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Brain problem reduces coping skills in kids with ADHD

Children with attention defi-
cit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD) have a brain dysfunction that 
makes it difficult for them to handle 
stress, according to a recent study.

Alasdair Vance and colleagues 
used functional MRI to evaluate 12 
boys with ADHD, ranging in age 
from 8 to 12, and a control group of 
non-ADHD boys matched for age, 
handedness and performance IQ. 
The boys with ADHD had the “com-
bined” type of the disorder (ADHD-
CT), which involves hyperactivity, 
inattention and impulsivity.

Participants underwent imaging 
while performing a task (mentally 
rotating an object) that requires spa-
tial working memory. The boys with 
ADHD-CT performed the task nearly 
as accurately as the children without 
the disorder, but showed significant 
under-activation of the right parietal 
cortex and the caudate nucleus com-
pared to controls. The researchers 
say this confirms and extends their 
earlier findings of right striatal-pari-
etal dysfunction in adolescents with 
ADHD-CT, and supports multiple 
studies implicating the right parietal 
lobe in ADHD. “We therefore sug-
gest,” they say, “that right parietal 
dysfunction in ADHD-CT is develop-
ment-stage independent, observed 
in both adolescents and children, 
and contributes to known clinical 
and behavioral deficits such as im-
pairments in the control of attention 
and spatial working memory.”

The anomalies they detected in 
the caudate nucleus are of significant 
interest, the researchers say, because 
animal studies “support the associa-
tion of caudate nucleus dysfunction 

with core ADHD-CT symptoms, 
working memory and response 
inhibition dysfunction.” They note 
that this brain region is rich in dopa-
minergic synapses, and that altered 
dopamine function in ADHD is a 
well-established finding.

Commenting about his team’s 
findings on an Australian news pro-
gram, Vance said that the dysfunc-
tion they identified could make it 
very hard for children with ADHD 
to handle high-stress environments. 
Large amounts of novel stimuli could 
overwhelm the dysfunctional brain 
region, he says, and “in that state 
the children become quite mindless 
and can develop patterns of behavior 
and other ways of coping that are an 
attempt to shut down, to simplify, to 
keep out these noxious stimuli.”

Vance also stressed that this study 
clearly shows that ADHD has a 
biological basis, saying, “It does say, 
this is not the parents’ fault, it is not 
the child’s fault, this is not a naughty 
child that is choosing to be difficult 
in terms of a conscious, willed, 
manipulative decision.” Instead, he 
says, “This is a child with genuine 
brain dysfunction.”

—
“Right parietal dysfunction in children 

with attention deficit hyperactivity dis-
order, combined type: a functional MRI 
study,” A. Vance, T. J. Silk, M. Casey, N. J. 
Rinehart, J. L. Bradshaw, M. A. Bellgrove, 
and R. Cunnington, Molecular Psychiatry, 
Vol. 12, No. 9, 2007, 826-32. Address: 
Alasdair Vance, Academic Child Psychia-
try Unit, Department of Paediatrics, Uni-
versity of Melbourne, Royal Children’s 
Hospital, Parkville, VIC 3052, Australia, 
avance@unimelb.edu.au.

—and—
“Research suggests biological base 

for ADHD,” The 7:30 Report, Australian 
Broadcasting Corp., December 3, 2007.

Three studies, all pre-
sented at a recent con-

ference of the Society for Neu-
roscience, offer new insights 
into the roots of aggressive 
behavior.

The first study, by Guido 
Frank and colleagues, inves-
tigated why some teenagers 
are more prone than others 
to “reactive” aggression—that 
is, unpremeditated aggres-
sion in response to a trigger 
(for instance, an accidental 
bump from a passerby). Says 
Frank, “Reactively aggressive 
adolescents—most commonly 
boys—frequently misinterpret 
their surroundings, feel threat-
ened, and act inappropriately 
aggressive. They tend to strike 
back when being teased, blame 
others when getting into a fight, 
and overreact to accidents. 
Their behavior is emotionally 
‘hot,’ defensive, and impul-
sive.” Research suggests that 
teens with this behavior are 
at high risk for lifelong social, 
career, or legal problems.

Frank and his colleagues 
recruited a group of male 
teens prone to reactive ag-
gression and a control group 
without a history of this be-
havior, and scanned the brains 
of both groups while asking 
them to perform tasks that in-
volved reacting to fear-induc-
ing images. Compared to the 
brains of controls, the brains 
of the teens with high levels of 
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Researchers explore roots of aggression (continued from page 1)

“The next 25 years will be the most exciting time in [psychiatry’s] check-
ered history. I believe we will finally come out of the dark ages to act like real 
doctors and see the illnesses we treat as real medical illnesses, where we use 
routine brain imaging and genetic markers to prescribe individualized treat-
ments for those we serve who suffer....

 “I completely agree with Thomas Insel, MD, PhD, Director of the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health, when he said at the American Psychiatric 
Association’s Annual Meeting in 2005 in Atlanta that ‘Brain imaging in clini-
cal practice is the next major advance in psychiatry. Trial and error diagnosis 
will move to an era where we understand the underlying biology of mental 
disorders. We are going to have to use neuroimaging to begin to identify the 
systems pathology that is distributed in each of these disorders and think of 
imaging as a biomarker for mental illnesses. The DSM-IV has 100% reliability 
and 0% validity. We need to develop biomarkers, including brain imaging, to 
develop the validity of these disorders. We need to develop treatments that go 
after the core pathology, understood by imaging. The end game is to get to an 
era of individualized care.’ This is the kind of medicine I want to be a part of 
and that we have strived for at the Amen Clinics for the past two decades.

 “I also believe we will use more and more natural and ‘alternative’ treat-
ments to heal the brain, such as fish oil, supplements, such as Vitamin D, hy-
perbaric oxygen treatment and acupuncture. I think of the brain like hardware 
and software of a computer. When we optimize the hardware of the brain, we 
will still have to properly program it, so psychotherapy will also be an area of 
exciting study and clinical practice.”

Daniel Amen in Brain in the News, December 2007

QUOTABLE....

Dyslogic Syndrome by Dr. 
Bernard Rimland—reviewed in 
the previous issue—is now on 
sale at Amazon and other out-

lets. The publication date, origi-
nally listed as November 2007, is 

January 2008 in the U.S.

Crime Times highly recom-
mends this book, which offers 

keen insights into the biological 
reasons for troubled children’s 
behavior and details the treat-
ments that can help these chil-

dren succeed.

To read the original 1975 paper 
on which the concept of “Dys-
logic Syndrome” is based, see 

Crime Times Volume 13, No. 4, 
posted online at our website, 

www.crimetimes.org.

reactive aggression showed greater 
amygdala activity and less frontal 
lobe activity in response to the im-
ages. The amygdala is linked to the 
processing of fearful or threatening 
stimuli, while the frontal lobes are 
involved in decision-making and 
impulse control.

In the second study, Sietse de 
Boer and colleagues allowed feral 
mice and rats to physically dominate 
other rodents repeatedly, causing the 
aggression of the dominating rodents 
to escalate and become pathologi-
cal. During this transformation, the 
researchers studied chemical changes 
in aggression-related brain circuits 
involving serotonin. They report that 
serotonin activity decreased as patho-
logical aggression escalated, but did 

not decrease in rodents exhibiting 
normal acts of aggression.

“Our findings support meta-
analyses of serotonin activity in 
aggressive humans,” de Boer says. 
“That data showed that serotonin 
deficiency is most readily detected in 
people who engage in impulsive and 
violent forms of aggressive behavior 
rather than in individuals with more 
functional forms of aggression.”

In separate research, de Boer and 
colleagues found that the transition 
from normal to pathological violence 
in rodents is accompanied by func-
tional, but not structural, changes in 
certain serotonin receptors. In animal 
studies, treatment with selective sero-
tonin receptor agonists has restored 
the normal function of these receptors 

and suppressed aggressive behavior. 
These findings, the researchers say, 
may lead to better treatments for 
pathological aggression in humans.

In the third study, Adrian Raine and 
colleagues analyzed data from 47 in-
dependent brain imaging studies and 
found that the rule-breaking behavior 
common in people with antisocial, 
violent, and psychopathic tenden-
cies may stem at least in part from 
damage to brain circuitry involved in 
moral decision-making.  Comparing 
the brain images of 792 antisocial 
individuals and 704 controls, the 
researchers found that antisocial 
individuals tended to have overlap-
ping damage in the dorsal and ventral 
prefrontal cortex, the amygdala, and 
the angular gyrus—all of which are 
involved in moral judgment.

—
“Studies identify brain areas and 

chemicals involved in aggression; may 
speed development of better treatment,” 
news release, Society for Neuroscience, 
November 5, 2007.
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The gangster Al Capone, who 
terrorized Chicago during the 

Prohibition years, is one of history’s 
most famous villains—but did his 
criminal behavior and murderous 
rages stem from evil, or from brain 
dysfunction? 

In an article in the Journal of Neu-
roscience Nursing, Kathleen Brewer-
Smyth examines Capone’s medical 
history and finds it full of clues 
pointing to impaired brain function. 
For example, she notes, Capone’s 
nickname—“Scarface”—stems from 
an early attack that could have led to 
brain damage. More importantly, the 
gangster was treated for gonorrhea as 
a young adult and also contracted 
syphilis, which was never cured. 
Capone’s medical records from 
Alcatraz in 1938 reveal obvious 
syphilis symptoms including Argyll-
Robertson pupils (irregular pupils 
that constrict when the eyes focus 
but not in response to light), and his  
records also list skin lesions which 
are associated with syphilis. When 
in Alcatraz, Capone often appeared 
confused, and the staff reported that 
he experienced a major “fit” after 
which he compulsively made and 
remade his bed during the night. 
A doctor’s report in 1939 stated 
that Capone presented “neurologi-
cal, psychological and psychiatric 
evidence of general paresis [im-
pairment of mental function due to 
syphilis], expansive-grandiose type, 
with marked deterioration.” The 
gangster died of a stroke in 1947, 
the same year penicillin became 
available as an effective treatment 
for syphilis.

 Brewer-Smyth suggests that 
Capone’s increasingly high-risk be-
havior, which escalated from petty 
delinquency in his early years to bru-

—Historical Note—
Did Al Capone’s reign of terror stem from syphilis?

tal murders including the infamous 
Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre 
in 1929, may have stemmed from 
neurosyphilis (in which the disease 
affects the brain), a manifestation of 
syphilis which can occur even in 
very early stages of infection—some-
times in the first weeks or months. 
Capone is said to have told his 
doctors that he was infected with 
syphilis as a teenager before his first 
marriage, Brewer-Smyth says, “so 
Capone may have been in the initial 
stages of neurosyphilis as early as his 
teen years.”

Brewer-Smyth notes that syphilis, 
while considered a disease of the 
past, is not rare today and indeed 
is on the increase. She comments 
that neuroscience nurses dealing 
with at-risk youths “should identify 
potential infectious etiologies of neu-
rological decline, including syphi-
lis,” and be aware of the possibility 
of re-infection even after successful 
treatment.

She concludes, “[O]ne wonders 
whether Capone’s life would have 
been different if he had received 
[effective] nursing intervention when 
he was a young child. We cannot 
know whether the injury that led to 
Capone’s facial scars also contrib-
uted to his neurological impairment 
or criminal behavior. We can be 
certain, however, that syphilis con-
tributed to his neurological decline 
and that his crimes and behaviors 
grew more troublesome as his neu-
rological condition worsened.”

—
“Neurological correlates of high-risk 

behavior: A case study of Alphonse Ca-
pone,” Kathleen Brewer-Smyth, Journal 
of Neuroscience Nursing, Vol. 38, No. 6, 
2006, 442-6. Address: Kathleen Brewer-
Smyth, kbsmyth@udel.edu.

Researchers report that they 
have identified the brain 

structures that process the threat 
of punishment for breaking social 
rules. Their findings, they say, may 
offer insight into psychopathy and 
related disorders.

Manfred Spitzer and colleagues 
say, “In this study, we sought to un-
cover the neural circuits involved in 
forced norm compliance. This ques-
tion touches the very foundations of 
human sociality because the estab-
lishment of large-scale cooperation 
through social norms is a unique 
feature of the human species.” The 
researchers note that while most 
social rules are voluntary, people’s 
adherence to rules involving punish-
ment for non-compliance is also criti-
cal for maintaining social order.

In their study, the researchers in-
structed each participant to decide 
how much money from a shared pot 
to give to another person. In one 
condition, the second person merely 
passively received the money. In a 
second condition, however, the re-
cipient could punish an ungenerous 
giver by reducing the giver’s earn-
ings from a separate pot of money. 
During both conditions, the brain 
of the first person (the money giver) 
was scanned using functional mag-
netic resonance imaging.

The researchers report that when 
the givers made decisions that they 
knew could cause punishment by 
the recipients, they activated spe-
cific areas of the prefrontal cortex 
known to be involved in decisions 
relating to fairness and evaluation 
of punishing stimuli. To see if these 
areas responded specifically to 
social punishment, the researchers 
replaced the human recipient with 
a computer that meted out punish-

Scientists identify brain’s 
“social enforcer” regions

continued on page 4
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Thinning of regions of the cortex linked to violence in 
people with schizophrenia, antisocial personality disorder Why Crime Times?

The more we learn about 
the brain dysfunction that 

underlies much delinquency 
and criminal behavior, the 

more successful we will be in 
truly rehabilitating offenders 

and preventing at-risk children 
from turning to lives of crime. 
The purpose of Crime Times, a 
free publication sponsored by 
the Wacker Foundation, is to 
foster this effort by reporting 
state-of-the-art worldwide 

research on biological causes 
and treatment of aberrant 

behavior. It is our hope that 
physicians, researchers, 

educators, law enforcement 
professionals, and parents can 
use the information in Crime 
Times to build a better, safer 
future for at-risk children and 
for the communities in which 

they live. 

Thinning of specific regions of 
the brain’s cortex may play 

a role in violent acts committed by 
people with antisocial personality dis-
order  or schizophrenia, according to 
a new study. The researchers studied 
individuals with antisocial personality 
disorder or schizophrenia because 
both disorders increase the likelihood 
of committing violent acts.

The study, by V. M. Narayan 
and colleagues, investigated differ-
ences in cortical thickness in four 
groups:

—14 men with both antisocial 
personality disorder and a history 
of violence.

—12 men with schizophrenia and 
a history of violence.

—15 non-violent schizophrenic 
men.

—15 male control subjects with 
no mental disorder or history of 
violence.

Narayan and colleagues report, 
“Violence was associated with cor-
tical thinning in the medial inferior 

frontal and lateral sensory motor 
cortex, particularly in the right hemi-
sphere, and surrounding association 
areas.” Only violent antisocial men 
exhibited cortical thinning in the in-
ferior mesial frontal cortices, which 
the researchers say “may reflect a 
disruption of functional systems 
affecting judgment, emotion, self-
monitoring, and impulsivity.”

—
“Regional cortical thinning in sub-

jects with violent antisocial personality 
disorder or schizophrenia,” V. M. Na-
rayan, K. L. Narr, V. Kumari, R. P. Woods, 
P. M. Thompson, A. W. Toga, and T. 
Sharma, American Journal of Psychia-
try, Vol. 164, No. 9, September 2007, 
1418-27. Address: Arthur Toga, Labora-
tory of Neuro Imaging, UCLA School 
of Medicine, Neuroscience Research 
Bldg., Suite 225, 635 Charles E. Young 
Dr. South, Los Angeles, CA 90095-7334, 
toga@loni.ucla.edu.

—and—
“Brain aberrations provide clues to 

origins of violent behavior,” Joan Are-
hart-Treichel, Psychiatric News, Vol. 42, 
No. 19, October 5, 2007, p. 21.

ment. In that case, significantly less 
activation occurred in the brain 
areas.

“Individuals’ increase in norm 
compliance when punishment is 
possible exhibits a strong positive 
correlation with activations in the 
lateral orbitofrontal cortex and right 
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex,” the re-
searchers say. Moreover, people with 
Machiavellian traits (selfishness and 
opportunism) transferred less money 
during the control condition and more 
under the threat of punishment (thus 
earning the highest incomes)—and 
they also showed higher activation of 
the lateral orbitofrontal cortex. 

“These findings,” the research-
ers say, “indicate a neural network 
involved in social norm compliance 
that might constitute an important 
basis for human sociality.”

Spitzer and colleagues say that 
dysfunction of the brain areas asso-
ciated with social norm compliance 
could help to explain the behavior of 
psychopaths, who often fail to obey 
social rules even if they are likely 
to be caught. The researchers also 
note that a greater understanding of 
this circuitry may have implications 
for the criminal justice system. “As 
these brain areas are not yet fully 
developed in children, adolescents, 

or even young adults,” they say, “our 
results are consistent with the view 
that these groups may be less able to 
activate the evaluative and inhibitory 
neural circuitry necessary for the 
appropriate processing of punish-
ment threats. Thus, our results might 
provide support for the view that the 
criminal justice system should treat 
children, adolescents, and immature 
adults differently from adults.”

—
“The neural signature of social norm 

compliance,” M. Spitzer, U. Fischbacher, 
B. Herrnberger, G. Gron, and E. Fehr, 
Neuron, Vol. 56, No. 1, October 4, 
2007, 185-96. Address: Manfred Spitzer, 
Manfred.spitzer@uni-ulm.de.

Scientists identify brain areas that make people follow social norms (continued from page 3)
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Prenatal exposure to industrial chemical may reduce social skills, increase ADHD risk

Huntington’s disease is a he-
reditary disorder that causes 

neurons in certain brain areas to 
degenerate, resulting in symptoms 
that typically become apparent in 
middle age. In addition to causing 
chorea (uncontrolled movements) 
and cognitive problems, Huntington’s 
disorder can lead to marked person-
ality changes, depression, apathy, 
mania, aggression, anxiety, hostility, 
and obsessive behavior—and a new 
report tentatively links the disease to 
a case of stalking.

Sherif Soliman and colleagues 
describe a 48-year-old woman with 
Huntington’s disorder who stalked 
and threatened her female therapist, 
continuing to harass the therapist 
even after the victim obtained a 
restraining order. Earlier, before 
the onset of physical symptoms of 
Huntington’s disease, the woman 
had stalked a roommate. After the 
second incident, doctors treated the 
woman with an antidepressant and 
an antipsychotic, and the frequency 
and intensity of her obsession with 
her therapist decreased.

The researchers suggest that the 
stalking behavior of their patient may 
have been an early manifestation 
of Huntington’s disorder, resulting 
from degeneration of neurons in the 
basal ganglia. Defects in this brain 
region, they note, are strongly linked 
to obsessive-compulsive behavior. 

In particular, the researchers say, 
degeneration of cells in the caudate 
nucleus, an area of the basal ganglia 
involved in feelings of love, could 
account for the woman’s behav-
iors. Degeneration of the head of 
the caudate nucleus is common in 
Huntington’s disease.

Soliman and colleagues cite re-
search linking the abnormal thoughts 
and feelings of stalkers to low ac-
tivity of the serotonin system and 
increased dopamine activity. This is 
consistent, they say, with the fact that 
their patient’s “obsessive thoughts 
and stalking behavior remitted with 
selective serotonin reuptake in-
hibitor and antipsychotic treatment, 
which increases serotonergic drive 
and suppresses dopaminergic activ-
ity, respectively.”

The researchers say greater 
insight into the roots of stalking 
behavior may come from studying 
the basal ganglia function of known 
stalkers, and from screening people 
with basal ganglia disorders to de-
termine how many have histories 
of stalking.

—
“Stalking and Huntington’s disease: 

a neurobiological link?,” Sherif Soliman, 
Shuja Haque, and Edwin George, Journal 
of Forensic Sciences, Vol. 52, No. 5, 
January 2007, 1202-4. Address: Sherif 
Soliman, Northcoast Behavioral Health-
care, 1708 Southpoint Drive, Cleveland, 
OH 44109, docsoli@gmail.com.

— Case study: a stalker with Huntington’s disease —

Hexachlorobenzene (HCB), a 
chemical once used exten-

sively in agriculture and industry,  
breaks down very slowly and is a 
widespread environmental con-
taminant. A new study indicates 
that HCB—already linked to thyroid, 
nervous system, and immune system 
damage—may also alter the behav-
ior of children heavily exposed to 
the chemical before birth.

Núria Ribas-Fitó and colleagues 
followed 475 children born in two 
areas in Spain where HCB con-
tamination is high. The researchers 
measured levels of HCB in samples 
of the children’s cord blood, and 
then obtained teacher ratings of 
the children’s social competence 
at age 4. (Social competence, mea-
sured in this study using the Califor-
nia Preschool Social Competence 
Scale, includes such behaviors as 
following routines, coping with the 
unfamiliar, following instructions, 
explaining things, sharing, helping 
others, initiating activities, giving 
directions, responding to frustration, 
and accepting limits.) In addition, 
the teachers identified symptoms of 
attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD).

After controlling for a wide range 
of variables, the researchers found 
that prenatal exposure to HCB was 
associated with a decrease in social 
competence and an increase in 
ADHD scores, although the associa-
tion was statistically significant only 
for children with the highest exposure. 
Children with the highest HCB con-
centrations (greater than 1.5 nano-
grams per milliliter) were four times 
more likely to score poorly on social 
competence, and 2.7 times more 
likely to exhibit ADHD symptoms, 
than other children. Exposure did not 
affect cognitive skills (measured in a 
separate study of the same children).

The researchers say the reasons 
for HCB’s effects on behavior are 
unknown, but they cite research 
suggesting that HCB alters regional 
brain concentrations of serotonin, 
dopamine, and norepinephrine; 
causes oxidative stress leading to 
cell damage; and  interferes with 
myelination (the formation of in-
sulating sheaths around neurons, 

allowing them to transmit messages 
efficiently) during development.

—
“Exposure to hexachlorobenzene 

during pregnancy and children’s social 
behavior at 4 years of age,” N. Ribas-
Fitó, M. Torrent, D. Carrizo, J. Júlvez, J. 
O. Grimalt, and J. Sunyer, Environmental 
Health Perspectives, Vol. 115, No. 3, 
March 2007, 447-50. Address: Núria 
Ribas-Fitó, nribas@imim.es.
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Using a technique called 
voxel-based morphometry 

to analyze MRI scans of 18 male 
pedophiles and 24 healthy age-
matched heterosexual and homo-
sexual controls, Boris Schiffer and 
colleagues found that compared to 
the controls, pedophiles showed 
reduced gray matter volume in  the 
orbitofrontal cortex, the cerebellum, 
and the  ventral striatum extending 
into the nucleus accumbens.

The researchers say, “The volume 
reductions observed in several inter-
connected parts of the frontostriatal 
brain, such as the orbitofrontal cortex 
and putamen [part of the striatum], 
seem to form a neurophysiological 
circuit, which may contribute to the 
patho-physiology of pedophilia. This 
circuit is probably not specific for pe-
dophilia, but may also be involved in 
other deviant behaviors like addic-
tive, impulsive or compulsive behav-
iors. This is supported by the fact that 
most of the frontostriatal alterations 

Structural brain abnormalities detected in pedophiles
correlated with obsessiveness and 
depression in the pedophiliacs.” Pe-
dophiles were less intelligent overall 
than controls, and cerebellar and 
temporal abnormalities correlated 
with reduced intelligence.

The researchers note that the 
regions that appear abnormal in 
pedophilia belong to the brain’s 
serotonergic system, and that the 
dopaminergic system projects 
into them as well. Abnormalities 
involving serotonin and dopamine 
function are linked to a wide range 
of psychiatric disorders involving 
impulsive, addictive, and compul-
sive behaviors.  

—
“Structural brain abnormalities in 

the frontostriatal system and cerebellum 
in pedophilia,” Boris Schiffer, Thomas 
Peschel, Thomas Paul, Elke Gizewski, 
Michael Forsting, Norbert Leygraf, Man-
fred Schedlowski, and Tillmann H. C. 
Krueger, Journal of Psychiatric Research, 
Vol. 41, No. 9, November 2007, 753-62. 
Address: Boris Schiffer, boris.schiffer@
uni-essen.de.
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A new Israeli study reports high 
rates of learning disabilities 

and attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) in prisoners, sup-
porting previous findings from other 
countries.

Tomer Einat and Amela Einat ran-
domly selected 89 adult inmates (78 
men and 11 women, all native He-
brew speakers) from seven prisons, 
and tested them for learning disabili-
ties and attention deficit hyperactiv-
ity disorder (ADHD). Using criminal 
records, the researchers determined 
the age at which the participants 
began their criminal activity and the 
number of years of education each 
participant completed.

“According to the data,” the 
researchers say, “most participants 

(69.6 percent) were characterized 
as learning disabled, well above 
the estimated average of 10 to 15 
percent of the general Israeli popula-
tion that suffer learning disabilities.” 
Half of the learning disabled prison-
ers had severe disabilities, and ap-
proximately one-third had moderate 
disabilities. Fifty-seven percent of the 
participants had ADHD.

The researchers say, “The pres-
ence of learning disabilities is cor-
related both with low level of edu-
cation (i.e., dropping out of school 
at an early age) and early age of 
criminal onset. In other words, a 
greater percentage of participants 
with learning disabilities, versus 
those without learning disabilities, 

High rate of learning disabilities, ADHD found in prisoners

continued on page 7



CRIME Times •  Volume 14, Number 1, 2008 PAGE 7

EVIL GENES:
Why Rome Fell, Hitler Rose, Enron 

Failed, and My Sister Stole My 
Mother’s Boyfriend

—
By Barbara Oakley

Prometheus Books, 2007

—BOOK REVIEW—

This quirky, entertaining, and highly informa-
tive book lives up to its title, interweaving a rich 
and reader-friendly review of scientific data on 
the brain with stories about “evil” people ranging 
from Chairman Mao to the author’s own deeply 
troubled sister. In the process, Oakley covers 
current findings about genes, brain structure, and 
the neurological roots of psychopathy, borderline 
personality disorder, and Machiavellianism—with 
detours into topics ranging from Yixing teapots to 
Paris Hilton. 

While the author is not a medical professional 
(she’s a professor of engineering whose resume 
includes working on a Soviet fishing trawler, 
operating a radio at the North Pole, and serving 
as a U.S. Army captain), her book has won high 
praise from influential researchers including Blank 
Slate author Steven Pinker. Lay readers will find 
its mix of science, personal stories, and world 
history fascinating and enlightening—especially 
if they’re dealing with psychopaths or borderline 
personalities in their own lives.

“Just as a child needs the neurological structure of the eye to 
process information from the electromagnetic fields that shimmer 
through the air around him, a child also needs the structure of 
the orbitofrontal cortex and related neurological features to have 
a feeling of compassion. Psychopaths, it appears, may be born 
preprogrammed with a tendency to grow up ‘morally blind.’”

“[T]he effect of the environment on those with a potentially 
Machiavellian genotype is not necessarily as straightforward as 
it might seem. For example, a talented boy with an underlying 
set of problematic genes might, as a result of abuse, descend by 
adulthood into obviously pathological behavior—borderline or 
psychopathic—that could result in his incarceration and removal 
from society. However, the same Machiavellian-oriented child 
with a mild upbringing might flower into a full Machiavellian 
as an adult—a charismatic man whose sinister influences could 
ultimately affect millions.”

“Ultimately… religion, education, and even family may have 
less of an impact on our innate sense of morality than we may 
think. Ethics classes, in other words, really may just preach to the 
choir. Those few who are wired differently—and we are begin-
ning to learn how the wiring’s awry—march to their own moral 
tune, no matter what they are taught.”

“If I’ve learned anything through these many years of research, 
it’s that [Oakley’s “borderline personality” sister] Caroline’s 
choices were a bit like the choices a tree on a windy shoreline 
has in deciding how tall and how bent to grow.”

QUOTES FROM EVIL GENES
By Barbara Oakley

dropped out of school early and 
began their criminal activity at a 
relatively young age.” However, 
they found no correlation between 
the presence of ADHD and level 
of education or onset of criminal 
activity.

These results, the researchers say, 
“suggest that people with learning 
disabilities who give up school at 
early stages due to their disabilities 
are more likely to initiate a criminal 
career at an early age, as compared 
to individuals—with or without 
learning disabilities—who do not 

leave school…. Accordingly, suc-
cessful support of students with 
learning disabilities and emphasis on 
their early diagnosis and treatment 
could significantly reduce school 
dropout rates and potentially prevent 
criminal behavior.”

—
“Learning disabilities and delinquen-

cy: A study of Israeli prison inmates,” T. 
Einat and A. Einat, International Journal 
of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, October 1, 2007 (epub 
ahead of print publication). Address: 
Tomer Einat, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat 
Gan, Israel, tomere@yvc.ac.il.

Call for Proposals

The Wacker Foundation is 
interested in hearing from 
researchers with proposals 

for research projects. Projects 
should concern biological 
influences on disordered, 
criminal, or psychopathic 

behavior.  

Proposals or letters of inquiry 
can be sent to:

The Wacker Foundation
8523 Thackery, #1115

Dallas, TX 75225

High rate of LD, ADHD found in prisoners (cont. from page 6)
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QUOTABLE “A doctor who examined brain 
matter from former pro wrestler Chris Benoit says the 
wrestler had ‘shocking’ brain damage that could explain 
why he killed his family and himself at their suburban 
Atlanta home in June.

“The tests, conducted by Julian Bailes of the non-
profit Sports Legacy Institute, show Benoit’s brain was 
so severely damaged from multiple concussions and 
head trauma while wrestling that it was similar to the 
brain of an Alzheimer’s patient.... Benoit’s brain showed 
the same kind of damage Bailes and his research team 
found in four retired NFL players who suffered multiple 
concussions and later sank into deep depressions and 
harmed themselves or others.”

Jon Swartz, in USA Today, 
September 5, 2007
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