Congress Psychology and Law, Sorrento, 1-5 Septembe  r 2009

The European Association of Psychology and Law (EAPL) held its 19" Conference in
Sorrento, Italy. According to the introduction in the book of abstracts, EAPL conferences are
characterized by their scientifically oriented base, giving all participants a unique opportunity
to learn about what is known in the field, what are the latest findings, and what are the
practical implication of these findings. These conferences are traditionally ‘hosted by most
beautiful places with always an exceptional welcome and outcome’.

Though not the summit of good taste, the Hilton Sorrento Palace is indeed a very attractive
place for a congress. Views of Sorrento and, on the other side of the bay, of Naples and the
Vesuvius, a nice terrace, an elaborate outside swimming pool, a totally abandoned inside
pool designed to evoke images of an expensive Roman brothel, and an outside temperature
of over 30 degrees Celsius.

As | only arrived on September 2, | missed the workshops of the first day and the opening
ceremony, but | was in time for the welcome cocktail party. The organizers went to a great
effort to create a festive event: Italian policemen in full dress with shiny sabers, Italian
bubbly, snacks, and the above-mentioned views. An ideal setting for getting to know each
other, but most participants had other ideas. The congress population rapidly formed small
groups of persons who obviously knew each other well already, talking in their native
languages, and not working the room. The same pattern occurred during the lunches: nice
buffets in a beautiful garden, wine and, yes, the same kind of separatism.

Though | realize that this is turning into a rather negative story, | can only conclude that the
level of most of the presentations was disappointing. This was not only a matter of bad
English — presentations lost in translation — but also a matter of unwarranted and wrong
assumptions, conceptual problems, and methodological errors. Few control groups and
many very small samples, contaminated judgments, and wrong and wrongly applied



statistical methods. In itself, this is not necessarily so bad: it could have offered many
educational opportunities. Yet, here we come to the most negative feature of this congress,
namely its very uncritical audiences. Why? Fear? Mutual protectiveness? Politeness? Or just
blissful innocence? One can only guess.

The best keynote, to my taste, was delivered by Professor Farrington of Cambridge. A
sophisticated account of 25 years of thorough longitudinal research on criminal careers, this
presentation really stood out. Anybody interested in the key findings of this study can
download them from http://rds.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs06/r281.pdf . So there is hope - a
tremendous progress could be made if the field moves towards operating at the level of this
study.

What did | learn? To be honest: not much. Of course, that is reassuring. | remember going to
a congress in San Francisco from which | returned totally happy with the pleasant conviction
that my professional status was apparently state of the art. But still. So there were symposia
about the CAPP, an instrument to measure psychopathy. Good presentations, albeit more or
less repetitions of the IAFMHS Vienna congress last year. One of the instrument’s authors,
Professor David Cooke, kicked off by giving all the reasons why a good measure of a
concept such as psychopathy is essentially impossible. He even showed that the supposition
of homogeneity — coefficient alpha! — was untenable in this field. A good job, though it did not
in the least deter Professor Logan to give once more a review of the ins and outs of the
construction and the use of the CAPP. Of course, the Capp is a promising instrument,
definitely constructed in an interesting and valuable way, with the nice purpose of not
providing life sentences of psychopathy. Yet, why that subdivision into six overlapping
domains? And why validate it on instruments that actually do treat psychopathy as a lifelong
affair?

Breakfast on the day of leave. Too hot already to sit on the terrace. As if to make sure, the
personnel takes away the parasols. Through the big windows, | can still see Naples. Seeing
Naples before dying? Yes, of course, but preferably not yet. As it is, there remains an awful
lot to be done in this field.
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