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The internet has become a hunting ground for psychopaths, explains forensic 
psychologist Kerry Daynes, who has written a book on how to spot them.  

 
© Unknown 

 
Bad date? The internet has become a field of opportunity for psychopaths 
I'm all for online dating but what if the person you "met" via the internet turns out to 
be unpleasantly different in real life? More often than not it will simply be that the 
chemistry between you is wrong, or that you've stumbled across a perfectly harmless 
odd ball. But as a consultant forensic psychologist, I'm finding that both criminal and 
non-criminal psychopaths are increasingly turning to the internet as a means of 
meeting people, just as you would expect as social networking grows in popularity. 
This means that there's a small chance that the person sitting across the table could 
be a psycho - and you will need to take steps to protect yourself. Psychopathy can 
only be diagnosed using strict and detailed criteria but as a lay person there are 
certain red flags that can alert you to the possibility that there's a psycho in your life.  
 
Most of us have referred to a "psycho ex" or "psycho boss" at one time or another - 
probably because the former watched too much Top Gear, or the latter made us work 
late on a Friday night - but few really understand what the term means.  
 
Psychopaths don't walk around with a severed head in one hand and a 
bloody knife in the other. They are much - much - more subtle than that. 
Psychopathy is a clinical condition and psychopaths appear in all walks of life and in 
as many different guises; the only thing they have in common is a cluster of 
emotional abnormalities and anti-social behaviours that can wreak havoc in families, 
organisations and even entire communities. Between 1 and 3 per cent of the 
population exhibit psychopathic tendencies - in other words, potentially one in 100 
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of your Facebook friends - which puts anyone socialising online at risk of 
encountering a psycho. Their condition is resistant to treatment and they are devoid 
of empathy, out to get what they want no matter who gets in their way.  
 
But I also know just how manipulative, charming and clever some of them can be. 
Since meeting my first client, almost 20 years ago, in a maximum-security prison, 
I've worked with some of the country's most notorious psychopathic criminals. I have 
treated mentally disordered offenders in medium-secure units, worked with inmates 
in maximum-security prisons and high-risk individuals living in the community, and 
undertaken casework for the criminal and family law courts. From shoplifters to 
serial abusers, it is all in a day's work. And as I have studied the criminal version, I 
have become increasingly aware of psychopaths in other walks of life and how they 
operate.  
 
It is not a single bad act that makes a psychopath but a consistent pattern of 
behaviour. Also bear in mind that psychopaths are not insane: they are 
fully aware, and in reasonable control, of their actions. Their acts are all 
the more chilling as they are not explicable as the result of a sickness, 
temporary or otherwise, but are part of a cold and calculating 
indifference to others that lasts a lifetime. This aspect of their condition 
means they are resistant to change, which is why, if you do have a psycho in your life, 
you must do your best to remove yourself from them, rather than try to "cure" them 
in some way.  
 
The key things that make the internet so attractive to them are the anonymity it 
allows - one client managed 20 separate email accounts to take on 20 different online 
personas, ranging from a 12-year-old girl to a 70-year-old grandfather - and the 
instant gratification it gives them. They're just the click of a button away from a 
potential audience; they don't have to go out to a bar. The internet also give them 
access to a huge volume and variety of people it would otherwise take several 
lifetimes for him or her to meet.  
 
Measuring psychopathy only began as a science in the Forties and the current 
international gold standard for the diagnosis of psychopaths - the Psychopathy 
Checklist Revised (PCLR) - was devised by Dr Robert Hare in 1991. In this checklist, 
the 20 fundamental qualities of a psychopath are outlined, giving a maximum score 
of 40. Most of us sit somewhere on this scale of psychopathy: fine, upstanding citizen 
that I am, my own PCLR score is four. A serial killer would score somewhere between 
30 and 40.  
 
"Borderline" psychos score somewhere around 20 to 25. These are the ones who may 
not even commit a criminal act (bar some petty thieving in their childhood) but are 
"successful psychos", passing themselves off as normal in the real world. Often they 
hide in the corporate world where their motivating forces of greed, risk-taking 
behaviour and egotistical avarice are seen as, at best, commonplace behaviour, at 
worst, necessary for success. It is these "wolf in sheep's clothing" types that we are 
most likely to have a brush with.  
 
These "subcriminal" psychopaths may be particularly intelligent or well educated, 
less haphazard than the typical (criminal) psychopath, have developed highly 
polished social skills and managed to insert themselves into an echelon of society 



where they are accepted and trusted - as a lawyer, stockbroker or even psychiatrist. 
Their behaviour may not be illegal - not quite - but it is immoral and potentially 
devastating, as they manipulate, bully and frighten their close family, friends, 
colleagues and associates into keeping quiet about their misdemeanours.  
 
The PCLR checklist items cover lifestyle factors such as juvenile delinquency, 
promiscuity, lack of realistic long-term goals and personality traits including 
superficial charm, pathological lying, lack of empathy and impulsivity. To be a 
certified psychopath, you need to score in both areas. But not all psychopaths are 
created equal and just because one or two features are missing from the assessment, 
doesn't mean they don't fit the overall picture.  
 
Plus, just because you meet someone who, for example, leads a parasitic lifestyle but 
is otherwise unexceptional, it doesn't make them a psycho. They may just be a 
sponger.  
 
If you develop close feelings for a psychopath it is likely to be disastrous; their 
emotional life is a dry and arid place. It's not that they have no emotions at all, but 
they are short-lived and shallow. I can assure you that a psycho will never fall in love 
with you. "I buy her flowers and tell her I love her with all my heart," one client told 
me, of his girlfriend. "I don't really know what that means, but I know that it puts a 
smile on her face and buys me what I want from her. Flowers are cheaper than 
paying my own rent."  
 
This lack of feeling means a psycho will apparently switch emotions in a millisecond 
for no apparent reason, one moment crying about their childhood traumas (they 
often believe they were maltreated outsiders), the next complimenting you on your 
nice teeth.  
 
The pointers (left) should help you to identify if you're dealing with a psycho but I'd 
also advise using your gut instinct. If a date makes you feel uncomfortable - in other 
words, in the very scenario in which they should be trying to put you at ease - then 
take note. Even I still use the unscientific "hairs on the back of my neck" scale to alert 
me to danger in an interview scenario.  
 
Your best protection against a potential psychopath is a strong sense of your own 
boundaries: if you feel that someone is making you cross over a line then consider 
carefully if they should be in your life at all. The good news is that as soon as a 
psychopath senses that you are not going to allow them to be a freeloader on your life 
- whether it's money, sex or doing their work for them - they'll move on as quickly as 
possible. It is fruitless to confront them - being accused of being a psycho will either 
make them angry or, perversely, they'll take a pride in it. But you don't have to have 
them in your life - and knowing who they are means you can take steps to end your 
association with them or at least limit it greatly.  
 
Flagging it up  
 
If there's someone in your life you think could have potential psychopathic elements, 
ask yourself the following questions.  



1. When they talk about their childhood, do they always paint themselves as 
either tragic victims or valiant heroes? 

2. When talking, do they make a lot of hand gestures to emphasise their points, 
particularly when speaking of emotional matters? 

3. Do they "fall in love" with alarming regularity and speed, always moving in 
with their latest conquest... only to move out again a few months later when 
their partner is no longer happy to shoulder all of the rent and bills? 

4. Do they make the same mistakes over and over again, never learning their 
lesson? 

5. Are they slow to recognise fear or disgust in the faces of others? 
6. When you first got to know them, did you find that you were revealing a lot 

more about yourself than you intended to? 
7. How do they make you feel? Around them do you feel used, dominated and 

anxious? 
8. If caught out in a lie, do they brush it off without explanation or 

embarrassment? 
9. Are they enthusiastic about risky ventures - driving too fast, using drugs, 

unprotected sex, extreme sports or, most likely, all of the above? 
10. Do they brag about petty criminal exploits in their childhood? 

The good news is that if you think you're a psychopath, then by definition you almost 
certainly aren't (and if you are, you will have lied your way through this anyway). One 
or two "yeses" to the above questions doesn't make for a particularly nice person, but 
you'd need to tick off all of them (and more) to be a psychopath.  
 
Is There a Psycho in Your Life? by Kerry Daynes and Jessica Fellowes (Hodder, rrp £6.99), 
is available from Telegraph Books at £6.99 + 99p p&p. Call 0844 871 1515 or visit here.  
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