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Brain Differences in 
Psychopaths 

Diana Fishbein, Ph.D. 

In a recent study led by RTI, researchers 
found that the impulsiveness, poor 
judgment, and risk-taking behavior of 
psychopaths may be attributable in part to 
differences in brain function . 
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The study was among the first to examine and compare 
variations in brain activity between psychopaths and people 
without the disorder. The findings of this research, led by 
Diana Fishbein, director of the Transdjscipljnarv Behavioral 
Science Program in Health, Social, and Economics Research 
(HSER), emerged from a study to better understand brain 
mechanisms In drug addiction. 

Aware that psychopaths display a high incidence of drug and 
alcohol abuse, Fishbein and her colleagues at RTI reanalyzed 
their initial data, focusing on this subgroup. 

The researchers examined the brains of 13 psychopaths and 
15 non-psychopaths using a positron emission tomography 
(PET) scanner while the participants completed two 
neurocognitive tasks on a computer. The computerized tasks 
measured risk-taking tendencies and decision-making ability 
by presenting participants with two choices: relatively "safe" 
choices with smaller rewards and penalties, and riskier 
choices with larger rewards and penalties. 

After adjusting for the differences from the effects of drugs 
on brain function, the researchers found that the psychopath 
group had a tendency to continue to choose higher-risk 
options than non-psychopaths, even after learning the 
consequences. During task performance, psychopaths 
showed greater activity than non-psychopaths within the 
parts of the brain that are sensitive to reward and 
error-monitoring, while the non-psychopaths showed more 
activity in areas of the brain responsible for impulse control, 
abstract thinking, goal direction, and social skills than did the 
non-psychopath group. 

These findings suggest that the way the brain functions in 
psychopaths while engaging in risky decision making may 
compromise psychopaths' ability to restrain themselves when 
presented with high-risk options. 

"With additional research, we may be able to pinpoint not 
only the neurological underpinnings of this disorder, but 
perhaps also Its origins," Fishbein said. "If we can better 
understand why some people are psychopathic, the 
information may lead to more effective treatments and, 
possibly, preventive interventions." ~ 

Supporting Iraq Local 
Governance, Health Care Training 
A reference page describing the 
continuing activities of RTI under the 
follow-on USAID contract to foster 
efficient and accountable subnational 
government In I raq and develop t raining 
and certification for Iraqi health care 
providers. 

RTI International Synthetic Fuel 
Technology Earns R&D 100 
Award 
RTI has won a prestigious R&D 100 
Award in 2004 for researching and 
developing a sorbent material. .. 

RTI Seeks Health Professionals 
at 2004 APHA Conference 
RTI is currently seeking research 
professionals In epidemiology and other 
health-related fields 

More Features ... 

06 .20.2005 
RTI International President Honored 
as Ernst & Young's 2005 Entrepreneur 
of the Year for the Carolinas 
RTI International President and CEO Dr. 
Victoria Haynes has been named 2005 
Entrepreneur of the ... 

06.16.2005 
RTI Spin-off Nextreme Thermal 
Solutions Wins Technology of the Year 
Award from Entrepreneurial Council 
Nextreme Thermal Solutions, a company spun 
off from RTI International, has received the 
2005 .. . 

06.14 .2005 
RTI International Coordinates Effort 
to Bring Promising New Drug to 
Global Tuberculosis Campaign 
The Global Alliance for TB Drug Development 
(TB Alliance) announced t hat the lead drug In 
its ... 

05.17.2005 
RTI International's Kathy Lohr 
Receives Lifetime Award for 
Contributions to Improvement of 
Health Outcomes 
Kathleen Lohr receives a lifetime achievement 
award for her contributions to Improved health ... 
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