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ABSTRACT: The author reviewed the literature concerning the effect of criminals’ current
psychopathology on their explanations about their crimes. He then studied 100 incarcerated
men, examining the associations between their explanations and various historically docu-
mented aspects of psychopathy. Previously and independently documented patterns of path-
ological lying, lack of remorse or guilt, callousness or lack of empathy, and failure to accept
responsibility for their own behavior were significantly associated with the offenders not
admitting responsibility for their crimes. Further, independently described histories of path-
ological lying were associated with criminals’ blaming their convictions on a faulty criminal-
justice system, while histories of failure to accept responsibility for their behavior were
associated with blaming someone else for their index crimes.
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The role of criminals’ current psychopathology in the way they explain their crimes
has been widely acknowledged and exploited by interrogators [1-4]. However, systematic
exploration of this relationship has only begun. For example, Eck [5] discussed how
certain psychopathologic conditions such as masochism, exhibitionism, ‘“mythomania,”
hysteria, neurosis, or the “Madame Bovary Complex” may give rise to various kinds of
“pathological lies.”

Depression appears to be associated with more guilt feelings and verbalized self re-
sponsibility [6], while selected personality factors measured by the Eysenck Personality
Questionnaire (that is, Psychoticism, Neuroticism, and Lie Scale scores) appear to make
much more subtle contributions to the way criminals’ explain their crimes [7,8]. It is
likely other existing mental disorders may affect the kinds of explanations given by
offenders, as well.

In a previous paper [9], the author examined the associations between offenders’
numbers of juvenile and adult arrests, their age at the time of the crime, trial plea,
sentence length, duration of confinement, and crime type with their respective expla-
nations of their crimes. He found that these criminologic variables largely did not account
for the occurrence of different explanations. With those findings, he then hypothesized
that other factors, including personality attributes may offer a more complete answer to
why certain offenders give certain explanations.
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In this context, it would be particularly important to study psychopathy because it is
well recognized as being common among criminals and is characterized by behavior
commonly interpreted as indicating pathologic lying, failing to accept responsibility for
behavior, and conning. One study [10] speculated about the possible impact of conning,
but did not statistically explore that or other features associated with psychopathy. With
this in mind, the author decided to examine the extent to which various kinds of expla-
nations are related to some behavioral characteristics of psychopathy as measured by a
standardized instrument.

As in the previous study [9], the author notes this is not a study of lying, per se, but
an exploration of the patterns used by offenders to explain their crimes. It is certainly
possible that some observers would consider some explanations to be lies, but that is not
the spirit of this work. Rather, it is an attempt to view this phenomenon more objectively
and correlate it with a set of relatively independent observations and interpretations of
the offender’s previous behavior.

Methods and Hypotheses

The author evaluated 100 consecutively referred adult male offenders using the method
described in a companion study [9], and arrived at a coded set of offender explanations
such as internal control, impaired internal control, events under at least somewhat ran-
domized external control, external orchestration or provocation, fault in the legal system,
external control, and equivocal statements.

After all responses were coded, the author reviewed each subject’s presentence in-
vestigation, which contained an extensive social and background history of each offender’s
life obtained from various sources including family, friends, law enforcement, and mental
health professionals. Other similar studies have found presentence investigation reports
[10-12] and comparable archival data [I13-17] to be important sources of valid infor-
mation concerning offenders.

From the information contained in the presentence investigation, the author completed
13 subscales from the Hare Psychopathy Scale using specific published criteria [18]. These
subscales were Boredom/Need for Stimulation, Pathological Lying, Conning, Remorse-
lessness, Callousness, Parasitic Behavior, Poor Behavioral Controls, Promiscuity, Early
Behavioral Problems, Impulsivity, Irresponsibility, Failure to Accept Responsibility for
Actions, and Marital Instability.

The author carefully scored these particular Subscales only from the comments con-
tained in the social and background histories within each subject’s respective presentence
investigation, which contain the observations made and documented by others during
each subject’s lifetime. Ratings of these Subscales were done at least one to two weeks
after the interviews were conducted and scored. Four Subscales—Glibness/Superficial
Charm, Grandiose Sense of Self-Worth, Shallow Affect, and Lack of Realistic Long-
Term Goals—were excluded from rating because they appeared to rely upon interview
observations almost exclusively. The author believes this technique made these ratings
more independent and minimized the influence of the interview data.

The author hypothesized that increasing levels of psychopathy as measured by the
selected Hare Subscales would be negatively associated with explanations of internalized
control, and positively associated with other kinds of explanations. Statistical analyses
were conducted using one-tailed chi-square tests with P < 0.01 used for the level of
significance.

Results

The present subjects have been described in detail previously [9]. The current results
are summarized in Table 1. High scores on the subscales for Pathological Lying, Lack
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TABLE 1—Significant associations between Hare subscales and
different explanations.

Internal Control

Pathological

Lying No Yes
No 9 28
Somewhat 6 16
Yes 28 13

Chi-square = 18.17, df = 2
P < 0.0001 (one-tailed)
Breakdown in Protections of
Criminal Justice System
Pathological

Lying No Yes
No 36 1
Somewhat 21 1
Yes 28 13

Chi-square = 15.25, df = 2
P < 0.0005 (one-tailed)
Internal Control
Lack of Remorse

or Guilt No Yes
No 5 21
Somewhat 3 6
Yes 35 30

Chi-square = 9.46, df = 2
P < 0.0088 (one-tailed)
Internal Control

Callous/

Lack of Empathy No Yes
No 4 19
Somewhat 1 7
Yes 28 31

Chi-square = 13.29, df = 2
P < 0.0013 (one-tailed)
Internal Control
Failure to Accept

Responsibility No Yes
No 3 22
Somewhat 8 16
Yes 32 19

Chi-square = 18.83, df = 2
P < 0.0001 (one-tailed)
External Control
Fatlure to Accept

Responsibility No Yes
No 22 3
Somewhat 19 5
Yes 27 24

Chi-square = 11.29, df = 2
P < 0.0035 (one-tailed)

of Remorse or Guilt, Callousness and Lack of Empathy, and Failure to Accept Re-
sponsibility for Own Actions were negatively associated with expressing internal control
for the crimes. A high score on Pathological Lying was also associated with offenders
blaming their predicaments on failure of the criminal justice system. And, a high Failure
to Accept Responsibility score was positively associated with explanations of external
control (that is, someone else was responsible). Other historically documented features
such as poor behavioral controls, promiscuity, childhood behavior problems, impulsivity,
and marital instability were independent of criminal explanation types.
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Discussion

The individual significant Subscales have some common features that may explain the
current findings. Hare [18] described Pathological Lying as a feature of someone “for
whom lying and deceit constitute an integral part of his interactions with others.” The
published criteria for this item include references made in the offender’s file to his
extravagant, compulsive lying, or there being a number of completely divergent or fic-
titious histories in the file, especially the subject’s previously given details of his crimes.
One criterion for the Failure to Accept Responsibility for Own Actions Subscale focuses
on previously noted explanations for the crime in which the subject gave “popular ex-
cuses’’ such as ‘‘amnesia, black-outs, multiple personality, and temporary insanity” [18].
Callousness or Lack of Empathy is based upon evidence the offender previously described
his crime in a “‘strangely casual and matter-of-fact” manner, or commented the victim(s)
“got what they deserved” [I8]. Lack of Remorse or Guilt applies when a subject is
reported to have said “his victims, others, society, or extenuating circumstances were
really to blame” for his crime [18].

Although these Subscales have other published criteria [18], their common denominator
appears to be a persistent, independently observed pattern in which the offender has
been reported to have eschewed all manner of misbehavior by verbally avoiding respon-
sibility, denying it, minimizing its seriousness, blaming other persons or circumstances,
or giving inconsistent statements about his participation in it.

Some Alternative Theoretical Interpretations

Several other compatible interpretations may at least partly account for the phenom-
enon of changing explanations and should be considered. The present findings are largely
consistent with those of Attribution Theory. At least since the work of Jones and Nisbett
[19], it has been fairly regularly found that observers are inclined to attribute cause to
dispositional (that is, internal) qualities of the actor (that is, perpetrator) while actors
tend to attribute causality to situational (that is, external) factors [20]. These propensities
may in part result from our inherent sense that people get what they deserve [2]], and
appear to give rise to “‘defensive attributions” [22] or “self-serving biases” in attributing
causality within various situations [23]. The legal implications of such attributions have
been discussed at length [24].

This “actor-observer” discrepancy might apply to accidents [25]. However, it is a more
robust finding in situations of apparent human design such as wife beating [26,27], and
other violent crimes [6,13-17,28-35].

While the current offenders tended to blame situations (for example, a faulty criminal
justice system or someone else committing the crime), “observers” as embodied in each
subject’s Presentence Investigation Report pointed blame toward the subject’s makeup,
in this case, a highly valid description of psychopathy [36-38].

Another interpretation, ‘‘response bias” [39], is known to be particularly common in
replies given to sociological survey questions about sex, alcohol, crime, finances, or
serious illnesses [40,41]. Mills [42] believed that people engage in strategic self presen-
tation while verbalizing motives for their actions. In this context, criminals’ explanations
are seen as being more-or-less natural responses to strained social relations [43—47]. This
conceptualization might account for the present subjects attempting to make their crimes
appear less severe—Iless the product of intentional behavior—so this interviewer would
think better of them. This might be particularly salient, given the context of the interviews
being conducted for the Board of Probation and Parole. However, parole boards are
more inclined to grant parole to incarcerated offenders who have admitted to their crimes
[48]. It seems likely the replies given by almost half the present subjects would likely not
be viewed positively by the present Parole Board.
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From the perspective of the memory psychologist, the fallibilities of eyewitness rec-
ollection and testimony [49,50] also apply to criminal offenders [51,52]. Seen this way,
the subjects would be expected to have become less accurate in their explanations, but
feel more certain and emphatic about their recollections. The current subjects were
interviewed a median of almost eight years after having begun their current incarcerations,
so this possibility cannot be discounted. The present investigation did not ask the subjects
to rate their certainty about their explanations, so this interpretation cannot be fully
discounted.

A perhaps related phenomenon has been observed among sequentially examined plain-
tiffs involved in civil litigation concerning a mass disaster [53], and may be attributable
to the powerful affect of the legal environment. Such changes are also part and parcel
of the criminal justice system [54]. Interrogation techniques [3,4] may subtly but pow-
erfully shape the way offenders tell and re-tell their stories [50,52]. Accused offenders
frequently shift between formal pleas of not guilty, not guilty by reason of insanity, no
contest, and guilty. Plea agreements often are made in which the accused accepts criminal
responsibility for less serious or fewer crimes than those originally charged. Perhaps
changing explanations are somewhat encouraged by our system of jurisprudence. It cannot
be ignored that the author interviewed these men for the Board of Probation and Parole,
and that these offenders somehow may have been affected by that interview context
despite the author’s best intentions and efforts to maintain neutrality.

Some Other Limitations and Conclusions

Aside from the fairly small sample size, the author did not determine the relative
contributions of response bias, eyewitness fallibility, or the legal environment. It might
be particularly worthwhile to compare patterns of offender explanations about their
crimes with patterns in their accounts about other matters such as familial, educational,
vocational, health, military, or marital events. Likewise, explanations from actual victims
and witnesses should be compared with those given by offenders. It might be important
to more specifically examine how offender’s explanations change over time or within
different reporting contexts (for example, during interviews with investigating officers,
presentence investigators, intake workers, institutional parole officers, other mental health
professionals, etc.). Offender certainty about their explanations, interview anxiety, and
desire to please the Board should be assessed. And, despite the author’s best efforts to
rate the Hare Subscales independently from his interviews with the subjects, the possibility
of interdependent coding of data cannot be ignored. There are likely other limitations
that should cause the reader caution in accepting these results as final, and indicate
directions for further research. )

Nevertheless, the author believes this study at least tentatively alerts us that psycho-
pathy may be one reason criminals give explanations that point away from self respon-
sibility. For some offenders, this behavior may be related to an historical pattern of
evading responsibility by what some other observers describe as pathological lying, denial,
or not respecting the pain and suffering they cause others or larger society. It is also
quite troublesome that this behavior seems to not respond to prolonged incarceration
[9]. Future research is needed to answer the questions left unanswered and those raised
anew.
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