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Biography 

Born on April 27, 1948; Frank W. Abagnale Jr. is one of the most famous con-artists well known 

in the United States and around the world. He is well recognized for his remarkable ability to 

create and utilize false identities and for his outstanding intellect to cash over $2.5 million in 

forged checks around 26 countries at an early age, 16 to 21 years old. During those years, he 

impersonated a pilot, a professor assistant at a university, a 

pediatrician, an Assistant District Attorney in Louisiana and an 

undercover Federal Agent. He wrote a book about his life named 

“Catch Me If You Can” when he was 26 years old from which 

Steven Spielberg directed a movie under the same name that was 

released in 2003. Frank Abagnale is now the former CEO of 

Abagnale & Associates, a fraud consultancy firm and he also 

lectures and consults for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  

Mode of Passing 

Frank Abagnale Jr. was able to impersonate a pilot at Pan Am Airlines, a professor assistant at 

Brigham Young University, a pediatrician at The Georgian Hospital, an Assistant District 

Attorney in Louisiana and an undercover Federal Agent demonstrating that he pursued a job 

mode of passing. This mode of passing happens when a person identifies himself as a 

professional that is not. In this case, Frank pursued multiple professions without proper 

knowledge neither education to do so; however, he always took care of the superficial, his 

image, his appearance so he can prove others that he was what he said he was. It was also due 

to his fear of being discovered and caught that he began to impersonate different professions.  

In addition, since he manufactured and cashed fraudulent checks, he is also considered to 

pursue a criminal mode of passing. As a matter of fact, he committed a variety of frauds around 
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26 countries; "I stole every nickel and blew it on fine threads, luxurious lodgings, fantastic foxes, 

and other sensual goodies” he wrote (Abagnale and Redding). He is also well known as being an 

escape artist since he escaped various times from FBI agents.  

Both modes of passing are survival and comfort based because Frank ran away from home at 

age 16, he needed money, food and shelter; “it was difficult to make ends meet” he said, so he 

forged his driver’s license in order to appear older and get a better wage –age passing. He 

realized that he was very confident and people perceived him as a credible person; therefore, 

he started writing checks with no funds. Later on, it was his drive for comfort that prompt him 

to cash as many checks as he could impersonating a Pan Am Airlines pilot (F. W. Abagnale, 

Frank Abagnale - New Life). 

Thinking about Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, I will say that his need of survival and comfort led 

him to act towards his criminal thoughts of getting money the easy way by ripping off several 

banks and different companies while his need for safety led him to pose as a professional and 

perform roles and responsibilities that he had not knowledge about. In addition, his need of 

belonging plays also an important part in his story since he ran away from home because his 

parents got a divorced; therefore, he was looking forward to fit somewhere, to be loved, to be 

acknowledged and respected which led him to impersonate important professions in the 60’s. 

Psychological Analysis 

First of all, it is valid to mention that, Frank Abagnale Jr. had an IQ of 140 when he passed; it 

was almost as having photographic memory which can identify him as an intellectual person. 

According to Freudian Psychology, Frank Abagnale followed The Pleasure Principle because his 

behaviour was motivated by the desire to feel pleasure and in his case, it was women. In fact, 

he wrote that women were his passion, that he “couldn't get enough of them.” He will say “Don 

Juan had only a mild case of the hoots compared to me. I was obsessed with foxy women.” In 

addition, when his first scam was discovered by his father, Frank blamed it on the girls; he 

wrote: "They do funny things to me. I can't explain it" (Abagnale and Redding). His libido pushed 
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him to want more, every time more. Additionally to his libido and biological urges seeking 

immediate gratification, his impulsive and selfish behaviour represents his ID in the Freudian 

Structural Model.  

Abagnale wrote: “A man’s alter ego is nothing more than his favourite image of himself” which 

reflects the dominant part of the Freudian Structural Model. During his age of passing, Frank 

used his logical and rational self to be aware of danger by being ahead of the FBI. He planned 

every single move; he observed carefully and learned from each experience. He was able to 

copy behaviour through observation. Moreover, it was due to his individual’s self image that he 

projected to the world (Ego) that he passed in various jobs. He also wrote: “I was a swindler and 

poseur of astonishing ability. I sometimes astonished myself with some of my impersonations 

and shenanigans, but I never at any time deluded myself. I was always aware that I was Frank 

Abagnale, Jr., that I was a check swindler and a faker, and if and when I was caught I wasn't 

going to win any Oscars. I was going to jail” which puts in evidence Frank’s consciousness of the 

real world (Abagnale and Redding). He was able to use his rationalization and intellectualization 

as an ego defence mechanism to protect himself (Abagnale and Redding).  

On the other hand, Dr. Erikson’s Identity theory proposes an analysis to Abagnale’s ego identity, 

personality identity and socio/cultural identity. It was said that Frank’s ego was high. His self 

portrait and image was a primary focus during his years of passing. His identity was whatever 

he wanted it to be as long as he was able to find proper clothing and forge transcripts. As for his 

personality identity, it was difficult to determine; however, what made him different during 

those years was his remarkable ability to create and utilize false identity, his capability to 

manufacture falsified checks and his facility and effort to impress people and to appear as a 

competent person in the occupations. In regards of the socio/cultural identity, Abagnale played 

many social roles during his passing years. His first roles were son, brother, student, and friend.  

According to Erikson’s impact of external factors on personality development, there are 8 

stages a human being goes through in life. Researching about Abagnale’s life, there was not 

much information on his infant, toddler and preschooler stages; however, he mentions in his 

book Catch Me If You Can that he was very close to his dad, meaning that his dad was of great 
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influence on his personality. As a school-age child, he was able to learn, create and accomplish 

new skills and knowledge; as said before, he had an IQ of 140. He shared this stage with some 

“loose-end kids from his neighbourhood... guys with a screwed-up family situation” which led 

him to act like a juvenile delinquent (Abagnale and Redding). 

As an adolescent, Abagnale didn’t know his identity. He was entering a stage in which there was 

role confusion.  In effect, because he ran away from home, the lack of a role model also 

affected his personality. At this stage of life, he depended on experiences and discoveries to 

build an identity. Since he discovered it was so easy to impersonate someone he was not, and it 

was also easy to gain money by forgery at this early stage of life, his identity was diffuse. In fact, 

he wrote that once a girl asked him who he was and he said “Anyone I want to be” (Abagnale and 

Redding). When he turned to be a young adult, he needed love. In an interview with Norman 

Swan, Frank related how he fell in love with a stewardess, how he told her about the real him 

and how she turned the police on him. Frank wasn’t able to trust anybody because he feared to 

be caught. Now, his whole life changed; he is a middle-aged adult with a family, a career and a 

successful company. He has control over his life and stability. He reached generativety by 

lecturing, helping the FBI and other organizations about fraud.  

After all, this report is not just about Frank’s identity but personality as well, reason why the 

study of Dr. Lewis Goldberg, Dr. Robert McCrae and Dr. Paul Costa has great value to mention. 

The Big Five Personality Traits or Five Factor Model relates to Frank Abagnale’s life. During his 

early years as an impostor he ranked high in openness because he was intellectually curious 

and willing to try new things, he was very imaginative and insightful. He also ranked high in 

extraversion because he had a tendency to seek out the company of others, he had a strong 

engagement with the external world ad he was an action oriented individual. As he grew up, his 

levels of agreeableness and conscientiousness increased with time. Now, he ranks high in 

agreeableness because he is more cooperative as he lectures around the world about how to 

avoid fraud. He also ranks high in conscientiousness because he acts dutifully and aims to a 

more positive direction towards the wellbeing of his family. 
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Life Realities 

Assessing Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to better understand Frank Abagnale’s life realities, it is 

amazing how he is now close to the self actualization stage yet the journey he went through is 

astonishing as well. It is also important to mention key milestones of his life that led him to 

pass. To start with his childhood, he was a very creative kid always “looking for simple ways of 

doing stuff” (Bell). At age 12, his mother left his dad and because he had a very close 

relationship with his father, he started his criminal career as a mean to get attention. He got 

mixed up with a gang of juvenile delinquents who used to shoplift and perform other types of 

criminal activities at that age. He wrote: “What bothered me most was their lack of style. I 

learned early that class is universally admired. Almost any fault, sin or crime is considered more 

leniently if there's a touch of class involved” (Abagnale and Redding).  

His dad exposed him to political, social and business environments that teenager did not know 

about. While being with his father, his life “was a whole different ball game.” He wrote: “I spent 

a lot of time in some of New York's finest saloons. Businessmen, I learned, not only enjoy three-

martini lunches, but they belt out a lot of boilermaker brunches and whack out scores of scotch 

and soda dinners” (Abagnale and Redding). Spending time with his dad and observing the 

adulthood life gave him a clue to how to behave in front of others in order to pass as an adult. 

He soon understood that appearance was a key player in his life.  

His libido prompted him to spend more of what he had. By the time he was 14, his dad gave 

him a Mobil gas card which he used at his convenience making deals with the gas station stores 

in order to get cash to spend on his women. Even when his father discovered how much he 

owed, he “continued to work the credit-card con and spend the loot on lovely women... An 

inflamed sex drive has no conscience” (Abagnale and Redding). 

Frank’s father had a business which went bankrupt and Frank felt guilt since his dad had to pay 

for Frank’s debt. By then, the relationship with his dad was very strong and when he knew 

about his parents’ divorce, he was hurt and felt he was the product of a broken home. He 
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always wanted to reunite his parents. It was in that moment that he ran away and never looked 

back.  

He left to go to New York City carrying a check book with $200 in his bank account. He tried to 

get jobs with a decent pay but since he was 16 years old and didn’t have a high school diploma, 

it was difficult for him to earn a decent living. His struggle and physiological needs drove him to 

falsify his driver’s license to pass as an older man.  Then, he exaggerated about his education 

which led him to an increase in wages. He soon realized that it wasn’t enough to have “bare 

minimum comfort” (Bell) reason why he quit his job and he dedicated his time to earn a living 

as a con artist. He started his quest for safety in terms of resources. 

From check swindler he became an impostor. He needed safety in terms 

of a secure environment, resources and employment which led him to 

pose as a pilot of Pan Am Airlines. He forged payroll checks of this airline 

and cashed them in different airlines and hotels. The key to his success 

was his personality, keen observation and intense research. He will 

spend a great amount of time analyzing his possibilities and his next 

moves. Research led him to realize that the more attention he put on 

details, the more credible the transactions were. He also realized that 

having connections with real professionals put him ahead of the FBI and 

gave him more credibility.  

“He knew that his lifestyle would not last forever and that it was only a matter of time before 

the authorities caught up with him” (Bell). It was the fear to be caught that led him to 

impersonate a doctor in another state under a different name. During his passing years he was 

known as Frank Williams, Frank Adams, Robert Monjo, Robert Conrad and Frank Conners. As a 

pediatrician, he will joke around when he didn’t know something and he will allocate more 

responsibilities to the residents. Humour is considered to be an ego defence mechanism and in 

this case “humour covered Abagnale’s ignorance” (Bell). As a doctor he felt lack of confidence. 

Eventually, when he realized that he put the life of kid in danger due to his lack of knowledge, 

he resigned.  
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Frank travelled to Louisiana. It was due to his need for esteem that he counterfeited transcripts 

from Harvard University in order to pass as a lawyer. In fact, his need for achievement was 

fulfilled when he legally passed the bar and received a license to practice law. A lawyer from 

Harvard University was curious to know more about Frank what made him feel that he was 

threatened. It was his false sense of security that led him to pose as a pilot again and travel for 

free.  

It is important to mention that he never performed as any of the occupations mentioned. For 

example, as a pilot he never flew an airplane instead, he was always in the jump seat. As a 

doctor he never performed any surgery instead, he leveraged responsibility on the residents. As 

a lawyer, he never had a case; instead he was happy making copies and delivering coffee to 

others. As a professor at Brigham Young University he never taught, instead he was an 

assistant. In fact, his effort to appear as a competent person in the occupations was 

remarkable. 

After, he went back to California. “Money played an important role in the pursuit of his 

interests,” (Bell) however while he was cashing counterfeited expense checks that he 

manufactured himself, he felt lonely. His need for love and intimacy drove him to meet a 

stewardess and to tell her everything about the real Frank Abagnale Jr. He wrote: “the minute I 

told the truth, they turned on me” (Abagnale and Redding) which expresses the strong fear he 

had to be caught, it also reveals the pressure he felt towards not telling the truth ever which led 

him to keep passing.  

Frank went to France, where his mother was born; he met 

another stewardess whose father ran a print shop. He found the 

perfect opportunity to make more money, therefore he 

“requested an order of 10,000 Pan Am payroll checks” (Bell) to 

the stewardess father. Once again the need to be secure with 

money played an important role in his life. It is important to 

point that women were a key element in Frank’s life experience 

since they were often insiders to the profession he attempted to fake. Subsequently he got 
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caught, went to jail but escaped. In the same airport that he escaped he rented a security guard 

uniform and forged a night-deposit box. It is important to mention that Frank will always use a 

uniform as a way of camouflage, by doing so he was able to misguide others. 

Being a man with growing needs and insatiable appetite for women and adventure, Abagnale 

travelled and changed of state. Impersonating a pilot of Pan Am, he went to a university and 

offered the faculty the opportunity to get a job for female students. It was a contest in which he 

interviewed many contestants that wanted to work for Pan Am. “With every new plan, he 

perfected his techniques in con artistry, forgery and impersonation” (Bell). He needed to travel 

with an aircrew to distract the police and to avoid any suspicion. He ended up cashing more 

checks and making more money that he could imagine.  

When he was 20 years old he went back to France where he posed as a successful Hollywood 

screenplay writer and author. Back then, he got tired of running, he wanted to live a normal 

life; in fact he said in an interview: “It is not a glamorous life; it’s a very lonely life because 

everyone you meet believes you to be somebody you are not. You really can’t seriously have a 

relationship with anyone” (F. W. Abagnale, Frank Abagnale - New Life). Also he wrote: “It wasn't 

altogether a relaxing life. I didn't exactly keep my finger on the panic button, but I put a lot of 

mileage on my running shoes. I made a lot of exits through side doors, down fire escapes or over 

rooftops” (Abagnale and Redding). He got arrested and served 6 months in the prison 

Perpignan under very critical conditions and awful standards. He was also incarcerated in Italy 

and Sweden. He once said that “one’s negative behaviour represents one’s compensation of 

the unhappy domestic life.” (Bell) 

He was transferred to United States and at the age of 26 years old he got granted early parole. 

It was difficult for him to get a job as an ex convict because his employers fired him as soon as 

they learned about the truth. At this stage he was having difficulty with his need for respect. 

With the FBI offering him a second chance by hiring him as a helper to discover frauds, he was 

able to construct another picture of himself. Later on, he began to lecture for free and his 

knowledge became of great demand. His knowledge and expertise granted him a second 

chance in society and now he is perceived as a respectable person 
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Cultural Influence 

Frank Abagnale Jr. has influenced a lot of people. He is not just recognized for what he did in 

the past but for creating a better system to catch fraudsters and to avoid identity theft. Besides 

his autobiography, he has published three more books in which he refers to his experiences to 

prevent people about scams.  

In addition, his great efforts to make amends for his past wrongs located him in a better 

position in society since he discovered a way to transfer his talents in a more positive direction.  

In fact, his lectures have motivated people. I was reading a blog of a woman that attended one 

of Frank’s lectures and she was describing how powerful she felt Frank’s words about his real 

experience and how he was able to change that motivated her to do better. At the end of her 

post she wrote: “it was an amazing story of hope and the realization of catching what is 

important in life… it is not money, it is not fame, it is not a jet-setting lifestyle, it is God, family 

and friends” (Kelly Justice: From the Heart). 

Archetypal Analysis 

Dr. Carl Jung proposed that we all have an ego, a personal unconscious and a collective 

unconscious. Frank’s ego is reflected in his normal daily activities. His personal unconscious is 

reflected on his own individual experiences, thoughts and perceptions and his collective 

unconscious is reflected on his non personal experiences, his deepest and inaccessible side.  His 

ego and personal unconscious were described on the psychoanalysis and life realities sections; 

however, his collective unconscious also forms part of Frank’s personality and identity. 
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Jung described that there are archetypes which are mental images of a role, prototypes of a 

person, and a model of behaviour. Archetypes are “inherited tendency to respond to universal 

human situations in particular ways” (Kristal). In Frank’s case, there are many archetypal events 

such as the separation of his parents, the need of survival, the fear of being caught by the 

police, the loneliness, and the betrayal of the stewardess, the time spent on jail and the offer of 

a second chance by the FBI. This last one is considered to be a key milestone since it led him to 

change his life and become a better man. All the mentioned archetypal events are archetypal of 

transformation because those events were images in Frank’s mind, pieces of his life that were 

connected to him by emotions and that drove him to strive to attain his goals which back then 

was money, women and to reunite his family.  

Considering Dr. Jung’s theory, during Abagnale years of passing, his archetype was The Persona 

because he posed to be someone he was not and the persona is the way how people present to 

the world, it is a mask. He masqueraded to be a pilot, a professor, a lawyer, a doctor, a guard, 

and a screenplay writer. He was Frank Williams, Frank Adams, Robert Monjo, Robert Conrad, 

and Frank Conners during those five years. In addition, every time that he changed to be 

someone else, he also changed his model of behaviour. He was a queen observer and it was 

through observation that he copied behaviour. As a fraudster he also played The Trickster as an 

archetypal image because he was smart, curious, and he used his abilities to survive the 

challenges of the world by using trickery in the form of con art.  

Frank also had The Self archetype which is the regulating 

center and facilitator of individualization. It is because of the 

self that Frank is who he is now. In fact, it is The Mentor the 

archetypal image that Abagnale has now. He represents it 

when he lectures and teaches people how to avoid identity 

theft and scams. He shows it when he shares his knowledge 

with others through his consultation firm.  
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My Choice 

The major reason why I choose Frank Abagnale Jr. as a passer that I wanted to analyze is 

because I was interested in his change. A man who made easy money starting at an age of 16 

during 5 years was really amazing to me; however, it is his change that astonished me. I 

believed that feeling lonely was his motif to change. Now he is a very successful businessman, 

he has a beautiful family and he is very happy.  

In addition, the fact that he was always challenging himself opened the door to compare his 

actions to my past actions and somehow I found similarities which made me wonder what my 

IQ is. His story certainly changed my thoughts towards the super ego and what is right and 

wrong. At the time he did all those fraudulent activities, he knew it was wrong yet he continued 

doing it. It makes me think about how powerful the brain of a human being is. In this case, it 

was powerful enough to kept Frank motivated towards his job and criminal passing. 

He made me remember a time when I committed a fraud which I always reject. I was really 

young and I didn’t know the consequences. Unlike Frank, I did have the support of my family 

which helped me a lot to recover from that embarrassment. Since then, I promised to myself 

that I will always be true in my operations. Unlike Frank, I didn’t do it for money or survival; I 

did it for fun but soon understood it wasn’t fun but risky and that I put my family in an awful 

situation. 

As Frank I also posed to be who I wasn’t. For example, I will say to my friends that I surf even 

though I have no idea how to surf. When I came to Canada, it was easy to just come up with 

something cool to impress other and to impress girls because nobody knew about me but now I 

know that there is a price for that, shame. Unlike Abagnale, I haven’t share my experience with 

anyone however I have learned that it is better to be true to the ones you care. 

One important lesson I learned from Frank is that change for good is the best feeling ever and 

that the most important in life is family, friends and faith.  
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