-term or dangerous o!ender
designation in prison (the latter of which comes with an indefinite
sentence). The first thing Richardson does when he takes on a new
client who falls into one of those categories is have an independent
psychologist or psychiatrist perform a PCL-R assessment. Often the
results are similar to that in the client’s o"cial file, but Richardson
says it’s not uncommon for a score to vary by four or six points. With
a cuto! of 30 being the designation of psychopath, and the stakes
already high, the di!erence between a score of 25 and 31 can be
downright catastrophic.

Richardson doesn’t have warm feelings about the PCL-R. It’s
subjective, he says, and as a defense counsel, it’s hard to attack.
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Occasionally, he has dangerous clients, but that’s not really the point.
“The danger with this test is that it’s taking on some sort of gold stan-
dard for determining which people should be locked up forever,” he
says. “I would not like my client’s future determined by one test. It’s
important, the score. But it doesn’t trump everything.”

Even if the clinician scoring the test produces an accurate first
test, those interpreting it and making decisions based on it, such as
judges, juries, and lawyers, can misinterpret the findings. Even the
Ontario Review Board is made up of legal professionals and mem-
bers of the community, rather than licensed clinicians. Many have a
familiarity with mental health, but not necessarily in risk assessment
and psychopathy. Misuses of the PCL-R aren’t always a matter of
ignorance, either—sometimes it’s about prejudice and bias. When it
comes to the PCL-R making its way into a courtroom, clinicians tend
to score the test slightly higher when being hired by the prosecution,
than by the defense. “It’s really hard for people to stay objective,” says
Jodi Viljoen, an assistant professor in clinical and forensic psychology
at Simon Fraser University.

Take, for instance, one case Viljoen cites, concerning a 15-year-
old in Nova Scotia who killed a neighbour. He was given the PCL-R
test and scored high—even though the scoring of those under 18
is highly controversial, as most clinicians agree a person’s brain and
personality are not fully formed until that point. This, however, hasn’t
stopped researchers from measuring the developmental features of
psychopathy in children as young as three years old. The judge in the
Nova Scotia case referred to the teen as a “monster waiting to take
his next victim.”

Canadian court records are filled with hundreds of examples of
this kind of troubling, prejudiced language. One testifying doctor
commented those who score high couldn’t be treated, and that this
was a “worrisome factor.” Another doctor commented that, due to
the scoring, there was “no expectation that [the inmate’s] behaviour
can be managed.” There are also descriptions of the PCL-R as the
“gold standard” in measuring psychopathy.

THE TERM “PSYCHOPATH” has become so standard it’s hard to read the
comments on an online news story, or a review of an anti-hero on
a television show without seeing it crop up. “A lot of the time when
someone does something violent, people just make an inference,”
says Penney. “‘Surely you must be callous if you could do this. Surely
you must lack remorse and concern for the welfare of others.’ It’s
intuitive.”

The danger of this kind of inference is, of course, that it casts a
black shadow on these people (violence and psychopathy are two
di!erent things; behaviour is not the perfect indicator of a personal-
ity trait), but also vilifies them, painting them as “freaks of nature”
who “go o!.” In this way, the public perception of psychopathy is
almost self-fulfilling. If you hear of someone doing something hor-
rific, you assume psychopath. If you hear someone’s been declared a
psychopath, you assume they’re capable of doing something horrific.
The discussion tends toward an image of pure, unadulterated evil, as
opposed to an actual human being with a disorder.

While the stigma on mental health is lifting, the misconceptions
remain, and are exacerbated by the public’s fascination with things
that it does not quite understand. A New York Times Magazine story
from May 2012 explored if a nine-year-old boy could be a psycho-
path, and chronicled his parents’ e!orts to straighten him out by

sending him to an eight-week psychological study. Then there are the
columns debating the relative psychopathic nature of Walter White,
the main character on the AMC show Breaking Bad. There was even
a study that suggested cats that get really excited about their food
might su!er from some sort of psychological madness. The mentions
are everywhere, and are doing nothing for those who actually live
with psychopathy, or those who live with those people.

The misuse and confusion is likely to continue, as long as the test
continues to be used in potentially inappropriate ways. The biggest
hurdle both inside the courtroom and outside, however, isn’t the
label “psychopath,” but the label “untreatable.” So far, there is little
evidence that psychopathy can be treated and managed, but that’s
because no one has really tried. There are numerous methodologi-
cally sound studies on the treatment of multiple personality disorder,
which is so incredibly rare many clinicians don’t even believe it exists,
but none on psychopathy. “It should make anybody feel disgusted,”
says Hart.

The e"cacy of the PCL-R, though, has led many to put a sort of
blind faith in it, ignoring its issues, and allowing scores of real people
to get lost in the noise of the prison system—all under the guise of
protecting the public. Hart puts it this way: He spent the first half of
his career developing the PCL-R, and the second half warning clini-
cians against the misuse of it. He says, though, that if he could go
back in time, he’d still release the test. “Anything that has the potential
to do good also has the potential to do bad,” he says. “But in a lot of
ways, it’s become a victim of its own success.”

SHAVE YOUR HEAD
Because, you know, activists do that

! STEP 1 Watch Empire Records, Alien 3, or G.I. 
Jane for inspiration. Then buy yourself a set of 
clippers. Seriously, don’t use a razor. Just don’t.

! STEP 2 If your hair is long, use some scissors 
to get it down to a manageable length. Trust us: 
it’s not worth the risk of clogging your clippers. 
Put your clippers to the shortest setting possible.

! STEP 3 Figure out a plan of attack. It helps 
to mentally divide your head into sections. For 
the top, front to back in rows. If you have a hand 
mirror, use it for the back of your head, from the 
nape of your neck, up. Follow the same direction 
for the sides.

! STEP 4 Please, make sure to take your time. 
Heads are bumpy. Keep your new do even and your 
noggin cut-free.

! STEP 5 Run your hands gently around your 
head to !nd any tufts you missed. Using that hand 
mirror will help, too. Shave off the extra bits—
unless you’re going for that. No judgment here.

! STEP 6 Slather on some moisturizing balm, 
and step out into the world, cue ball.
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