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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of psychopathic traits on 

empathy-relevant processes and two types of empathy. Previous research has suggested that 

empathy requires that a person be able to identify emotional content, identify emotions of others, 

experience one’s own emotions, identify and describe one’s emotions, and figure out what 

another person is feeling and thinking. Empathy-relevant processes have been examined in 

separate studies, however, no studies have examined all of these constructs at once in relation to 

psychopathy. An exploratory goal was to examine gender differences in the relationship between 

psychopathic traits and empathy-relevant processes and types of empathy. One hundred inmates 

from the Tuscaloosa county jail participated in the study and half the sample was female. They 

completed the Psychopathy Checklist: Screening Version along with an emotional processing 

task, two theory of mind tasks, empathy, alexithymia, and emotional experiences questionnaires. 

Controlling for demographic variables, psychopathic traits predicted slower reaction times to 

emotional words, increased difficulty identifying feelings, and experiencing more anger but did 

not predict self-reports of emotional nor cognitive empathy, theory of mind, or difficulty 

describing feelings. Gender moderated the relationship between psychopathic traits and reaction 

time to emotional words in that this relationship was positive for females but not significant for 

males. Interventions might focus on helping and motivating psychopathic individuals to identify 

their feelings and how to identify, pay attention to, and respond to emotional content. Future 

studies should further probe the lack of significant association between the PCL:SV and self-

reported emotional empathy, which other studies have similarly failed to observe. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS 

IRI         Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

PCL-R   Psychopathy Checklist Revised  

PCL:SV Psychopathy Checklist: Screening Version 

BES       Basic Empathy Scale 
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a    Cronbach’s index of internal consistency 

β   Beta: standard regression coefficient 

M    Mean: the sum of a set of measurements divided by the number of measurements in the  

              set 
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t             t-statistic: computed by dividing the estimated value of the parameter by its standard  

   error.  This statistic is a measure of the likelihood that the actual value of the parameter  

              is not zero. 

 

p    Probability associated with the occurrence under the null hypothesis of a value as 

              extreme as or more extreme than the observed value 

 

r   Pearson product-moment correlation 

 

SD   Standard deviation: value of variation from the mean
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INTRODUCTION 

For decades researchers have been interested in understanding why people engage in 

antisocial and immoral behaviors. One widely researched group of people includes those that 

possess high levels of psychopathic traits. Psychopathy is a personality disorder describing a 

constellation of traits such as callousness, deceitfulness, dominance, and impulsiveness (Hare 

2003). Psychopaths are much more likely to be in prison for violent crimes and to violently 

recidivate compared to non-psychopaths, and it is estimated that these behaviors cost society 

approximately $460 billion dollars a year which is more than substance abuse, schizophrenia, 

and obesity combined (Kiehl & Hoffman 2011). Some of the most consistent findings in the 

literature are that the prevalence of psychopathy in both forensic and community samples is 

lower in females compared to males (Hare 2003; Bolt et al. 2004; Salekin et al. 1997; Vitale, 

Smith, Brinkley, & Newman 2002) and that females on average commit fewer crimes than males 

(Walker & Maddan 2013). However, according to the U.S. Department of Justice, females were 

arrested in 17-19 percent of violent crimes and 25-26 percent of all types of crimes between 2012 

and 2017, and females have also been the fastest growing correctional population since 2010 

(U.S. Department of Justice). In addition, female psychopaths are also more likely to engage in 

property crimes like theft or fraud, whereas male psychopaths engage in more violent crimes like 

murder or sexual assault (Rogstad & Rogers 2008), suggesting females’ crimes do not always 

follow the same pattern as males’. Therefore, it is important to examine how psychopathy is 

manifested in females as well as males and how these traits affect criminal and antisocial 

behaviors. 
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Those higher in psychopathy typically engage in higher rates of antisocial and immoral 

behaviors (Hare 2003). Despite the fact that females contribute to a significant level of antisocial 

and criminal behavior, most of the research on psychopathy tends to focus on males, and 

research on female psychopathy has really only occurred in the last twenty years. Much of this 

research has focused on differences in psychopathy assessment ratings between males and 

females (e.g. how the factor structure differs, and how psychopathy measures differentially 

predict recidivism rates; Cale & Lilienfeld 2002; Dolan & Vollum 2009; Nicholls & Petrila 

2005; Verona & Vitale 2006). Emerging research suggests that some of the correlates of 

psychopathy may be different in males and females. However, only a few studies have directly 

compared males and females with psychopathic traits in the same sample (e.g., Carré, Hyde, 

Neumann, Viding, & Hariri 2013; Jonason & Krause 2013; Ragbeer & Burnette 2013).   

Goal of current study 

A number of researchers have suggested that emotional deficits, including a lack of 

empathy, may contribute to the antisocial and immoral behavior observed in psychopathic 

individuals (Blair 2007; Hare 2003). Although individuals with psychopathic traits demonstrate 

attitudes and behaviors that reflect a lack of empathy, it is unclear which underlying processes 

might be deficient in these individuals. For example, empathy requires that a person be able to 

identify emotional content, identify emotions of others, experience one’s own emotions, identify 

and describe one’s emotions, and figure out what another person is feeling and thinking (Theory 

of Mind)(Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz, & Perry 2009). There are also different types of 

empathy – cognitive and affective (Deutsch & Madle 1975; Shamay-Tsoory 2011). Thus far in 

the psychopathy literature, these types of processes and forms of empathy have been examined in 

separate studies, with different samples ranging from undergraduates to incarcerated offenders. 
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No studies have examined all of these constructs at once in relation to psychopathy. The goal of 

the present study was to examine the relationship between these empathy-related constructs and 

psychopathy in a single study of incarcerated offenders. 

Gender differences in the relationship between psychopathy and empathy 

There are significant gender differences in many empathy-related constructs. Females 

typically score higher on self-report measures of empathy (Davis 1983; Eisenberg & Lennon 

1983; Ireland 1999; Jolliffe & Farrington 2006, Jonason & Krause 2013; Jonason, Lyons, 

Bethell, & Ross, 2013), are more likely to express their emotions (Kring & Gordon 1998), report 

higher intensity of their own emotions while viewing others’ emotions (Schulete-Ruther et al. 

2008), and are more accurate in labeling subtle facial expressions (Hoffmann, Kessler, Eppel, 

Rukavina, & Trau 2010). The theory behind these gender differences is that males and females 

approach dilemmas in life differently, and behave in accordance to their goals and priorities. 

Research has shown that females tend to use interpersonal perspectives when deciding how to 

behave in life situations, whereas males use a more justice or fairness orientation (Ford & 

Lowery 1986; Gilligan 1982; Galotti, Kozberg, & Appleman 1991). That is, females are more 

influenced by empathic concern than males, which also affects the differences in their criminal 

offending patterns (Morash 1986; Steffensmeier & Allan 1996). Naffine (1989) theorizes that 

differences in offending may be due to females’ concern to prevent harm for those that they care 

about. Steffensmier and Allan (1996) theorize that females and males differ in offending partly 

because females are socialized to be sensitive to others needs and to seek the approval and 

intimacy of others and therefore are less likely to behave in ways that would threaten or end 

those relationships. Similarly, Morash (1986) argues that because females tend to focus on 

preventing harm whereas males focus on fairness, females are less likely to offend for fear of 
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hurting others and damaging relationships with people they have hurt. Males may also be 

concerned about hurting others, but their focus on fairness is more important than their desire to 

prevent harm. Overall, females’ concern for preventing harm is tied strongly to empathy and 

instills more feelings of guilt if they engage in criminal acts compared to males who focus on 

fairness and justice.   

However, it remains unclear whether females scoring higher in psychopathy have the 

same types of empathy-related deficits observed in males. One possibility is that females with 

psychopathic traits may have intact emotional processing and responding, and are able to use 

these skills to manipulate others. In other words, whereas males with psychopathic traits may 

engage in antisocial behaviors because of emotional deficits, females with psychopathic traits 

may engage in antisocial behavior for other reasons (e.g., it is the easiest way to obtain 

resources).    

Because there was reason to believe that gender differences may be present in the 

relationship between psychopathy and empathy-relevant processes, the study was conducted in a 

sample that was 50% female, and exploratory analyses were conducted to examine gender 

differences in the association between psychopathy and different factors that are needed for 

empathy (along with different types of empathy).  

This study has implications for treatments and interventions in psychopathic offenders. If 

it is known what empathy-relevant constructs are impaired in psychopathy, treatments and 

interventions can target specific empathy-relevant constructs that might decrease antisocial and 

harmful behaviors. In addition, if there are gender differences in the relationship between 

psychopathy and empathy-relevant constructs, interventions and treatments can target these 

constructs based on gender. For example, if females higher in psychopathy do not have deficits 
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in their responses to emotional stimuli, then interventions should not focus on attending to 

emotional information.  Also, if females higher in psychopathy are less likely to hurt others 

because of empathy deficits, treatments might target motivational factors that influence females 

to engage in antisocial behaviors (e.g., to obtain resources). 

Empathy in Psychopathy  

Empathic responding is important in preventing individuals from harming one another 

(Glannon 2008) and in moral development and prosocial behavior (Joliffe & Farrington 2006), 

although not everyone who lacks empathy necessarily seeks to harm other people (e.g., 

individuals with autism) (e.g., Dziobek et al. 2008). Empathy involves the ability to understand 

another person’s emotions and to share those emotional experiences (Baron-Cohen & 

Wheelwright 2004) and can be measured as an individual trait that is relatively stable across 

situations and time (Leiberg & Anders 2006). While affective empathy allows one to feel the 

emotions of others, cognitive empathy allows one to know the emotions and mental states of 

another without necessarily feeling those emotions; in other words, be able to take another’s 

perspective (Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz, & Perry 2009). 

One of the hallmark features of psychopathy is a lack of affective/emotional empathy 

along with a desire or willingness to harm others (Hare 2003). It is less clear how psychopathy is 

related to cognitive empathy or perspective taking (Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz, & Perry 

2009). Although empathy is considered one aspect of psychopathy, psychopathy measures tend 

to focus on how a lack of empathy manifests in an individual’s attitudes and behaviors. 

Psychopathy measures do not differentiate between cognitive and affective empathy, and do not 

examine processes that may lead to reduced empathy, such as the ability to identify emotions in 

others. In the present study, the Psychopathy Checklist: Screening Version was used (PCL:SV) 
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to assess the construct of psychopathy. This is a clinical assessment that measures 12 different 

traits of psychopathy, one of which is a lack of empathy (Hare, 2003). This study examined how 

total scores on this measure were related to empathy-relevant processes and to cognitive and 

affective empathy. The PCL:SV is the shortened version of the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised 

(PCL-R) that measures 20 items of psychopathy.  

In both the PCL-R and PCL:SV a lack of empathy is measured by gathering information 

about the participant’s attitudes and behaviors (via the narrative of the participant). Examples of 

attitudes include describing his or her crimes or victims as matter-of-fact by saying they got what 

they deserved or that his lack of concern for others is due to a desire to survive in a hostile world. 

Examples of behaviors that might be considered to reflect a lack of empathy include the ability to 

steal from family and friends, mistreatment of animals, or trashing a house during a break-in. 

Although the PCL:SV measures empathy, it is not clear which of the underlying processes of 

empathy may contribute to this lack of empathy in individuals scoring higher on the PCL:SV.  

The measure of empathy included in the PCL:SV is different from many empathy self-

report scales, including the Basic Empathy Scale (which was used in the current study), which 

explicitly measures the participant’s feelings and cognitions with questions such as, “I can 

understand my friend’s happiness when they do well at something,” (cognitive empathy) and “I 

get caught up in other people’s feelings easily” (affective empathy). This scale measures both 

affective and cognitive empathy, whereas the PCL:SV does not specify what aspect(s) of 

empathy is/are being assessed. In the end, the interviewer’s rating of empathy on the PCL:SV is 

a fairly global assessment of how well the participant matches a description provided in the 

manual, based on their narrative responses to several questions such as “What is your 

relationship like with your family now?” and “What’s the most depressed and the happiest 
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you’ve been?” The PCL:SV measures callous attitudes and behaviors, whereas the measure of 

empathy that was used as a dependent variable in this study assesses feelings and cognitions. 

To clarify, although lacking empathy is important in the psychopathy construct, 

psychopathy includes much more than just empathy (e.g., manipulativeness, impulsivity, risk-

taking). The study of psychopathy focuses on individuals who possess high levels of many of the 

traits of psychopathy, not just individuals who lack empathy. Although empathy is considered a 

core feature, empathy alone is not a sufficient indicator of psychopathy. For example, many 

individuals with autism demonstrate a lack of cognitive empathy (e.g., Dziobek et al. 2008). An 

additional key component of psychopathy is the desire to hurt and dominate others (Hare 2003). 

This theme is pervasive throughout both interview-based and self-report measures of 

psychopathy. Thus, the independent variable in this study was the multi-faceted construct of 

psychopathy as it is assessed by the PCL:SV. This study focused on how scores on the PCL:SV 

relate to the types of empathy and specific processes that are relevant to empathy because it is 

not clear which of the underlying processes may contribute to this lack of empathy in individuals 

scoring high on the PCL:SV. As an exploratory analysis, the present study also assessed whether 

there are gender differences in the relationships between psychopathy as assessed by the PCL:SV 

and the types of empathy as well as empathy-relevant processes.  

The two-factor model of the Psychopathy Checklist-Screening Version has similar 

parameter estimates for the item loadings for both males and females (Hare 2003). Factor 1 

contains interpersonal and affective traits of psychopathy and the first six items on the PCL:SV 

including superficial charm, grandiosity, deceitfulness, lacking empathy, lacking remorse, and 

failing to accept responsibility for one’s actions. Factor 2 contains lifestyle and antisocial traits 

of psychopathy and the last six items on the PCL:SV including impulsiveness, poor behavioral 
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controls, lacking realistic long-term goals, irresponsibility, adolescent and adult antisocial 

behaviors. This study examined how the different factors of psychopathy as assessed by the 

PCL:SV relate to the types of empathy and empathy-relevant processes. 

In regards to the research on psychopathy and empathy, some studies have found that 

male undergraduates higher in psychopathy perform worse on tasks that measure perspective-

taking abilities (Ali & Chamorro-Premuzic 2010) and some do not find impairments (Dolan & 

Fullman 2004; Richell et al. 2003). Brook and Kosson (2012) used videotapes of adults relaying 

past emotional experiences and asked participants to indicate what emotions the person was 

feeling, which they believe measured cognitive empathy. They found that male offenders higher 

in total psychopathy and the lifestyle/antisocial traits were less accurate on this task. The 

relationship with interpersonal/affective traits was marginally significant. However, some 

research suggests that male psychopathic offenders have intact cognitive empathy but not 

affective empathy (Pfabigan et al. 2015), which might contribute to their tendencies to 

manipulate and inflict harm on others; they understand a person’s perspective which allows them 

to manipulate but do not share the person’s negative emotions and do not feel guilty as a result of 

their actions. 

 Many studies in both non-clinical and incarcerated samples have reported that females 

self-report more empathy-related feelings and cognitions than males (Davis 1983; Eisenberg & 

Strayer 1987; Jolliffe & Farrington 2006). However, only a few studies have examined cognitive 

and affective empathy in relation to psychopathy in females. Seara-Cardoso et al. (2013) found 

lower scores on self-reported affective empathy in a non-clinical sample of females higher in 

total psychopathy and the interpersonal/affective traits of psychopathy, which is consistent with 

research in males higher in psychopathy (Seara-Cardoso et al. 2012; Pfabigan et al. 2015), 
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although the authors did not directly compare these samples. Only a few studies have directly 

compared relationships between the two types of empathy and psychopathy in males and 

females. In community samples, gender has not been found to moderate relationships between 

self-reported psychopathy and affective empathy (Mullins-Nelson, Salekin, Leistico 2006; 

Gummelt 2014; White 2014). Gummelt (2014) found that the meanness component (which most 

closely resembles lacking empathy) of a 3-factor model of psychopathy was not related to a 

measure of cognitive empathy (a facial recognition task) but was associated with less 

perspective-taking on self-report questionnaires of cognitive empathy for both male and female 

undergraduates. The disinhibition component (which most closely resembles the 

lifestyle/antisocial traits of psychopathy) was negatively related to the ability to determine how 

someone may feel in a certain situation for males, whereas this component was slightly 

positively associated with scores on taking the perspective of a fictional character for females. 

Therefore, females higher in traits such as impulsiveness might be able to relate to a fictional 

character but might have more trouble in a real-life situation.     

Some studies have found gender differences in the relationship between psychopathy and 

empathy. Jonason and Krause (2013) found that both cognitive and affective empathy partially 

mediated the relationship between gender and psychopathy. That is, a community sample of 

males scored higher in psychopathy than females, and this is partly due to decreased cognitive 

and affective empathy in males. Other studies have found that gender moderates the relationship 

between low self-reported feelings and cognitions of empathy and the interpersonal and affective 

traits of psychopathy, in that there is a stronger negative relationship between self-reported 

feelings and cognitions of empathy and psychopathy for males than females (Jonason, Lyons, 

Bethell, & Ross 2013; Jonason & Kroll 2015).  The authors suggest that for males, being 
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emotionally unresponsive to the feelings and thoughts of others might help them reach their 

goals such as having more sex or gaining power. However, females may rely more on social 

interactions to achieve their goals, and thus being less attuned to the emotional states of others 

may be less advantageous for females. Therefore, it might be that there are different outcomes 

that stem from a lack of empathic feelings and cognitions in female and male psychopaths. 

However, one limitation of the study is that the researchers used a psychopathy measure that 

consisted of only four items so it is unclear if we would also find these relationships with a 

clinical assessment of psychopathy such as the PCL:SV.   

In practice it seems that females higher in psychopathy still are able to understand the 

emotions of others and use that skill to manipulate and harm others whereas males seem to have 

more of a core deficit in recognizing and understanding people’s emotions. Therefore, an 

exploratory aim of the current study was to assess whether there may be gender differences in the 

relationship between psychopathy and the two types of empathy.  

Research suggests that psychopathic females might be better at attending to and 

responding to emotional information (see Empathy-Relevant Processes section), which may give 

them an advantage in manipulating others in relationships compared to males higher in 

psychopathy. However, female psychopaths may still lack affective empathy (feeling for 

someone) to the same extent as male psychopaths; this lack of empathy may increase their 

willingness to harm others to get what they want, allowing them to achieve their goals. Whereas 

male psychopaths may achieve their goals in relationships through domination and power, 

female psychopaths might use more subtle forms of coercion and manipulation to get what they 

want, which requires some degree of cognitive empathy but not necessarily affective empathy. 

Therefore, it was hypothesized that when looking at the total sample of males and females, total 
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psychopathy as assessed by the PCL:SV would be negatively correlated with the cognitive 

empathy subscale on the Basic Empathy Scale.  Using exploratory moderation analyses, it was 

hypothesized that gender would moderate the relationship between total psychopathy and 

cognitive empathy; this negative relationship would be stronger for males compared to females 

(Figure 1). It was hypothesized that individuals higher in total psychopathy as assessed by the 

PCL:SV would score lower on the affective empathy subscale of the Basic Empathy Scale. 

Using exploratory moderation analyses, it was hypothesized there would not be gender 

differences in the relationship between psychopathy and affective empathy, since there is more 

consensus that gender does not moderate this relationship. 

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized moderation of gender in the relationship between total psychopathy and 

cognitive empathy  
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 This study examined whether gender moderates the relationship between psychopathy 

and self-reported cognitive and affective empathy in a forensic population. There is a lack of 

studies that directly compare male and female samples within the same forensic facility and 

location, and my study attempted to fill this gap. In addition, many studies on community 

samples use a self-report psychopathy scale, which may induce bias and, coupled with a self-

report empathy scale, may inflate correlations. My study examined psychopathy using a clinical 

assessment—the Psychopathy Checklist and a self-report empathy scale that assesses both 

cognitive and affective empathy and has been used in previous research in psychopathy 

(Jonason, Lyons, Bethell, & Ross 2013; Jonason & Kroll 2015; Rogers & Robinson 2015).  

Empathy Relevant Processes 

 There are several processes that are necessary for empathic responding. According to 

theories presented by Shamay-Tsoory and colleagues, recognizing emotional content and others’ 

emotions is important in the development of affective empathy because in order to feel the 

emotions of someone else, one must recognize what those emotions are and respond accordingly 

to emotional information. In addition, experiencing a range of emotions oneself is also important 

in affective empathy because perceiving an emotion in someone else activates the same neural 

pathways as experiencing the emotions in oneself (Shamay-Tsoory 2011). According to 

simulation theory, when humans process social information certain neural states are activated 

based on previous experiences; if particular neural states were activated while feeling angry, 

these neural states will also be activated when one observes someone who is angry (Gallese 

2007). According to this theory, one cannot fully feel the emotions of another if one does not 

experience that emotion him/herself.    
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Research suggests that theory of mind, which is the ability to understand other’s 

thoughts, intentions, emotions, beliefs, and to be able to predict their behaviors (Amodio & Frith 

2006), is important for cognitive empathy. One must be able to make inferences about both 

affective and cognitive mental states, which requires figuring out what a person knows (cognitive 

ToM) and how someone feels (affective ToM) in order to fully understand another’s perspective 

(Shamay-Tsoory 2011). In addition, research suggests that in order to understand someone else’s 

feelings, it is important to be able to identify and describe one’s own feelings (Hooker, Verosky, 

Germine, Knight, & D’Esposito 2008).  Indeed, difficulty describing and identifying one’s own 

feelings is associated with decreased cognitive empathy but not affective empathy (Jonason & 

Krause 2013).  The present study examined these processes that are important for empathy in a 

sample of individuals with varying levels of psychopathy as assessed by the Psychopathy 

Checklist: Screening Version (PCL:SV). 

Although the PCL:SV includes an assessment of attitudes and behaviors reflecting a lack 

of empathy, it is unclear how the total construct of psychopathy as measured by the PCL:SV is 

associated with specific processes that may be necessary for empathy. Although both males and 

females higher in psychopathy may show a lack of empathy in terms of their attitudes and 

behaviors, there may be differences in the actual underlying processing that is required to have 

empathy for others. In addition to examining the different types of empathy, this study examined 

different constructs that are necessary for empathy. These included identifying emotional 

content, identifying emotions of others, experiencing one’s own emotions, identifying and 

describing one’s emotions, and figuring out what someone is feeling and thinking (Theory of 

Mind).  
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It is important to note these empathy-relevant constructs are not a part of the 

conceptualization of psychopathy on the PCL-SV, including the item that measures a lack of 

empathy. The PCL:SV measures people’s callous attitudes and behaviors towards other people 

and things but not specifically how they processes and respond to emotional information; how 

they identify others’ emotions; how they experience, identify, and describe their own emotions; 

and how well they can figure out what other people are thinking and feeling.  

The measures included in the study, which are listed in the figure below and are further 

described in the following sections assess several processes that are necessary for having 

empathy (Figure 2). The figure below shows how the measures in this study (left box) provide a 

thorough examination of the processes and types of empathy (one component of psychopathy, as 

shown in the right box). Currently it is unknown whether individuals with psychopathic traits 

have deficits in all of these processes, or whether deficits are limited to a specific process. 

Furthermore, it is unclear whether males and females may differ in empathy-relevant deficits.  
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Figure 2. Proposed relationships between skills needed for empathy, types of empathy, and 

empathy measured on PCL:SV. Of note, none of the processes listed in on the left side are 

assessed by the “Lacks empathy” item on the PCL:SV, which assesses attitudes and behaviors 

that indicate a lack of empathy.   

An additional goal of this study was to see if there were gender differences in the 

processes that are necessary to have empathy and in the different types of empathy in males and 

females with higher levels of psychopathy. The main hypothesis for the exploratory analysis of 

gender differences was that females higher in psychopathic traits would have higher levels of the 

skills that are needed for proper empathy compared to males who are higher in psychopathic 

traits. This may be because it is more advantageous to possess these skills for females because 

they achieve their goals through social interaction and manipulation more so than males.  

Emotional Processing 

Although many similarities have been found in emotional processing between males and 

females who score higher in psychopathy (Carré et al. 2013; Dolan & Fullman 2009; Harenski, 

Kim, & Hamann 2009; Verona, Breslin, & Patrick 2013), some research indicates that there may 

be differences in how males and females with psychopathic traits process emotional information. 

Ragbeer and Burnette (2013) found that total psychopathy was associated with taking longer to 

remember sad, angry, and neutral faces in males but this association was not present in females. 

However, males and females higher in psychopathy did not differ in accuracy of remembering 

facial expressions, which supports a meta-analysis that found the relationship between 

psychopathy and accuracy in recognizing facial expressions in forensic populations was not 

moderated by the percentage of females in the studies (Marsh & Blair 2007). This suggests that 

female undergraduates higher in psychopathy may have attended to emotional information 
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displayed on faces quicker than male undergraduates higher in psychopathy. This study did not 

examine the factors of psychopathy, therefore, it’s unclear if certain traits of psychopathy (e.g., 

lacking empathy) might contribute to this faster response in females compared to males.  

Anton, Baskin-Sommers, Vitale, Curtin, and Newman (2012) also examined emotional 

processing in incarcerated females using a fear-potentiated startle paradigm. They used a fear-

conditioning task in which participants learned to associate a shock with red letters and no shock 

with green letters. Each participant experienced a direct-threat condition in which they had to 

indicate the color of the letter, and an alternative-focus condition in which they had to indicate 

whether the letter was upper or lower case or indicate whether the letter was the same as the 

letter two trials previously. Female offenders scoring higher in total psychopathy (and 

lifestyle/antisocial traits, but not interpersonal/affective traits) displayed increased fear 

potentiated startle and smaller event related potentials (ERPs) to the threat conditions and 

displayed larger ERPs in the alternative condition compared to females lower in total 

psychopathy. These findings are consistent with previous studies of male offenders; male 

psychopathic offenders have been found to display a larger ERP under alternative-focus 

conditions compared to threat conditions (Baskin-Sommers, Curtin, Li & Newman 2011), and 

display an early attention bias that prioritizes goal-relevant information (Baskin-Sommers, 

Curtin, & Newman 2011; Newman, Curtin, Bertsch, & Baskin-Sommers 2010). However, the 

authors noted that there was a difference in the pattern of fear reactivity – whereas female 

offenders demonstrated greater fear responses in the threat-focused condition, male offenders in 

previous studies demonstrated weaker fear responses in the alternative-focus conditions. The 

authors suggest female psychopathic offenders might be better than psychopathic males in 

attending to goal-relevant information, such as emotional information. They also might be better 
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at disregarding peripheral threat information in order to focus on the goal-relevant information. 

Newman et al. (2010) found that results were similar for total psychopathy, 

interpersonal/affective traits, and lifestyle/antisocial traits in male offenders; those higher had 

similar startle blink magnitudes in the threat condition and had smaller startle blink magnitudes 

while attending to threat-irrelevant stimuli compared to those lower in these traits. It should be 

noted that studies with male and female samples were not directly compared (the comparisons 

were indicated by the authors’ observations), so it’s unclear if there are statistically significant 

differences between males and females.   

Vitale, MacCoon, & Newman (2011) used a lexicon decision task to assess emotion 

processing in female psychopathic offenders. In this task, participants must determine if a briefly 

presented string of letters is a word or non-word. Most people respond to words that have an 

emotional connotation (e.g., “violence”, “fear”) faster than neutral words because the processing 

of emotional words is more automatic and requires less of an effort than neutral words (Bower 

1981). Previous studies had found that, unlike non-psychopaths, psychopathic males do not 

differ in their responses to emotional versus non-emotional words (Lorenz & Newman 2002a; 

Williamson, Harpur, & Hare 1991). In the study by Vitale et al. (2011), female psychopathic 

offenders did not show worse performance than non-psychopathic offenders on the task. Female 

psychopathic offenders responded faster to emotional words compared to non-emotional words, 

and this pattern was the same for non-psychopathic female offenders. The authors speculate that 

this may be due to gender differences in the tendency to allocate attention to threat in the 

environment, and that psychopathic women may profit from this information in a way that 

psychopathic men cannot (Vitale, Maccoon, & Newman 2011). This supports the findings from 

Ragbeer and Burnette (2013), Anton et al. (2012), Newman et al. (2011), and Baskin-Sommers 
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et al. (2011) that psychopathic females might be better able to attend and respond to emotional 

information. One limitation of these studies using the lexicon decision making task was that they 

did not directly compare males and females within the same sample. Thus, it is not clear if there 

are statistically significant differences between the performance of males and females scoring 

higher in psychopathy. Another limitation is that none of these studies examined the factors of 

psychopathy, so it’s unclear if certain traits predict this relationship more than others.  

In light of these findings, it was hypothesized that when examining the total sample of 

males and females, total psychopathy and interpersonal/affective traits would be negatively 

associated with performance on the lexicon task (i.e., similar reactions to emotional words versus 

non-emotional words). Exploratory moderation analyses were conducted to compare males and 

females on their performance on this task. It was hypothesized that gender would moderate the 

relationship between total psychopathy and performance on the lexicon decision-making task; it 

was hypothesized that there would be a negative association between total psychopathy and 

performance on the lexicon decision-making task in males but not females (Figure 3). Whereas 

females higher in total psychopathy were hypothesized to respond similarly to females and males 

lower in total psychopathy (i.e., faster reaction to emotional words versus non-emotional words), 

males higher in total psychopathy would respond similarly to emotional words and non-

emotional words. This relationship would be similar for the interpersonal/affective traits of 

psychopathy, since these include traits related to emotional processing like lacking empathy and 

remorse and several studies have found that these traits are associated more with emotional 

processing and empathy deficits compared to lifestyle/antisocial (Jonason et al. 2013; Patrick et 

al. 1993; Seara-Cardoso et al. 2013; Seara-Cardoso et al. 2012; Verona et al. 2013; Vaidyanathan 

et al. 2011), although some studies have also found associations with lifestyle/antisocial traits 
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(Anton et al. 2012; Baskin-Sommers et al. 2011; Newman et al. 2011; Sutton et al. 2002). This 

potential difference in emotional processing may help explain the differences in antisocial 

behaviors between male and female psychopaths. For example, whereas emotional deficits may 

contribute to antisocial behavior in male psychopaths, female psychopaths might engage in 

antisocial behavior for other reasons (e.g. access to resources).  

 

Figure 3. Hypothesized moderation of gender in the relationship between total psychopathy (and 

interpersonal/affective traits) and reaction time on lexicon decision task 

Emotional Experiences  

 Experiencing emotions is important in the development of empathy because similar 

neural pathways are activated when one experiences an emotion and when one perceives the 

same emotion in someone else (Gallese 2007). These previous emotional experiences allow one 

to recognize the emotions of another (by remembering one’s own experience) while also 

producing a visceral response that might be similar to the person’s own past experiences.  
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Males higher in psychopathy have been described as having shallow and restricted 

emotions (Hare 2003), which makes it harder for them to understand others’ emotions. In 

addition, these people do not use their emotional reactions when they modify their behaviors and 

rarely form affective bonds with others (Steuerwald & Kosson 2000). More specifically, research 

suggests they do not feel fear or anxiety and therefore have trouble recognizing fear in others 

(Marsh 2013). Fear has been shown to be important in whether or not one engages in aggressive 

acts; those who recognize fear in others are more likely to be empathic and feel a desire to help 

others when fearful facial expressions are elicited (Blair 1995; 2005).  

The ability to understand and identify one’s own emotions influences the ability to 

understand and feel another’s emotions (Hooker, Verosky, Germine, Knight, & D’Esposito, 

2008). Research suggests that we learn how to recognize other’s emotions by first experiencing 

those affective states ourselves and assigning the correct label to the experience (Goldman & 

Sripada 2005). In addition to experiencing emotions, studies have found that psychopathic 

individuals have trouble identifying and describing their feelings in both clinical (Kroner & 

Forth 1995; Louth, Hare, & Linden 1998) and community samples (Cairncross, Veselka, 

Schermer, & Vernon 2013; Jonason & Krause 2013). However, it is unclear if this is true for 

both genders. One meta-analysis found that males had more trouble identifying and describing 

their feelings compared to females, but there were few clinical populations included in these 

studies (Levant et al. 2009).  

Only one study has examined gender differences in the relationship between psychopathy 

and the ability to describe one’s own feelings. Jonason and Krause (2013) found that, in a 

community sample, gender moderated the relationship between self-reported psychopathy and 

self-reported difficultly describing feelings; psychopathy was associated with greater difficulty 
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describing emotions for females, but not males. This study used an alexithymia scale that asked 

participants to rate statements related to identifying and describing their feelings in general, such 

as items like “I am able to describe my feelings easily” and “People tell me to describe my 

feelings more.” One possibility is that there may be more societal pressure for females to discuss 

their feelings than males, and thus females higher in psychopathy may perceive difficulties in 

this area as more problematic. This might be particularly true for those who score higher on 

interpersonal/affective traits that are associated with restricted emotions. However, Jonason & 

Krause (2013) did not examine participants’ perceptions of their own emotional experiences. 

Those higher in total psychopathy and the interpersonal/affective traits of psychopathy may have 

more difficulty describing their feelings because they do not experience them to the same degree 

as those lower in psychopathy. One aim of the present study was to examine whether gender 

moderated the relationship between total psychopathy (and the interpersonal/affective traits of 

psychopathy) and the ability to describe and identify feelings in a forensic sample. This study 

used a clinical assessment rather than a self-report scale to assess psychopathy. It was 

hypothesized that when examining males and females in the total sample, both total psychopathy 

and interpersonal/affective traits would be positively associated with difficulty describing 

feelings. Using exploratory moderation analyses, it was hypothesized that gender would 

moderate the relationship between total psychopathy and difficulty describing feelings; the 

positive association would be stronger for females than males (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Hypothesized moderation of gender in the relationship between total psychopathy and 

difficulty describing feelings 

Self-reported emotional experiences was also examined as a mediator between total 

psychopathy and difficulty describing feelings for both genders (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Hypothesized mediation of experiencing emotions between total psychopathy and 

difficulty describing feelings 

Theory of Mind Abilities  
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Research is mixed as to whether or not psychopathy or gender influence theory of mind 

abilities. Studies have found that incarcerated male psychopaths do not differ on first and second 

order false belief tasks compared to non-psychopaths with antisocial personality disorder and 

healthy controls (Dolan & Fullam, 2004), more advanced tests of ToM (Blair et al. 1996; 

Nentjes, Bernstein, Arntz, Slaats, & Hannemann 2015) and on the Reading the Mind in the Eyes 

test (Richell et al. 2003) compared to non-psychopaths. In the false belief tasks, participants must 

infer another person’s beliefs about where an object is after it has been moved without the 

person’s knowledge. In the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test (RMET), participants are shown a 

pair of eyes and must choose what emotion (out of four choices) is displayed in the eyes (i.e., 

what is that person thinking or feeling). In undergraduate samples, primary and secondary 

psychopathy were negatively associated with accuracy scores on the Reading the Mind in the 

Eyes test (Ali & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010; Vonk, Zeigler-Hill, Ewing, Mercer, & Noser 2015), 

and Reading the Mind in the Voice test (RMVT) (Ali & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010) in which 

participants listen to video clips and must choose how the speaker is feeling. Van Zwieten et al. 

(2013) also found that performance on RMET significantly predicted increased psychopathic 

traits in adolescents and young adults in a psychiatric hospital.  

 Research suggests that females perform better on some tasks of ToM than males. Females 

performed better on the RMET (Baron-Cohen et al., 1997; Baron-Cohen et al., 2015) and the 

revised version (Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, Plumb, 2001) in community samples 

but other studies did not find gender differences in a college sample on RMVT (Ali & 

Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010; Rutherford, Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, 2004), RMET (Ali & 

Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010), and reading the mind in facial expressions (Ali & Chamorro-

Premuzic, 2010).  
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Overall, studies that have used incarcerated samples to measure ToM have been 

relatively small and have exclusively examined males. Only two studies have examined whether 

gender moderates the relationship between psychopathy and ToM abilities using an 

undergraduate sample. Results showed that gender did not moderate the relationship between 

psychopathy and various ToM tasks (Vonk et al. 2015) such as the RMET, but the majority of 

this sample was female. Another study with undergraduates found that gender moderated the 

relationship between certain traits of psychopathy and identifying particular emotions in others; 

the fearlessness and egocentricity traits predicted poorer recognition of angry faces in males but 

not females; impulsive features predicted better disgust recognition in women but not men; and 

social dominance predicted poorer fear recognition in women but not men (Delk, Bobadilla, & 

Lima 2017). The callousness trait was related to better recognition of anger and surprise in 

females; indicating that some traits of psychopathy might be related to enhanced emotional 

recognition in females. The authors suggest that high psychopathic traits in college females 

might not necessarily be related to emotional recognition. However, it is unclear if female 

offenders higher in psychopathy have deficits in emotional recognition since studies with 

offenders have mostly been done in males.  

Therefore, it is unclear if incarcerated female psychopaths have deficits in ToM abilities 

on the RMET and if these abilities differ from male psychopaths. The RMET was used to assess 

advanced ToM and it was hypothesized that those higher in psychopathy would be less accurate 

on this task (when using the total sample). Using exploratory moderation analyses, it was 

hypothesized gender would moderate the relationship between psychopathy and accuracy on this 

task; the negative relationship would be stronger for males than females. 



 

25 

 

Research has suggested that ToM consists of both affective (inferences about others’ 

emotions) and cognitive components (inferences about others’ thoughts and beliefs), which have 

both overlapping and distinct neural processes. Both cognitive and affective ToM are associated 

with activation in bilateral posterior temporal sulcus/temporal parietal junction, precuneus, and 

temporal poles in adolescents and adults. The bilateral medial prefrontal cortex was also 

activated more during a task of affective empathy compared to cognitive empathy (Sebastian, et 

al. 2011). Some researchers suggest that additional processing might be required for affective 

ToM compared to cognitive ToM. In one model proposed by Shamay-Tsoory and colleagues 

(2010), affective ToM is associated with cognitive ToM, affective empathy (sharing the 

emotional state of another), and cognitive empathy (understanding the emotional state of 

another). Cognitive ToM is only associated with the cognitive aspects of empathy (knowing the 

emotional state of another and what they are thinking helps infer that person’s beliefs or 

motivations). 

These components of ToM might have different associations with psychopathy. One 

study found that incarcerated psychopathic male offenders had impairments on affective but not 

cognitive ToM abilities (Shamay-Tsoory, Harari, Aharon-Peretz, & Levkovitz 2010). That is, 

these individuals were able to infer what a person was thinking, but had trouble inferring what 

the person felt. However, no studies have examined ToM in a female offender sample or 

compared male and female offenders on ToM. One study examined ToM and brain activity in 

male adolescents and adults using a different cartoon task that measured cognitive and affective 

ToM using pictures of multiple people in various settings (Sebastian et al. 2011). This same 

cartoon task that measures both affective and cognitive ToM was used in the current study and to 

my knowledge has not been used in an incarcerated sample.  
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Therefore, it was hypothesized that both males and females higher in total psychopathy 

would not differ from males and females lower in total psychopathy in cognitive ToM. Males 

and females higher in total psychopathy would perform worse on the affective ToM task 

compared to males and females lower in total psychopathy. Using exploratory moderation 

analyses, it was hypothesized gender would moderate the relationship between total psychopathy 

and accuracy on affective ToM cartoons; females higher in total psychopathy would be more 

accurate on measures of affective ToM compared to males higher in total psychopathy. This 

might be because they are used to attending and responding to emotional information in social 

situations more so than males (Figure 6).   

 

 

Figure 6. Hypothesized moderation of gender in the relationship between psychopathy and 

affective theory of mind
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METHODOLOGY 

 

Participants 

 The proposed study included a sample of male and female inmates at the Tuscaloosa 

County jail in Alabama. All participants were recruited after they had been booked into the jail. 

Participants signed up on a form that was distributed in their living quarters by a staff member 

and were given a flyer that described what they would do in the study, what the study was for, 

and how long it would take.  

All methodologies used were reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board 

at the University of Alabama. Participants were included in this study if they were 18 years of 

age or older. 

The total sample consisted of 100 participants who completed the PCL:SV, the lexicon 

decision-making task, the RMET, and the theory of mind cartoon task. One participant wished to 

stop after the cartoon task, so only 99 people completed the questionnaires. Half the sample 

identified as female. Roughly half the sample identified as white (n=47) while the other half 

identified as black (n=48); (Hispanic (n=2); Biracial (n=2); unknown (n=1).  There were more 

females who identified as white (n=37) than females who identified as black (n=11). There were 

more males who identified as black (n=37) than males who identified as white (n=10). The 

majority identified as leaning toward liberal political views (64.1) percent), followed by 

conservative political views (12.3 percent), middle of the road (9.4 percent), 
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libertarian (7.1 percent), and other (4.7 percent). The average education level was 11.32 years of 

school.   

 Most of the participants had a prior history of criminal behavior and had resided in the 

jail before although for some participants it was their first offense in which they had been caught. 

The majority of them (especially the males) abided by a “street culture” that included not giving 

away too much information in the fear of being a “snitch.” Many of the males in the study were 

in the jail with charges of assault, murder, and attempted murder, whereas many of the females 

were in the jail for petty crimes such as drug use, DUI, failure to appear, or child 

abuse/endangerment. Some participants were interviewed a few days after they had been booked 

into the jail and some had been in the jail for more than two years.   

Measures 

Demographics questionnaire.  

 Participants were asked questions about different demographic variables (Appendix A). 

This was given directly after participants signed the consent form.  

Psychopathy Measure. 

 Psychopathy Checklist: Screening Version (PCL:SV). Psychopathy was assessed using 

a semi-structured interview that measures 12 items relevant to the personality and behaviors of 

psychopathy. This has shown to have good reliability and validity (Hart, Cox, and Hare 1995). 

This interview asked questions regarding the participant’s school, employment, and relationship 

history, juvenile and adult antisocial behaviors. Each item was rated by an interviewer on a scale 

from 0 (not at all characteristic), 1 (somewhat characteristic), 2 (extremely characteristic) and 

scores can range from 0-24. This interview takes 1-1.5 hours to administer. I administered and 

scored all the interviews with females and 20 interviews with males. Thirty males had 
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participated in research before, and had completed their interviews with another trained graduate 

student. See Appendix B for a list of the items.  

 Empathy Measure.  

Basic Empathy Scale. This scale was used to assess self-reports in cognitive and 

affective empathy (See Appendix C; Jolliffe & Farrington 2006).  

Empathy-Relevant Measures. 

 Six previously established measures were used to directly assess various aspects of 

empathy. Figure 2 shows which task corresponds with the skill needed for proper empathy.  

Lexicon Decision-Making Task. This task was used to examine responses to emotion 

and non-emotion words. It was the same task used by Lorenz and Newman (2002a) and Vitale, 

Maccoon, and Newman (2011) and contained 12 positive, 12 negative, and 24 neutral words and 

48 non-words (Appendix D). Participants had to indicate on the computer if a word was a non-

word as quickly as possible by pressing two different buttons.  

  Toronto Alexithymia Scale. This is a 20-item scale that was used to assess self-reports in 

difficulty in describing feelings and difficulty identifying feelings. This also measured externally 

oriented thinking (See Appendix E; Bagby, Parker, & Taylor 1994). 

 Emotional Experiences Scale. This scale assessed the frequency and intensity in which 

people experience different emotions (Appendix F). Participants rated how often and how 

intensely they feel happy, sad, afraid, disgusted, and angry compared to other people.  

 Reading the Mind in the Eyes (RMET). The revised version of this test was used to 

assess ToM (Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, & Plumb 2001). Participants were shown 

36 photographs of the eye region (with an equal number of males and females) and four mental 

state descriptors were printed in each corner of the photo. Participants were asked to select which 
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word best described the mental state in the photograph. Participants were given a list of all the 

definitions of the words to look up (Appendix G).  

  Theory of Mind Cartoon Task. A cartoon task was used to assess cognitive and affective 

ToM (Appendix H; Sebastian et al. 2011). For affective ToM cartoons, participants had to infer 

how one character would react to another character based on his or her emotional state. In 

cognitive ToM cartoons, participants had to infer a character’s belief or intention of the other 

character. Physical causality cartoons involved selecting the answer that shows cause and effect 

(e.g., a football breaking a window).  

Procedure 

 After obtaining consent for participation, participants were individually interviewed by 

graduate students and research assistants during approximately a 2.5 to 3 hour session. 

Interviews occurred in a designated room in the jail and no one besides the participants and 

interviewers were present. Participants underwent the following series of tasks: demographic 

questionnaire, PCL:SV, lexicon decision-making task, RMET, and cartoon task. Participants 

completed the tasks and questionnaires on a Dell laptop computer using EPrime software.  They 

then filled out the alexithymia, emotional experiences, and empathy questionnaires. After 

completing the cartoon task, participants received a bag of chips for participating.
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RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses  

 Predictor variables included total psychopathy, the two factors of psychopathy (entered in 

the same model to control for the influence of the other), and four facets of psychopathy (entered 

in the same model to control for the influences of the others). Analyses with the facets of 

psychopathy were exploratory.  

Several demographic variables were considered including gender, age, education 

(number of years in school), and race (white, black, Hispanic, biracial). Correlations were 

examined between continuous demographic variables (age, education) and total psychopathy 

scores. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the means of psychopathy on 

self-identified race (black, white). Comparisons with Hispanic and biracial participants were not 

possible since only one participant identified as Hispanic and one as biracial. Mean differences 

on each outcome variable were examined for each categorical demographic variable to identify 

potential covariates to be used in analyses.   

For the lexicon decision-making task, average reaction times for positive words, negative 

words, and non-emotional words were calculated for each participant. Participants who had 

average reaction times that were slower than 2000 milliseconds were considered outliers and 

were not included in analyses (negative words=1, positive=4, emotional=1, non-emotional 

words=3). Participants who had average reaction times that were slower than 800 ms for 

emotional versus non-emotional words were considered outliers and excluded (n=3). Average
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 reaction times for emotional words were calculated by taking the average of both positive and 

negative words. A variable was created in which average reaction time of emotional words was 

subtracted from the average reaction time of non-emotional words (a difference score). The 

reaction times for the incorrect responses on the lexicon decision-making task were not included 

in analyses (i.e., when a participant did not correctly identify if the word was a word or non-

word). This is the standard procedure in both Vitale et al. (2011) and Lorenz and Newman 

(2002a).   

Total sum scores were calculated for self-reports of intensity and frequency of emotional 

experiences (i.e., total score of sadness, happiness, disgust, fear, and anger added together).  

 The percentage of correct responses on the ToM cartoons was calculated for affective and 

cognitive cartoons. The percentage of correct responses on the RMET was calculated. 

Participants who missed more than 20 percent of answers on the RMET were excluded from 

analyses (n=2).  

Covariates. 

Total psychopathy scores were negatively associated with age (Table 1). Age was 

significantly associated with slower reaction times to emotional words on the lexicon decision 

making task; therefore age was entered as a covariate in analyses with the lexicon task. Age was 

also related to decreased accuracy on affective ToM cartoons and therefore was entered as a 

covariate. Higher education level was associated with experiencing emotions more frequently 

and more intense emotions so education was entered as a covariate in the analyses of frequency 

and intensity of emotions. 

Participants who identified as black scored higher on total psychopathy, Factor 1, Facet 1 

and Facet 2 scores compared to participants who identified as white (Table 2). Participants who 
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identified as white reported more difficulty describing their feelings compared to participants 

who identified as black. Those who identified as black scored lower on emotional empathy and 

intensity of emotional experiences; therefore, race was entered as a covariate on analyses 

involving difficulty describing feelings, emotional empathy, and experiencing emotions.   

Table 1. Zero-order correlations of all variables by total sample 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1.PCL:SV total          

2. Factor 1 .87**         

3. Factor 2 .88** 

 

.53**        

4. Facet 1  .75** .87** .45**       

5. Facet 2 .79** .88** .48** .55**      

6. Facet 3 .79** .47** .90**  .36** .46**     

7. Facet 4 .79** .49** .91** .44** .40** .65**    

8. Age -.26* -.24* -.21* -.16   -.25* -.16 -.22* 

 

  

9. Education   -.16 -.09 -.19 .04 -.18 -.21* -.12 .15  

10. RT negative 

words 

.13 

 

.15 .07 

 

.21*   .10 .01 .11 .26* -.09 

11. RT positive 

words 

.17 .21* .11 .21* .16 .06 .13 .25* -.07 

12. RT emotion 

words 

.19* .23* .10 .22* .17 .03 .14 .24* -.10 

13. RT non-

emotional  

.08 .10 .10 .07 .11 .09 .08 .15 -.01 

14. RT emotion 

vs. non 

.02 

 

.02 .06 .00 

 

.04 .08 .03 .06 .03 

15. Diff. 

describing 

feelings  

.02 -.08 .10 

 

-.10 -.05 .09 .07 .02 -.06 

16. Diff. 

identifying 

feelings 

.21* .11 

 

.23* -.01 .21* .25* .15 -.09 

 

-.05 

17. Emotional 

empathy 

-.21* -.23* -.16 -.32** -.06 -.13 -.15 .13 .09 

18. Cognitive 

empathy 

-.03 -.06 .00 .03 -.13 .00 .03 -.15 .10 

19.Accuracy 

RMET 

-.04 -.07 -.00 .03 -.16 .01 -.01 -.04 .14 

20. Accuracy 

affective ToM  

.09 .06 .11 .09 .03 .11 .09 -.32** -.13 

21. Accuracy 

cognitive ToM  

.06 .03 .09 .04 .01 .06 .08 -.08 .02 

22. Frequency of 

emotions 

-.05 -.11 .04 -.07 -.13 -.03 .09 .03 .17* 

23. Intensity of 

emotions 

-.13 -.23* .01 -.18 -.20* .00 .01 .15 .20* 
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24. Experiencing 

emotions  

-.11 -.21* .02 -.16 -.21* -.01 .04 .12 .17 

Experiencing fear -.17 -.17 -.13 -.20* -.12 -.15 -.10 .09 .16 

Experiencing 

sadness 

-.16 -.29* -.02 -.29* -.23* -.02 -.02 .15 .04 

Experiencing 

happiness 

.03 .09 -.02 .23 .03 -.10 .09 -.08 -.16 

Experiencing 

disgust 

-.07 -.13 .01 -.05 -.17 -.01 .03 .13 .09 

Experiencing 

anger 

.25* .19 .26* .00 .11 .18 .27* -.19* .04 

Intensity of fear  -.28* -.32** -.17 -.32** -.25* -.16 -.13 .17 .26* 

Intensity of 

sadness  

-.04 -.15 .06 -.11 -.14 .02 .07 .10 .09 

Intensity of 

happiness 

-.04 .00 -.07 .04 -.04 -.09 -.01 .00 .11 

Intensity of 

disgust  

-.11 -.21* .02 -.17 -.19 .02 .00 .19 -.01 

Intensity of anger .08 -.00 .16 .00 -.01 .21* .08 .00 .16 
 

*p<.05, **p<.01 
 

 

Table 2. Racial differences in outcome variables 
 Black  White  t p Cohen’s d 

 Mean SD Mean SD    

Predictor variables         

Age 27.29 7.14 35.29 9.02 4.75 <.001 0.98 

Education  11.00 1.84 11.66 2.50 1.46 0.15 0.30 

Total Psychopathy  11.13 5.29 8.49 4.70 -2.56 <.05 -0.53 

Factor 1  4.56 3.07 2.77 2.41 -3.17 <.01 -0.65 

Factor 2 6.63 2.87 5.72 3.08 -1.47 0.14 -0.30 

Facet 1 2.15 1.61 1.21 1.44 -2.97 <.01 -0.61 

Facet 2 2.40 1.81 1.60 1.44 -2.38 <.05 -0.49 

Facet 3 2.98 1.62 2.77 1.59 -0.65 0.52 -0.13 

Facet 4 3.65 1.56 2.98 1.76 -1.95 0.06 -0.40 

 Outcome variables        

Emotional empathy 3.14 0.51 3.72 0.60 5.02 <.001 1.04 

Cognitive empathy 3.76 0.44 3.79 0.49 0.38 0.69 0.07 

RT negative words  

 

908.29 

 

213.15 

 

925.08 

 

304.62 0.31 0.76 0.06 

RT positive words 1010.11 316.02 914.68 368.04 -1.34 0.18 -0.28 

RT emotion words 938.26 215.65 910.14 326.01 -0.49 0.62 -0.10 

RT non-emotional  1087.80 925.63 1005.52 452.70 -0.54 0.58 -0.11 

RT emotion vs. non 149.54 893.75 95.38 453.99 -0.37 0.71 -0.07 

Diff. describing feelings  2.67 0.82 3.18 0.87 2.98 <.01 0.61 

Diff. identifying 

feelings 

2.56 0.87 2.69 0.79 0.73 0.63 0.15 

Frequency of emotions 3.13 0.54 3.34 0.59 1.77 0.07 0.36 

Intensity of emotions 3.01 0.86 3.89 0.98 4.64 <.001 0.96 

Experiencing emotions  3.07 0.62 3.61 0.67 4.07 <.001 0.84 

Experiencing fear 2.31 0.94 2.91 1.11 2.82 <.01 0.58 

Experiencing sadness 3.19 1.04 3.89 0.90 3.49 <.01 0.72 

Experiencing happiness 3.98 0.96 3.52 1.00 -2.26 <.05 -0.47 

Experiencing disgust 2.63 1.02 2.98 0.93 1.74 0.08 0.36 

Experiencing anger 3.56 1.14 3.39 0.97 -0.77 0.43 -0.15 

Intensity of fear  2.17 1.32 3.78 1.63 5.27 <.001 1.09 

Intensity of sadness  3.06 1.53 4.35 1.47 4.13 <.001 0.85 
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Intensity of happiness 3.94 1.42 3.43 1.41 -1.72 0.08 -0.35 

Intensity of disgust  2.58 1.62 3.74 1.57 3.50 <.01 0.72 

Intensity of anger 3.31 1.63 4.17 1.63 2.54 <.05 0.53 

Accuracy RMET 0.52 0.14 0.56 0.13 1.23 0.22 0.25 

Accuracy affective ToM  0.90 0.10 0.87 0.12 -0.67 0.50 -0.13 

Accuracy cognitive 

ToM  

0.88 0.16 0.86 0.15 -1.25 0.21 -0.25 

 

  Gender differences. 

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine differences between males and 

females on psychopathy and the outcome variables (Table 3). Males scored higher than females 

on total psychopathy, both factors of psychopathy, and the interpersonal, affective, and antisocial 

facets but not the lifestyle facet. There was a marginal significance for difficulty describing 

feelings.  Females were more accurate on affective ToM cartoons than males. Females scored 

higher in self-reports of emotional empathy but there was not a gender difference on self-

reported cognitive empathy. Females reported experiencing overall emotions more often and 

experiencing them more intensely compared to males. Females reported feeling fear, sadness, 

and happiness more often and disgust, sadness and fear more intensely compared to males. 

Therefore, gender was entered as a covariate in analyses with difficulty describing feelings, 

emotional empathy, affective ToM cartoons, and emotional experiences. Males and females did 

not differ in reaction times to emotional and non-emotional words, identifying feelings, cognitive 

empathy, accuracy on the RMET, and accuracy on cognitive ToM cartoons.  

Zero-order correlations among psychopathy and the dependent variables by gender are 

shown in Table 4. Total psychopathy and Factor 1 were associated with less education for males 

but not females. Total psychopathy was associated with slower reaction times for positive and 

emotional words for females but not males. Total psychopathy was associated with experiencing 

anger more often for males but not females. Factor 1 was associated with slower reaction times 

on the positive, negative, and emotional words for females but not males. Factor 1 was 
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associated with experiencing sadness less often for females but not males and experiencing fear 

less intensely for males but not females. Factor 2 was associated with experiencing overall 

emotions more often and experiencing anger more often for males but not females. Age was 

associated with slower responses on negative, positive, and emotional words and poorer accuracy 

on the affective ToM cartoons for females but not males. Education was positively associated 

with cognitive empathy for males but not females.  

Table 3. Differences between genders on study variables 
 

 Males  Females  t p Cohen’s d 

 Mean SD Mean SD    

Predictor variables         

Age 28.18 7.81 33.28 9.56 2.92 <.01 0.59 

Education  11.04 1.79 11.60 2.49 1.29 0.20 0.26 

Total Psychopathy  11.26 5.13 8.22 4.67 -3.07 <.01 -0.62 

Factor 1  4.62 3.02 2.72 2.51 -3.41 <.01 -0.69 

Factor 2 6.72 2.92 5.44 2.93 -2.19 <.05 -0.44 

Facet 1 2.18 1.60 1.12 1.42 -3.50 <.01 -0.70 

Facet 2 2.42 1.76 1.64 1.60 -2.32 <.05 -0.47 

Facet 3 3.02 1.57 2.62 1.63 -1.25 0.21 -0.25 

Facet 4 3.72 1.61 2.82 1.63 -2.78 <.01 -0.56 

 Outcome variables        

Emotional empathy 3.09 0.49 3.78 0.57 6.57 <.001 1.32 

Cognitive empathy 3.72 0.44 3.83 0.49 1.16 0.25 0.23 

RT negative words (ms) 946.21 234.38 884.61 275.38 -1.21 0.23 -0.24 

RT positive words 985.59 271.44 928.56 395.33 -0.84 0.41 -0.17 

RT emotion words 955.90 190.29 888.02 328.82 -1.26 0.41 -0.25 

RT non-emotional  1098.20 905.76 990.66 442.67 -.08 0.45 -0.02 

RT emotion vs. non 142.29 874.75 102.64 442.97 -.29 0.78 -0.06 

Diff. describing feelings  2.72 0.85 3.07 0.93 1.90 0.06 0.38 

Diff. identifying feelings 2.56 0.84 2.63 0.86 0.46 0.65 0.09 

Frequency of emotions 3.1 0.55 3.33 0.58 2.03 <.05 0.41 

Intensity of emotions 3.09 0.91 3.72 1.03 3.23 <.01 0.65 

Experiencing emotions  3.10 0.64 3.52 0.70 3.19 <.01 0.64 

Experiencing fear 2.24 0.92 2.94 1.11 3.41 <.01 0.69 

Experiencing sadness 3.04 0.98 3.96 0.88 4.86 <.001 0.98 

Experiencing happiness 4.06 0.98 3.51 0.96 -2.82 <.01 -0.57 

Experiencing disgust 2.72 0.99 2.82 0.99 0.48 0.63 0.09 

Experiencing anger 3.44 1.16 3.43 1.00 -0.05 0.96 -0.01 

Intensity of fear  2.24 1.39 3.59 1.68 4.35 <.001 0.88 

Intensity of sadness  3.16 1.63 4.12 1.51 3.05 <.01 0.62 

Intensity of happiness 4.00 1.38 3.51 1.46 -1.71 0.09 -0.34 

Intensity of disgust  2.64 1.63 3.51 1.67 2.61 -.01 0.53 

Intensity of anger 3.42 1.69 3.90 1.71 1.39 0.47 0.28 

Accuracy RMET 0.53 0.15 0.55 0.13 0.70 0.49 0.14 

Accuracy affective ToM  0.90 0.11 0.85 0.18 -2.04 <.05 -0.41 

Accuracy cognitive ToM  0.90 0.09 0.88 0.13 -1.04 0.30 -0.21 

 

Notes: T-test statistics showing differences between males and females on variables of interest, (F=0, M=1). 
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Table 4. Zero-order correlations of all variables by gender 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1.PCL:SV total          

2. Factor 1 .87** 

.84** 

        

3. Factor 2 .86** 

.88** 

.49** 

.51** 

       

4. Facet 1  .76** 

.66** 

.89** 

.83** 

.43** 

.38** 

      

5. Facet 2 .80** 

.73** 

.90** 

.85** 

.46** 

.44** 

.62** 

.41** 

     

6. Facet 3 .82** 

.76** 

.50** 

.40** 

.92** 

.89** 

 .42** 

.24 

.49** 

.40** 

    

7. Facet 4 .74** 

.81** 

.38** 

.51** 

.92** 

.89** 

.35* 

.44** 

.34** 

.39** 

.70** 

.59** 

   

8. Age -.20 

-.19 

-.14 

-.19 

-.20 

-.11 

-.11 

-.04   

-.14 

-.27 

-.24 

-.04 

-.12 

-.19 

 

  

9. Education   -.32* 

.00 

-.28* 

.14 

-.26 

-.10 

-.13 

.27 

-.35* 

-.02 

-.33* 

-.10 

-.11 

-.07 

.18 

.09 

 

10. RT negative 

words 

-.08 

.26 

-.09 

.33* 

-.05 

.12 

-.07 

.32* 

  -.09 

.25 

-.07 

.06 

-.03 

.17 

.26 

.35* 

-.12 

-.04 

11. RT positive 

words 

-.03 

.30* 

.02 

.36* 

-.01 

.18 

.01 

.35* 

.03 

.25 

-.05 

.12 

.00 

.20 

.22 

.31* 

-.07 

-.06 

12. RT emotion 

words 

-.09 

.33* 

-.06 

.40* 

-.08 

.18 

-.06 

.38** 

-.05 

.29* 

-.11 

.10 

-.06 

.22 

.27 

.29* 

-.18 

-.05 

13. RT non-

emotional  

.02 

.18 

.06 

.17 

.07 

.12 

.06 

.04 

.04 

.23 

.05 

.18 

.08 

.05 

.14 

.27 

.11 

-.16 

14. RT emotion 

vs. non 

.05 

-.06 

.07 

-.12 

.09 

.00 

.08 

-.23 

 

.05 

.01 

.08 

.10 

.09 

-.11 

.09 

.05 

.15 

-.11 

15. Diff. 

describing 

feelings  

.09 

.06 

.06 

-.12 

.09 

.19 

 

.14 

-.23 

-.04 

.00 

.07 

.17 

.04 

.20 

.01 

-.07 

.01 

-.17 

16. Diff. 

identifying 

feelings 

.21 

.25 

.13 

.14 

 

.22 

.26 

.09 

-.09 

.13 

.31* 

.27 

.24 

.10 

.24 

-.06 

-.16 

 

-.08 

-.04 

17. Emotional 

empathy 

.08 

-.18 

.04 

-.18 

.05 

-.15 

-.11 

-.26 

.20 

-.05 

.06 

-.19 

.05 

-.06 

.07 

-.09 

.09 

-.03 

18. Cognitive 

empathy 

.04 

-.03 

.03 

-.07 

.06 

.00 

.14 

.01 

-.08 

-.14 

.05 

-.03 

.06 

.05 

-.08 

-.27 

.32* 

-.07 

19.Accuracy 

RMET 

.03 

-.08 

-.07 

-.03 

.11 

-.09 

.05 

.07 

-.15 

-.13 

.09 

-.06 

.12 

-.11 

-.09 

-.04 

.16 

.12 

20. Accuracy 

affective ToM  

-.02 

.08 

.01 

.00 

-.03 

.13 

.09 

-.02 

-.07 

.02 

-.03 

.16 

-.02 

.07 

.01 

-.43* 

-.19 

-.07 

21. Accuracy 

cognitive ToM  

-.06 

.10 

-.02 

.01 

-.07 

.18 

-.09 

.09 

.02 

-.05 

-.05 

.13 

-.11 

.19 

.18 

-.21 

-.09 

.11 

22. Frequency of 

emotions 

.17 

-.15 

.60 

-.18 

.28* 

-.09 

.04 

-.07 

.03 

-.22 

.11 

-.12 

.36** 

-.03 

.15 

-.16 

.06 

.02 

23. Intensity of 

emotions 

-.13 

.05 

-.24 

-.03 

.02 

.12 

-.22 

.03 

-.22 

-.07 

.03 

.11 

.04 

.14 

.32* 

-.11 

.07 

.22 

24. Experiencing 

emotions  

-.01 

-.02 

-.14 

-.09 

.13 

.05 

-.13 

.00 

-.14 

-.14 

.02 

.03 

.18 

.09 

.29* 

-.15 

.07 

.17 
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Experiencing fear 

.01 

-.18 

-.05 

-.11 

.09 

-.20 

-.10 

-.11 

-.02 

-.08 

.00 

-.20 

.12 

-.14 

.13 

-.08 

.11 

.13 

Experiencing 

sadness 

.09 

-.20 

-.04 

-.35* 

.02 

-.04 

-.08 

-.29* 

-.03 

-.28* 

.13 

-.60 

.21 

.00 

.25 

-.17 

.11 

-.13 

Experiencing 

happiness 

.11 

-.23 

.11 

-.12 

.09 

-.25 

.05 

.00 

.15 

-.22 

.01 

-.29* 

.19 

-.15 

-.07 

.03 

-.18 

-.09 

Experiencing 

disgust 

-.15 

.02 

-.16 

-.07 

-.07 

.12 

-.08 

.00 

-.22 

-.10 

-.14 

.12 

-.03 

.12 

.26 

.01 

.12 

.06 

Experiencing 

anger 

.37** 

.12 

.26 

.11 

.40** 

.10 

.27 

.16 

.18 

.03 

.23 

.10 

.45** 

.09 

-.11 

-.30* 

.02 

.07 

Intensity of fear  

-.20 

-.18 

-.29* 

-.17 

-.05 

-.12 

-.30* 

-.14 

-.24 

-.13 

-.07 

-.17 

-.05 

-.02 

.21 

-.02 

.15 

.26 

Intensity of 

sadness  

.01 

.09 

-.09 

-.01 

.10 

.17 

-.04 

.01 

-.14 

.00 

.02 

.11 

.16 

.21 

.26 

-.19 

.00 

.10 

Intensity of 

happiness 

-.11 

-.09 

-.11 

.00 

-.07 

-.14 

-.10 

.08 

-.07 

-.10 

-.10 

-.12 

.00 

-.11 

.08 

.02 

.11 

.17 

Intensity of 

disgust  

-.15 

.09 

-.22 

-.03 

.04 

.19 

-.21 

.03 

-.21 

-.06 

-.08 

.18 

-.03 

.19 

.29* 

.00 

-.05 

-.05 

Intensity of anger 

.05 

.23 

-.01 

.11 

.11 

.27 

-.01 

.12 

-.01 

.07 

.12 

.33* 

.07 

.18 

.09 

-.15 

.02 

.23 
Note. Italicized numbers indicate correlations with female participants  
* p < .05, ** p < .01 
 

Dependent variable correlations. 

 Zero-order correlations among the dependent variables are shown in Table 5. Difficulty 

describing feelings was positively associated with frequency and intensity of experiencing 

emotions whereas difficulty identifying feelings was positively associated with frequency of 

experiencing emotions but not intensity. Emotional empathy was associated with experiencing 

fear and sadness more often, experiencing fear more intensely, and more difficulty describing 

feelings. Cognitive empathy was associated with greater accuracy on the RMET, experiencing 

emotions more intensely, and experiencing anger more intensely. Accuracy on RMET was 

positively associated with accuracy on the cognitive and affective ToM cartoons and 

experiencing anger more intensely. The accuracy on affective ToM cartoons was positively 

correlated with accuracy on cognitive ToM cartoons. Higher accuracy scores on the affective 

ToM cartoons was associated with faster reaction times to negative, positive, and emotional 

words on the lexicon task. 
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Table 5. Zero-order correlations among dependent variables   

* p < .05, ** p < .01

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

1. RT negative 

words 

 

 

  

 

                      

2. RT positive 

words 

.65**                        

3. RT emotion 

words 

.87** .89**                       

4. RT non-

emotional  

.31** .57** .27**                      

5. RT emotion vs. 

non 

-.02 

 

.24* -.11 .92** 

 

                    

6. Diff. describing 

feelings  

-.01 -.07 -.01 

 

-.05 -.04                    

7. Diff. identifying 

feelings 

-.01 .03 

 

.08 -.04 -.07 .64**   

 

                

8. Emotional 

empathy 

-.06 -.11 -.08 -.14 -.11 .21* .06                  

9. Cognitive 

empathy 

-.06 -.16 -.11 -.01 .03 -.04 -.14 .16                 

10.Accuracy 

RMET 

-.13 -.19 -.14 -.14 -.09 -.04 -.12 .10 .22*                

11. Accuracy 

affective ToM  

-.21* -.30** -.26** -.09 .00 -.07 -.12 -.06 .06 .32**               

12. Accuracy 

cognitive ToM  

-.19 -.07 -.16 .02 .08 -.11 .00 -.01 .08 .28** .45**              

13. Frequency of 

emotions 

-.08 -.01 -.06 .06 .09 .22* .26** .16 .11 .08 .02 .03             

14. Intensity of 

emotions 

.03 -.09 -.04 -.07 -.06 .30** .19 .18 .23* .17 .05 .05 .52**            

15. Experiencing 

emotions  

-.02 -.07 -.05 -.02 -.02 .31** .24* .19 .21* .15 .04 .05 .78** .93**           

16. Experiencing 

fear 

.01 -.01 -.03 .08 .10 .30** .30** .26* .05 .09 .00 .08 .68** .44** .60**          

17. Experiencing 

sadness 

-.15 -.14 -.16 -.03 .03 .31** .24* .41** .05 .12 -.06 .07 .73** .39** .58** .50**         

18. Experiencing 

happiness 

-.07 .07 -.01 .03 .03 -.49** -.45** -.17 .02 -.18 .05 -.15 -.05 -.27** -.21* -.34** -.29**        

19. Experiencing 

disgust 

.01 .04 .01 .10 .09 .22* .25* .01 .07 .11 .01 .12 .73** .46** .63** .43** .47** -.25*       

20. Experiencing 

anger 

-.02 .01 .01 .00 -.01 .22* .35* -.07 .10 .08 .06 -.04 .64** .38** .54** .25** .31** -.22* .38**      

21. Intensity of fear  -.07 -.13 -.14 -.08 -.03 .36** .17 .29** .01 .17 -.04 .06 .38** .75** .70** .55** .43** -.33** .27** .11     

22. Intensity of 

sadness  

.07 -.10 -.01 -.10 -.10 .34** .24* .02 .18 .13 .03 -.02 .46** .74** .73** .36** .54** -.29** .37** .29** .51**    

23. Intensity of 

happiness 

.04 .01 .01 -.02 -.02 -.38** -.43** -.15 .14 -.08 .09 -.12 -.17 .04 -.04 -.25* -.41** .58** -.17 -.18 -.22* -.21**   

24. Intensity of 

disgust  

.05 -.04 -.01 -.05 -.05 .32** .23* .08 .08 .03 -.01 .10 .48** .81** .78** .41** .39** -.37** .56** .32** .57** .56** -.17  

25. Intensity of 

anger 

-.01 .01 .02 .03 .02 .21* .30** .06 .29* .24* .10 .12 .41** .69** .67** .25* .20* -.30** .35** .60** .38** .36** -.13 .46** 
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Main Analyses  

 Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 4.  

 Zero-order correlations are shown in Table 1. Total psychopathy scores were negatively 

related to scores on emotional empathy and positively related to difficulty identifying feelings 

and reaction times on emotional words. Higher scores on total psychopathy were also associated 

with experiencing anger more often and experiencing fear less intensely than others. Total 

psychopathy scores were not significantly related to accuracy on the RMET, accuracy on 

affective and cognitive ToM cartoons, intensity and frequency of experiencing emotions, 

cognitive empathy, reaction time on positive, negative, and non-emotional words, reaction time 

on emotional words compared to non-emotional words, and difficulty describing feelings.   

 

 

Table 6. Descriptive statistics for all variables 
 

Scales 
n Min 

 

Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Cronbach’s 

alpha 

Predictor Variables         

Age 100 19 54 30.73 9.06 .80 -.26 N/A 

Education 100 3 16 11.32 2.18 -1.13 2.96 N/A 

PCL:SV total 100 0 22 9.74 5.16 .25 -.67 .83 

Factor 1 100 0 11 3.67 2.93 .82 -.05 .77 

Factor 2 100 0 12 6.08 2.98 -.04 -.86 .74 

Facet 1 100 0 6 1.65 1.59 .90 -.01 .60 

Facet 2 100 0 6 2.03 1.72 .63 -.46 .73 

Facet 3 100 0 6 2.82 1.60 .04 -.93 .43 

Facet 4  100 0 6 3.27 1.67 -.23 -.85 .62 

Outcome Variables          

Emotional empathy 99 2 5 3.43 .63 .13 -.21 .75 

Cognitive empathy 99 2.4 5 3.78 .46 .02 .38         .56 

RT negative words (ms) 99 550.58 1698.50 902.45 222.19 1.22 1.87 N/A 

RT positive words 96 444 1746.18 926.29 255.67 1.09 1.36 N/A 
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RT emotion words 99 373.5 1687.07 906.15 219.25 0.73 0.98 N/A 

RT non-emotional  97 480.55 1553.79 946.07 227.96 0.89 0.53 N/A 

RT emotion vs. non 97 -399.07 464.50    24.80 162.23 0.00 0.62 N/A 

Diff. describing feelings  99 1 5 2.90 .90 .27 -.45 .76 

Diff. identifying feelings 99 1 4.29 2.59 .85 .17 -.89 .82 

Frequency of emotions 99 1.80 4.80 3.2 .57 .41 .25 .43 

Intensity of emotions 99 1.20 6 3.4 1.02 .21 -.22 .61 

Experiencing emotions  99 1.90 4.90 3.31 .70 .32 -.25 .69 

Experiencing fear 99 1 5 2.59 1.07 .64 .12 N/A 

Experiencing sadness       99 1 5 3.49 1.04 -.07 -.73 N/A 

Experiencing happiness 99 2 5 3.79 1.00 -.30 -.99 N/A 

Experiencing disgust 99 1 5 2.77 .98 .09 -.29 N/A 

Experiencing anger 99 1 5 3.43 1.08 -.05 -.09 N/A 

Intensity of fear  99 1 6 2.91 1.67 .41 -1.04 N/A 

Intensity of sadness  99 1 6 3.64 1.63 -1.9 -1.04 N/A 

Intensity of happiness 99 1 6 3.76 1.43 -.19 -.74 N/A 

Intensity of disgust  99 1 6 3.07 1.70 .20 -1.18 N/A 

Intensity of anger 99 1 6 3.66 1.71 -.29 -1.25 N/A 

Accuracy RMET 100 .13 .78 .54 .14 -.54 .15 N/A 

Accuracy affective ToM  100 .30 1 .88 .11 -1.59 2.50 N/A 

Accuracy cognitive ToM  100 .4 1 .88 .11 -1.23 2.15 N/A 

Notes: PCL:SV = psychopathy checklist: screening version; RT= reaction time; RMET=Reading the Mind in the 

Eyes task; ToM=Theory of Mind 

 

Interpersonal/affective traits (Factor 1) were negatively related to scores on emotional 

empathy, less intense emotional experiences, experiencing sadness less often, and experiencing 

fear and disgust less intensely. These traits were also related to slower reaction times on positive 

and emotional words on the lexicon decision-making task. Lifestyle/antisocial traits (Factor 2) 

were positively associated with difficulty identifying feelings and experiencing anger more often.  

Facet 1 (interpersonal) scores were associated with experiencing sadness less often, 

experiencing anger more often, experiencing fear less intensely, lower scores on emotional 

empathy, and slower reaction times on negative, positive and emotional words.  



 

42 

 

Facet 2 (affective) scores were associated with experiencing sadness less often, 

experiencing fear less intensely, experiencing overall emotions less intensely, and more 

difficulty identifying feelings.  

Facet 3 (lifestyle) scores were associated with experiencing anger more intensely and 

more difficulty identifying feelings. 

Facet 4 (antisocial) scores were associated with experiencing anger more often. 

Regression analyses with total sample. 

Psychopathy and self-reported empathy  

 Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total 

psychopathy scores and self-reports on emotional (controlling for gender and race) and cognitive 

empathy. Total psychopathy did not predict scores on emotional nor cognitive empathy. Neither 

Factor 1 nor Factor 2 predicted scores on emotional empathy (Table 5). However, using 

exploratory analyses with all four facets in the same model, Facet 1 (interpersonal) and Facet 2 

(affective) significantly predicted emotional empathy. Facet 1 was negatively associated with 

emotional empathy and Facet 2 was positively associated with emotional empathy. When only 

Facet 1 was included in the model (i.e., the other facets were not controlled for), it did not predict 

emotional empathy, R2 = .023, β=-.16, t(97)=-1.80, p=.074. This was also true for Facet 2, R2 

= .01, β=.09, t(97)=1.01, p=.31. 

 Follow up analyses were conducted to examine if people who scored higher on the 

deceitfulness item of the PCL:SV scored higher on emotional empathy of the BES and may have 

exaggerated their scores.  Controlling for gender, the deceitfulness item was negatively 

associated with scores on emotional empathy, β=-0.21, t(98)=-2.53, p=.013.  

Total psychopathy, Factor 1, and Factor 2 did not predict scores on cognitive empathy.  
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Psychopathy and lexicon decision task 

Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total psychopathy 

scores and reaction times on the lexicon decision-making task while controlling for age. Total 

psychopathy scores predicted reaction times to emotional words in that those higher in 

psychopathy had slower reaction times to emotional words (i.e., average reaction time of positive 

and negative words combined) than those lower in psychopathy (Table 5).  However, total 

psychopathy scores did not predict reaction times to positive nor negative words when these 

variables were entered separately, and did not predict non-emotional words. Factor 1 and Factor 

2 did not predict reaction times on emotional nor non-emotional words.  

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to see if reaction times on the emotional 

and non-emotional words differed by total psychopathy scores controlling for age. Reaction 

times on emotional and non-emotional words did not differ by total psychopathy scores, 

F(20,75)=0.75, p=0.76.    

Psychopathy and self-reported difficulty describing and identifying feelings  

 Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total psychopathy 

scores and difficulty describing (controlling for gender and race) and identifying feelings. Total 

psychopathy did not predict difficulty describing feelings nor did the factors or facets (Table 5). 

Total psychopathy significantly predicted difficulty identifying feelings in that those higher in 

psychopathy self-reported as having more difficulty identifying their feelings compared to those 

lower in psychopathy. When both Factor 1 and Factor 2 traits were included in the same model, 

Factor 2 traits significantly predicted difficulty identifying feelings, but interpersonal/affective 

traits did not. When Factor 2 but not Factor 1 traits were entered in the model, Factor 2 still 

predicted difficulty identifying feelings, R2 = .054, β=0.24, t(97)=2.33, p=.022. Facet 2 
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significantly predicted difficulty describing feelings in that those higher in Facet 2 self-reported 

as having more difficulty identifying their feelings.  

Psychopathy and self-reported emotional experiences 

 Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total psychopathy 

scores and the frequency (controlling for gender, education, and race) and intensity of emotional 

experiences (controlling for gender, education, and race). Total psychopathy did not predict the 

frequency of experiencing overall emotions nor did the factors of psychopathy. Total 

psychopathy did not predict the intensity of experiencing emotions. Factor 1 nor Factor 2 

predicted intensity of emotional experiences.  

 Total psychopathy predicted scores on the frequency of experiencing anger in that those 

who scored higher in psychopathy reported experiencing anger more often than those who scored 

lower in psychopathy (Table 5). 

 Factor 1 (controlling for Factor 2) predicted scores on the frequency of experiencing 

sadness in that those who scored higher in Factor 1 traits reported experiencing sadness less 

often (Table 4). When Factor 1 but not Factor 2 was entered in the model, Factor 1 did not 

predict experiencing sadness, R2 = .019, β=-0.15, t(97)=-1.54, p=.12.  Factor 2 scores did not 

significantly predict intensity or frequency on sadness, fear, disgust, anger, and happiness.  

 Using exploratory analyses, Facet 1  (interpersonal facet) significantly predicted scores 

on experiencing sadness in that those who scored higher on Facet 1 reported experiencing 

sadness less often than those who scored lower on Facet 1 (controlling for the other facets).  

Those who scored higher on Facet 1 also reported experiencing fear less intensely than those 

who scored lower. Facet 3 (lifestyle) significantly predicted scores on experiencing happiness in 

that those who scored higher on Facet 3 reported feeling happiness less often than those who 
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scored lower and on intensity of anger in that those who scored higher in Facet 3 traits reported 

experiencing anger more intensely than those who score lower. Facets 2 and 4 did not 

significantly predict emotional experiences.  

 

 

Table 7. Regression analyses predicting outcome measures from psychopathy  
   

 

  

  

                

Total  Factor 1 Factor 2 Facet 1 Facet 2  Facet 3 Facet 4 

Emotional empathya -0.03 -0.02 -0.04 -0.30* 0.28** -0.14 0.10 

Cognitive empathy -0.02 -0.08 0.05 0.13 -0.24 0.02 0.05 

RT negative wordsb  0.17 0.09 0.09 0.02 0.09 -0.06 0.17 

RT positive wordsb 0.20 0.14 0.10 .01 0.14 -0.01 0.11 

RT emotion wordsb 0.24* 0.17 0.10 0.05 0.15 -0.08 0.18 

RT non-emotionalb  0.13 0.16 0.00 -0.13 0.31* -0.04 0.04 

RT emotion vs. nonb -0.17 -0.04 -0.15 -0.18 0.14 -0.01 -0.16 

Diff. describing feelingsa  0.06 -0.11 0.15 -0.11 -0.01 0.06 0.09 

Diff. identifying feelings 0.21* 0.03 0.23* -0.22 0.26* 0.17 0.01 

Frequency of emotionsc 0.03 -0.10 0.14 -0.03 -0.08 -0.16 0.31* 

Intensity of emotionsc -0.03 -0.20 0.16 -0.15 -0.08 0.01 0.16 

Experiencing emotionsc  -0.01 -0.18 0.17 -0.12 -0.09 0.06 0.23 

Experiencing fearc -0.06 -0.03 -0.03 -0.16 0.12 -0.16 0.11 

Experiencing sadnessc -0.04 -0.24* 0.18 -0.20* -0.06 -0.01 0.20 

Experiencing happinessc -0.08 0.04 -0.11 0.12 -0.08 -0.28* 0.18 

Experiencing disgustc -0.04 -0.14 0.09 0.00 -0.15 0.00 0.09 

Experiencing angerc 0.29** 0.10 0.23 0.15 -0.03 0.00 0.25 

Intensity of fearc  -0.16 -0.19 0.00 -0.27* 0.05 -0.14 -0.13 

Intensity of sadnessc  0.05 -0.14 0.17 -0.07 -0.06 -0.06 0.23 

Intensity of happinessc -0.08 -0.05 -0.03 0.05 -0.11 -0.05 0.03 

Intensity of disgustc  -0.05 -0.19 0.12 -0.09 -0.11 0.01 0.11 

Intensity of angerc 0.15 -0.04 0.22 -0.05 0.00 0.27* -0.04 

Accuracy RMET -0.04 -0.10 0.05 0.17 -0.29* 0.11 -0.4 

Accuracy affective ToMd, e 0.02 -0.03 0.06 0.11 -0.15 0.08 -0.01 

Accuracy cognitive ToMe  0.06 -0.01 0.08 0.04 -0.05 0.04 0.04 

Note. a Controlled for gender and race  b Controlled for age cControlled for gender, education, and race d Controlled for age and 

gender     etransformed variable. Values are standardized betas 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001   

 

Psychopathy and RMET 

 Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total psychopathy 

scores and accuracy on the RMET. Total psychopathy scores did not predict accuracy on the 

RMET (Table 5). Only Facet 2 predicted accuracy on the RMET in that those who scored higher 

on Facet 2 were less accurate on the RMET.  



 

46 

 

Psychopathy and ToM cartoons  

 The affective and cognitive ToM data were plotted to examine skewness and kurtosis. A 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of normality revealed that data for affective ToM was negatively 

skewed (test statistic=.24; p<.01) as well as cognitive ToM (test statistic=.25, p<.01)(Table 4).  

An inverse transformation of both cognitive and affective ToM was conducted which made the 

skewness of the data less negative; affective ToM (skewness=-1.00 compared to -1.59 without 

transformation), cognitive ToM (skewness=-.66 compared to -1.23 without transformation).  The 

transformed variables were used in analyses.  

 Regression analyses were conducted to test for relationships between total psychopathy 

scores and accuracy on affective (controlling for age) and cognitive ToM cartoons. Total 

psychopathy, factors, and facets did not predict accuracy on affective nor cognitive ToM 

cartoons (Table 5). Furthermore, no significant relationships were observed with untransformed 

data. 

Mediation analyses  

 Because psychopathy did not predict difficulty describing feelings nor overall emotional 

experiences, emotional experiences could not be examined as a potential mediator. 

Exploratory regressions with gender as a moderator between psychopathy and 

outcome variables 

Gender as a moderator between psychopathy and lexicon decision-making task 

               Exploratory linear regression analyses were conducted to examine gender as a 

moderator of the association between total psychopathy and performance on the lexicon 

decision-making task. Total psychopathy scores and gender were entered on step 2 and the 

interaction vector of these constructs (psychopathy x gender) on step 3. Step 1 included the 
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control variable age. The interaction between total psychopathy and gender significantly 

predicted reaction times to emotional words, β=-.55, t(98)=-2.14, p=.034 (Table 6 and Figure 1). 

Total psychopathy predicted reaction times on emotional words for females, β=.35, t(48)=2.57, 

p=.013 but not for males, β=-.035, t(49)=-.25, p=.81; f2 =0.24, medium effect.  Females who 

scored higher in psychopathy had slower reaction times to emotional words compared to females 

who scored lower in psychopathy. The interaction between total psychopathy and gender did not 

predict reaction times on negative, positive, non-emotional words, and emotional words 

compared to non-emotional words.  The interaction between Factor 1 traits and gender did not 

significantly predict reaction times on positive, negative, emotional, and non-emotional words 

(controlling for Factor 2 traits). The interaction between Factor 2 traits and gender did not predict 

reaction times (controlling for Factor 1 traits).  

 Gender did not moderate the relationships between psychopathy and any other 

study variable.  

 

Table 8. Linear regression equations predicting the outcome variables from psychopathy, Factor 

1, Factor 2, gender, and the interaction between psychopathy and gender 
  

 Gender Total Psychopathy Psychopathy × Gender 

Emotional empathy 

-0.75*** -0.16 0.32 

Cognitive empathy 

-0.19 -0.05 0.07 

RT negative words (n=99)  

0.52* 0.26 -0.37 

RT positive words (n=96) 

0.54* 0.38* -0.51 

RT emotion words (n=99) 

0.65**  0.40**  -0.55* 

RT non-emotional (n=97) 

 0.47  0.31  -0.47 
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RT emotion vs. non 

(n=96) 

-0.27 -0.28  0.29 

Diff. describing feelings 

-0.07 0.11 -0.05 

Diff. identifying feelings 

-.05 0.27 -0.08 

Frequency of emotions 

-0.53* -0.17 0.44 

Intensity of emotions 

0.09 0.09 -0.31 

Accuracy RMET 

-0.10 -0.08 0.13 

Accuracy affective ToM 

0.30 0.10 -0.14 

Accuracy cognitive ToM 

0.24 0.12 -0.22 

 

Gender Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 × 

Gender 

Factor 2 × 

Gender 

Emotional empathy 

-0.73 -0.11 -0.09 0.16 0.17 

Cognitive empathy 

-0.18 -0.17 0.08 0.16 -0.06 

RT negative words  

0.47* 0.19 0.09 -0.29 -0.05 

RT positive words 

0.46* 0.18 0.20 -0.14 -0.24 

RT emotion words 

0.61** 0.30 0.15 -0.34 -0.21 

RT non-emotional  

0.07 0.04 0.08 0.01 0.04 

RT emotion vs. non 

-0.11 -0.05 0.03 0.12 0.11 

Diff. describing feelings 

-0.02 -0.34 0.35* 0.41 -0.41 

Diff. identifying feelings 

-0.06 0.00 0.26 0.03 -0.07 

Frequency of emotions 

-0.55* -0.16 -0.02 0.11 0.47 

Intensity of emotions 

0.04 -0.10 0.18 -0.16 -0.08 
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Accuracy RMET 

-0.24 0.02 -0.09 -0.20 0.39 

Accuracy affective ToM 

0.29 -0.14 0.18 0.14 -0.32 

Accuracy cognitive ToM 

0.32 -0.13 0.25 0.17 -0.44 

Notes. Two separate linear regression analyses were conducted for each outcome variable. All outcome variables were entered 

separately. The predictors entered for the first regression were covariates, gender, and total psychopathy scores (standardized), 

and psychopathy×gender. The predictors entered for the second regression were covariates, gender, Factor 1, Factor 2, the 

interaction of Factor 1 and gender, and the interaction of Factor 2 and gender. Numbers represent standardized beta values. 

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 7. Interaction between total psychopathy and gender on average reaction time of 

emotional words; PCL=Psychopathy Checklist
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DISCUSSON  

 One goal of the current study was to examine the relationship between different empathy-

related constructs and psychopathy in a sample of male and female incarcerated offenders. An 

exploratory goal was to examine whether or not there were gender differences in the relationship 

between psychopathy and empathy-related constructs. Deficits in empathy are considered a core 

component of psychopathy, and it has been suggested that these deficits contribute to harmful 

behaviors (Blair 2007; Hare 2003). However, it is unclear what processes that are necessary for 

empathy are deficient in these individuals. Many of these processes have been examined in 

individual studies with different populations (e.g., college students, community samples, 

incarcerated offenders), but this is the first study to comprehensively examine the processes that 

likely contribute to empathy in a sample of male and female offenders.  

Total psychopathy and emotional empathy  

 Surprisingly, total psychopathy did not predict scores on emotional empathy when 

controlling for gender and race. Given that empathy is part of the diagnostic criteria for 

psychopathy and it is considered a core feature, this finding is troubling and raises questions 

about the construct validity of at least one of these measures (the PCL-SV and/or the BES). 

Examination of previous findings indicates that self-report measures of psychopathy in college 

and community samples negatively correlate with emotional empathy on the BES while 

controlling for age and gender (Pajevic, Vukosavlievic-Gyozden, Steyanovic, & Neumann 

2018). However, other studies using these measures have not controlled for gender, and thus it 
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cannot be ruled out that gender accounted for significant relationships (Jonason & Krause, 2013; 

Vachon & Lynam 2016). Self-report measures of psychopathy have also been found to be 

negatively correlated with the empathic concern subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(IRI)(similar to affective empathy) in an all-male college sample (Seara-Cardoso et al. 2012), all-

female college sample (Seara-Cardoso et al. 2013), and a mixed gender college sample 

controlling for gender (White 2014). However, one study did not find associations with a self-

report scale of psychopathy that is based on the PCL-R (Self-report Psychopathy Scale; Paulhus, 

Hemphill, & Hare 2015) and affective empathy tasks while controlling for gender in a college 

sample (Lishner et al. 2012). Mullins-Nelson, Salekin, and Leistico (2006) found that there was a 

negative association between psychopathic traits (measured by the Psychopathic Personality 

Inventory-Short Form (PPI-SF); Lilienfeld 2004) and the empathic concern scale of the IRI for 

females in a community sample, but this association was non-significant for males. Although 

gender did not significantly moderate the relationship between the PPI-SF and empathic concern 

on the IRI, the authors suggest that the non-significant association in males may be due to a 

smaller sample size (n’s=44 males and 130 females). Surprisingly, Factor 1 of the PPI (which 

measures stress immunity, fearlessness, and coldheartedness) was positively related to empathic 

concern on the IRI in males but was non-significant for females. The authors suggest that 

individuals higher in Factor 1 traits may not have deficits in affective empathy as measured by 

the IRI and for males, these empathy skills might actually help with skills that are needed to con 

and manipulate others.  

Interestingly, as in the present study, several recent studies in incarcerated samples have 

failed to find associations between the PCL-R or PCL:SV and self-report measures of empathy. 

Controlling for age and education, Díaz-Galván, Ostrosky-Shejet, and Romero-Rebollar (2015) 
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did not find an association between total PCL-R scores and scores on the empathic concern scale 

of the IRI in a male sample of violent offenders. Banasik et al. (2015) did not find that empathic 

concern scores on the IRI predicted total PCL-R scores in a mixed-gender sample of offenders, 

despite not controlling for gender. Using categorical analyses, Pfabigan et al. (2015), Dolan and 

Fullam (2004), and Domes, Hollerbach, Vohs, Mokros, and Habermeyer (2013) did not find 

differences among low, medium, and high total psychopathy groups on the PCL-R or PCL:SV on 

the empathic concern subscale of the IRI in male samples. Domes et al. (2013) found that neither 

Factor 1 nor Factor 2 traits on the PCL-R were associated with the IRI.  Domes et al. (2013) 

suggest that the IRI might be susceptible to social desirability in offender populations because 

they also did not find differences between offenders and non-offenders on these empathy scales.  

In a study using the BES, which was used in this study, Robinson and Rogers (2015) did 

not find significant differences among low, medium, and high psychopathy groups (using the 

PCL-R) on affective empathy scores of the BES in a male sample in which they were specifically 

told to respond honestly to the BES and PCL-R. Interestingly, they had some participants 

complete the BES under a genuine condition in which they were told to respond honestly, and 

others in a simulated condition in which they were told to simulate empathy to get a reduced 

sentence. For the PCL-R, they were only instructed to respond genuinely (i.e., participants did 

not complete the PCL-R under a simulated condition). Although scores on the BES were higher 

in the simulated condition compared to the genuine condition for the overall sample, they did not 

find that increases in empathy on the simulated condition compared to the genuine condition 

differed among low, medium and high psychopathy groups (p=.06), suggesting it is potentially 

resistant to simulated empathy. That is, the scores increased in the simulated condition compared 

to the genuine condition for all three psychopathy groups, but they all increased about the same 
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amount, so people high in psychopathy were not simulating more empathy than those low in 

psychopathy. In the current study the deception item (item 3) on the PCL:SV was negatively 

associated with emotional empathy on the BES, suggesting there might be other reasons besides 

participants lying and/or trying to simulate empathy that might explain why the PCL does not 

correlate with self-reports of empathy. One idea is that the PCL:SV may not be measuring the 

extent to which an individual adopts the feelings of another person. On the PCL:SV, the 

interviewer may generally ask how a participant feels after they have hurt someone, but this 

seems to measure remorsefulness and not necessarily emotional empathy. An individual may 

describe how he or she felt during or after the event (e.g., I feel bad, sad, sorry), but there are not 

any questions on the PCL:SV that ask if the participant tends to adopt the feelings of others or if 

the participant even tends to reflect on how the other person might have felt. Overall, many 

questions on the PCL measure callous behaviors that the person might engage in, but not really 

his or her internal experiences when he or she sees others experiencing different emotions.  

 Another possible reason total psychopathy and emotional empathy on the BES did not 

correlate when controlling for gender could be due to the variety of items on the emotional BES 

subscale. Some of the questions that assess emotional empathy on the BES ask about adopting 

the feelings of the participant’s friends (e.g., “I often get swept up in my friend’s feelings”) while 

others ask about people in general (e.g., “Other’s feelings don’t bother me at all”). It is unclear 

from using this scale if psychopathic individuals self-report as having less emotional empathy for 

their friends/family or for people they do not know. It is possible that psychopathic individuals 

might be able to adopt their friends’ feelings because they might be more motivated to do so, 

whereas for strangers or “other people” they might not be. Future research might examine if 

psychopathic individuals lack emotional empathy for both people they know or like and people 



 

54 

 

they do not. Also, some items on the BES ask about adopting specific emotions (e.g., After being 

with a friend who is sad about something, I usually feel sad). It asks about fear and sadness (5 

items on BES) as well as anger, happiness, and feelings in general (6 items on BES). One 

possibility is that individuals with higher levels of psychopathic traits only have difficulty with 

fear and sadness, but do not have difficulty adopting other emotions of others. For example, in 

this study total psychopathy was associated with experiencing anger more often; therefore, 

psychopathic individuals might have less trouble adopting the anger of others. In sum, the 

relationship between psychopathy and affective empathy may have been stronger if the scale 

focused more exclusively on emotions such as fear and sadness. 

 Another explanation might be that most of the items on the BES require the participant to 

identify an emotion in others and in oneself. Total psychopathy was associated with more 

difficulty identifying the participant’s own feelings, so it is possible that psychopathic 

individuals had trouble answering these questions because of this increased difficulty in labeling 

an emotion. 

Another plausible explanation regarding the null findings of the PCL:SV and affective 

empathy on the BES may be that the association between callous attitudes and behaviors 

(measured by the PCL:SV) and sharing the emotions of others (measured by the affective 

subscale of the BES) is generally weak. Research suggests that empathizing with another person 

decreases harmful behaviors towards that person (e.g., Decety, Bartal, Uzefovsky, & Knafo-

Noam 2016) but it might be that lacking the ability to share the emotional experiences of others 

is not the only pathway to acting callously. There might be additional motivational factors that 

are often needed to act callously, such as egocentricity. The results of the current study suggest 

that the PCL:SV and self-report empathy scales differ on their definitions of emotional empathy 
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and may not actually measure the same construct. Furthermore, it is possible that the PCL:SV 

does not adequately measure emotional empathy, that is, adopting another person’s feelings.   

Factors of psychopathy and emotional empathy  

Neither Factor 1 nor Factor 2 were associated with emotional empathy when controlling 

for the influence of the other, which is contrary to hypotheses and not consistent with results of 

studies that found Factor 1 traits are negatively associated with emotional empathy in college 

samples using self-reports of psychopathy and empathy (Seara-Cardoso et al. 2012; Seara-

Cardoso et al. 2013; White 2014). However, when the facets were entered in the same model, 

Facet 1 (interpersonal) and Facet 2 (affective) both predicted emotional empathy. The null results 

with Factor 1 could be because the regression coefficients of Facet 1 and 2 (which make up 

Factor 1) cancelled each other out since Facet 1 was negatively associated with emotional 

empathy and Facet 2 was positively associated with emotional empathy. The positive association 

between Facet 2 and emotional empathy could be because people who lack remorse and empathy 

might want to appear to be high in emotional empathy, and might self-report as higher than those 

lower in Facet 2. The negative association between interpersonal traits and emotional empathy 

might suggest that people with traits such as narcissism or deceitfulness have motivational 

reasons to not adopt someone’s feelings (e.g., other people’s feelings are not worth my time).    

Psychopathy and cognitive empathy on BES 

There is less consensus on the relationship between psychopathic traits and cognitive 

empathy (or perspective-taking). It was hypothesized that psychopathy would be negatively 

associated with self-reports of cognitive empathy, since this has been found in offender, 

community, and college samples (Brook & Kosson 2012; Díaz-Galván, Ostrosky-Shejet, & 

Romero-Rebollar 2015; Gummelt 2014; Jonason & Krause 2013; Robinson & Roger 2015, 
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Vachon & Lynam 2016). Total psychopathy nor the factors were associated with self-reported 

cognitive empathy which did not support my hypothesis. This finding is not consistent with 

Jonason and Krause (2013) that found psychopathic traits were negatively associated with self-

reports of cognitive empathy on the BES in a community sample. However, other studies have 

also failed to find a relationship between PCL-R psychopathy scores and cognitive empathy on 

the BES (Robinson & Rogers 2015), or perspective-taking on the IRI (Dolan & Fullam 2004; 

Domes et al. 2013; Pfabigan et al. 2015). Some studies have not found associations with self-

report psychopathy and BES (Pajevic et al. 2018), and perspective taking on the IRI (Mullins-

Nelson, Salekin, & Leistico 2006). However, it is unclear if a lack of association in the current 

study can be attributed to an actual lack of a relationship between cognitive empathy abilities and 

psychopathy or the perception of having adequate cognitive empathy abilities. For example, 

offenders higher in psychopathy might perceive that they are better at understanding someone’s 

emotions than they really are whereas someone in a community sample might have more insight 

into their actual abilities to understand another. However, it could be that incarcerated 

psychopathic offenders may not have the same deficits in cognitive empathy as people who score 

higher on psychopathic traits in the community.  

Despite insufficient power to examine gender effects, gender was examined as a moderator 

of the relationship between total psychopathy and cognitive empathy in exploratory analyses. No 

interaction was observed and the effect was far from significance. Jonason and Krause (2013) 

found that cognitive and affective empathy partially mediated the relationship between gender 

and increased total psychopathy in that males scored higher in total psychopathy partially 

because of decreased empathy. Future studies with larger sample sizes will be needed to 

determine whether gender moderates the association between psychopathy and cognitive 
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empathy. It is also likely that psychopathy is not associated with decreased cognitive empathy in 

both males and females. To the author’s knowledge, this is the largest study that directly 

compares males and females on psychopathy and empathy-relevant processes. 

Psychopathy and emotional processing  

Research suggests that being able to recognize and respond to emotional content is 

important for emotional empathy (Shamay-Tsoory 2011). This study used a lexicon decision-

making task to examine if this process was associated with psychopathic traits. Although those 

higher in total psychopathy scores had slower reaction times to emotional words than those lower 

in total psychopathy on a lexicon decision-making task, there was no relationship between 

psychopathy and the difference in reaction times to emotional compared to non-emotional words 

(i.e., the difference score). Previous research has found that male psychopathic offenders respond 

slower to emotional words compared to non-emotional words than non-psychopathic male 

offenders (Lorenz & Newman 2002a). However, psychopathy did not influence reaction times on 

the task in a female sample (both psychopathic and non-psychopathic females responded faster 

to emotional words compared to non-emotional words)(Vitale et al. 2011).  Contrary to 

hypotheses, neither total psychopathy nor Factor 1 traits predicted reaction times on emotional 

versus non-emotional words. Both Lorenz and Newman (2002a) and Vitale et al. (2011) focused 

their analyses on low anxious psychopaths, whereas this study did not examine anxiety. Lorenz 

and Newman (2002a) found that the interaction between psychopathy and anxiety on emotional 

compared to non-emotional responses approached significance even though the study was 

underpowered. They suggest that studies with more power might be able to detect the 

moderating effects of anxiety on the relationship between psychopathy and reaction time. 

Therefore, it is possible that anxiety might influence the relationship between psychopathy and 
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reaction times, and that by including participants with differing levels of anxiety, there is less of 

a difference in emotional facilitation between the emotional and non-emotional words. Also, 

neither study examined the reaction times to emotional and non-emotional words separately, so it 

is unclear if they would have found the same effects as the current study.  

It was hypothesized that gender would moderate the relationship between psychopathy and 

reaction time on the emotional versus non-emotional words. Although this hypothesis was not 

supported, gender did moderate the relationship between total psychopathy and reaction time on 

the emotional words specifically. Surprisingly, females higher in psychopathy had slower 

reaction times to the emotional words than females lower in psychopathy, but for males there 

was no association between psychopathy and reaction time. This difference yielded a medium 

effect size. This is contrary to hypotheses and to the Lorenz & Newman (2002a) and Vitale et al. 

(2011) findings, where Vitale et al. (2011) found that for females psychopathy did not predict 

reaction times on emotional compared to non-emotional words, but Lorenz and Newman (2002a) 

found that psychopathic males had slower reaction times to emotional compared to non-

emotional words. Vitale et al. (2011) included low-anxious female psychopaths and controls, but 

did not find differences between these groups on reaction time for emotional compared to non-

emotional words. However, their study controlled for a diagnosis of antisocial personality 

disorder, which has shown to be associated with faster responses to emotional versus non-

emotional words in female offenders (Lorenz & Newman, 2002b). The present study did not 

control for antisocial personality disorder, so it is possible that the effect might be due to the 

overlap of antisocial personality disorder and psychopathy in females as opposed to solely 

psychopathy. In this sample, it seems as though females higher in psychopathy have trouble 

responding to emotional content compared to females lower in psychopathy, whereas 



 

59 

 

psychopathy does not influence responses to emotional content in males. Future studies might 

examine the interactions among psychopathy, anxiety, and antisocial personality disorder on 

reaction times on the lexicon decision-making task. 

Psychopathy and identifying and describing feelings 

Another process that is important in cognitive empathy is the ability to identify and 

describe one’s own feelings (Hooker 2008). It was hypothesized that those higher in psychopathy 

would report more difficulty describing their feelings, however, this was not supported. Instead, 

total psychopathy and Factor 2 traits were associated with more difficulty identifying feelings. 

Several studies have found that that psychopathic individuals have more difficulty identifying 

and describing their feelings in both clinical (Louth, Hare, & Linden 1998) and community 

samples (Cairncross, Veselka, Schermer, & Vernon 2013; Jonason & Krause 2013). Kroner, 

Forth, and Mills (2005) found that psychopathic offenders were able to describe and report 

negative feelings, but had difficulty processing these feelings compared to non-psychopathic 

offenders. Therefore, individuals higher in psychopathy might be able to describe their feelings 

but have impairments when they must do additional processing and put a label to the emotion to 

identify it.  

Psychopathy and emotional experiences 

It was hypothesized that both the frequency and intensity of experiencing emotions would 

mediate the relationship between psychopathy and difficulty describing emotions. Because 

psychopathy predicted neither experiencing emotions nor describing feelings, the mediation 

analysis was not conducted. Total psychopathy did not predict the frequency or intensity of 

experiencing overall emotions when entered separately. Total psychopathy predicted 

experiencing anger more often and Factor 1 predicted experiencing sadness less intensely. Del 
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Gaizo and Falkenbach (2008) found that total psychopathy (measured by the Psychopathic 

Personality Inventory) was related to self-reports of experiencing hostility more often, but they 

did not measure intensity of emotions.  Although total and Factor 1 psychopathy were associated 

with reporting less intense fear, this was not the case when gender, education, and race were 

controlled for. This was surprising considering the research that suggests individuals higher in 

psychopathy do not experience fear and anxiety to the same extent as individuals lower in 

psychopathy (e.g., Marsh 2013). One possibility is that these individuals are not aware of their 

fearlessness—the questions about intensity ask how much they feel emotions in comparison to 

others. If psychopathic individuals have trouble recognizing fear in others, they might not be 

aware of how much fear less psychopathic individuals experience and therefore may not have an 

accurate comparison to their own emotional experiences.   

Psychopathy and theory of mind 

In regards to theory of mind, it was hypothesized that those higher in psychopathy would 

perform worse on a measure of affective ToM but not cognitive ToM. Psychopathy was not 

associated with neither affective nor cognitive ToM. Sebastian et al. (2012) found that 

adolescents who scored higher in psychopathic traits were less accurate with affective ToM 

cartoons but not cognitive ToM cartoons using the same task as this study. These differences 

could be because adults with psychopathic traits improve their affective ToM abilities as they 

gain experiences interacting with others or due to changes in brain development. A more 

plausible explanation is that the cartoon task was too easy for adult participants and therefore 

there was restricted variance in scores. The mean average of correct responses was 88 percent 

for both affective and cognitive cartoons, and 35 percent of the participants answered all the 

cognitive cartoons correctly and 43 percent answered all the affective cartoons correctly.   
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There have not been any sufficient tasks that aim to separately measure cognitive and affective 

ToM in adult populations so future studies should aim at developing adequate measures of 

affective ToM in incarcerated adult populations.  

Another task that was used to measure ToM was the Reading the Mind in the Eyes task. 

Psychopathy was not associated with performance on this task which was contrary to my 

hypothesis. Some studies have found that psychopathic traits in college students (Ali & 

Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010; Vonk, Zeigler-Hill, Ewing, Mercer, & Noser 2015) and adolescents 

(Van Zwieten et al. 2013) are associated with poorer performance on this task. However, the 

findings in the current study support research that has not found an association between 

psychopathic traits and theory of mind measures using perspective-taking tasks in offender 

(Blair et al. 1996; Dolan & Fullman 2004; Domes et al. 2013; Nentjes, Bernstein, Arntz, Slaats, 

& Hannemann 2015; Pfabigan et al. 2015; Richell et al. 2003) and college samples (Gummelt 

2014). Overall, results of this study suggest that psychopathy is not associated with deficits in 

figuring out what someone is thinking (cognitive ToM), however, future studies should 

examine different tasks and questionnaires associated with figuring out what someone is feeling 

(affective ToM) to see if those higher in psychopathy have deficits in affective ToM.  

 Limitations 

 A couple limitations of the study should be noted. First, many regressions were run in 

this study and the number of regressions run increases the chances of a false positive. Most of the 

significant regression analyses had a p-value below .05 but not less than .01 (with the exception 

of total psychopathy on experiencing anger and Facet 2 and emotional empathy). Therefore, it is 

possible that some of these significant findings could be because many regressions were run in 

the study. Also, this sample was comprised of people in the county jail, some of whom have not 



 

62 

 

been convicted of a crime previously. Therefore, there was variation in the frequency and types 

of crimes committed, and some participants might be more similar to a community sample in 

terms of criminal history. Although the sample included roughly equal numbers of African 

American and white participants, there were more white women interviewed than African 

American women, and more African American men interviewed than white men, although racial 

identification was controlled for for variables in which there were differences. In addition, the 

sample consisted of participants who often abide by “street culture” in which crimes are not 

discussed with others in fear of being a “snitch.” It was not possible to obtain collateral 

information about participants’ crimes and therefore it’s likely that participants either lied or 

omitted information from the interviewer. It’s possible they also wanted to look good when they 

went to court and thought that completing the study would improve their chances of a favorable 

verdict from the judge or jury, although they were explicitly told that participating would not 

affect their sentences or outcomes in court. Another limitation is that several of the participants 

may have been distracted from the study because of their upcoming court dates. Several of the 

women were interviewed only days after they had been booked in the jail (due to the women 

staying for a shorter period of time than the men) and although agreed to participate, seemed 

distracted during the tasks. Also, it is likely for the moderation analyses that there was not 

sufficient power to detect effects. Future research with larger samples directly comparing male 

and female psychopathic offenders is needed. However, this is the biggest study to the author’s 

knowledge directly examining the relationship between psychopathy and empathy-relevant 

processes.  

Conclusion and implications 
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 Overall, relationships between psychopathy and empathy-relevant processes were 

generally weak or null. The results of this study add to a growing body of research that has not 

found associations with the PCL-R or PCL:SV and self-report affective empathy scales, 

suggesting self-reports of empathy might not be the best way to measure empathy in relation to 

clinical assessments of psychopathy, or that the PCL-based measures are not adequately tapping 

into emotional empathy. These findings also support research that has not found deficits in 

psychopathic individuals in processes important for cognitive empathy such as theory of mind 

and describing feelings but does not support research that has found strong negative associations 

between psychopathy and emotional processes important for emotional empathy, such as 

responses to emotional compared to non-emotional words and experiencing emotions. Gender 

differences were observed in reaction times to emotional words in that there was a positive 

relationship between psychopathy and reaction times for females and a weak relationship for 

males, which did not support previous studies. These findings have implications in both clinical 

and research settings. These results suggest that treatments and interventions should not target 

processes important for cognitive empathy such as theory of mind or describing feelings. 

However, research needs to more closely examine how affective empathy is measured, especially 

in adults. Interventions might focus on helping and motivating psychopathic individuals to 

identify their feelings since they reported more difficulty in this. Additionally, future research 

might examine how longer responses to emotional words on the lexicon decision-making task 

actually translates into behaviors.
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Appendix A 

Demographics 

Age: 

Birth Year: 

Race/Ethnicity: 

How do you identify your sexual orientation? 

 (if they ask what that means: do you like to date men, women, both, none?) 

Marital Status:   single never married       married        divorced     separated       widowed 

How far did you get in school? 

About how much money do you think your parents/guardians made via legal means while 

you were growing up?  0-10,000    10,000-30,000    30,000-50,000   50,000+ 

How how much money did you make via legal means when not in jail?  0-10,000    

10,000-30,000    30,000-50,000   50,000+ 

Have you ever had a brain injury? 

 About how many times have you been hit hard on the head? 

 About how many times have you been knocked unconscious? 

 What is the longest you’ve been unconscious by being hit on the head? 

 When is the last time you’ve been unconscious by being hit on the head? 

 Were you every knocked unconscious by being hit on the head while you were 

 growing up, before you turned 18?    About what age were you? 

 Do you feel you have had any complications as a result of a head injury? 

What is your religion if you have one? 

What is your political affiliation if you have one? 

Which had do you write with? 

 Which hand do you throw a ball with? 

 Which had do you brush your teeth with? 

Were you every abused by anyone? 

 What type of abuse was it? 
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Appendix B 

PCL:SV Factors, Facets, and Items  

 

 

 

Factor Facet Items  
 
 

Interpersonal/affective 

Affective 
 
 

Lacks empathy, lacks 
remorse, does not accept 
responsibility 
 

Interpersonal Superficial charm, 
grandiose, deceitful  
 

 
 
Lifestyle/antisocial 

Lifestyle 
 
 

Impulsivity, 
irresponsibility, lacks goals 
 

Antisocial Poor behavioral controls, 
adolescent antisocial 
behavior, adult adolescent 
behavior  
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Appendix C 

Basic Empathy Scale 
 

Instructions: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

 

1=Strongly disagree   2=Disagree    3=Neither agree nor disagree   4=Agree   5=Strongly Agree  

Bold indicates cognitive empathy  
1. My friends’ emotions don’t affect me much 

2. After being with a friend who is sad about something, I usually feel sad 

3. I can understand my friend’s happiness when they do well at something  
4. I get frightened when I watch characters in a good scary movies  

5. I get caught up in other people’s feelings easily  

6. I find it hard to know when my friends are frightened 
7. I don’t become sad when I see other people crying 

8. Other people’s feelings don’t bother me at all  

9. When someone is feeling ‘down’ I can usually understand how they feel  

10. I can usually work out when my friends are scared 
11. I often become sad when watching sad things on TV or in films  

12. I can often understand how people are feeling even before they tell me 
13. Seeing a person who has been angered has no effect on my feelings 

14. I can usually work out when people are cheerful 
15. I tend to feel scared when I am with friends who are afraid 

16. I can usually realize quickly when a friend is angry 
17. I often get swept up in my friends’ feelings 

18. My friend’s unhappiness doesn’t make me feel anything 

19. I am not usually aware of my friends’ feelings 

20. I have trouble figuring out when my friends are happy 
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Appendix D 

Lexicon Decision-Making Task 

 
Instructions This experiment involves viewing a group of letters. Half of the time the letters will spell a 

word, and half of the time they will not. Your job is to press the “J” button if the letters spell a word or 

press the “K” button if they do not spell a word. Respond as quickly as you can without making mistakes. 

Please use your right hand.  
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Positive 

words 

 

                 

Negative 

words 

Non-

emotional 

words 

Non-words 

glory 

abuse 

Sphere Acude 

dancer 

killer 

Poster 
Tillem 

orgasm 

insult 

Dirt Enfult 

bride 

crash 

Cane Crame 

casino 

hatred 

Knot Matret 

fame 

hurt 

Vest Hoct 

riches 

poison 

Chair Peason 

lust 

rape 

Stool Nupe 

reunion 

torture 

Elbow Tontare 

jewel 

vomit 

Habit Vonut 

victory 

tragedy 

Metal trogely 

rescue 

cancer 

Slush Cancom 

 

 

Barrel 

Gluvy 
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Engine 

Malcer 

 

 

Locker 

Otmasm 

 

 

Icebox 

Brome 

 

 

Insect 

Casity 

 

 

Cannon 

Fote 

 

 

Mantel 

Michem 

 

 

Pencil 

Wost 

 

 

Cabinet 

Leonion 

 

 

Bandage 

Jedal 

 

 

Journal 

Veckory 

 

 

Hydrant 

Dessue 

 

  
Sphate 

 

  
Postum 

 

  
Wirs 

 

  
culte 

 

  
Krat 

 

  
Veck 
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whaim 

 

  
Stoam 

 

  
Iltow 

 

  
Huvit 

 

  
Sotal 

 

  
skosh 

 

  
Bammel 

 
  

Ergane 

 
  

Lunker 

 
  

Ocerox 

 
  

imsuct 

 

  
Casnot 

 

  
Mantud 

 

  
Pemtil 

 

  
catonet 

 

  
Bardake 

 

  
Sournel 

 

  
hodlant 
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Appendix E 

Toronto Alexithymia Scale 

 

Instructions: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

 

1=Strongly disagree   2=Disagree    3=Neither agree nor disagree   4=Agree   5=Strongly Agree  

 

   

I am often confused about what emotion I am feeling (DI) 

It is difficult for me to find the right words for my feelings (DD) 

I have physical sensations that even doctors don’t understand (DI) 

I am able to describe my feelings easily (DD) 

I prefer to analyze problems rather than just describe them (EO) 

When I am upset, I don’t know if I am sad, frightened, or angry (DI) 

I am often puzzled by sensations in my body (DI) 

I prefer to just let things happen rather than try to understand why they turned out that way (EO) 

I have feelings that I can’t quite identify (DI) 

Being in touch with emotions is essential (DI) 

I find it hard to describe how I feel about people (DD) 

People tell me to describe my feelings more (DD) 

I don’t know what’s going on inside me (DI) 

I often don’t know why I am angry (DI) 

I prefer talking to people about their daily activities rather than their feelings (EO) 

I prefer to watch “light” entertainment shows rather than psychological dramas (EO) 

It is difficult for me to reveal my innermost feelings, even to close friends (DD) 

I can feel closer to someone, even in moments of silence (EO) 

I find examination of my feelings useful in solving personal problems (EO) 

Looking for hidden meanings in movies or plays distracts from their enjoyment (EO) 

 

 

DI= Difficulty identifying feelings 

DD=Difficulty describing feelings 

EO=External orientation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 80 

Appendix F 

Emotional Experiences Questionnaire 

Instructions: Please answer the following questions honestly.  

How often do you experience the following emotions? (anger, disgust, happiness, sadness, fear) 

 1=Never 

 2=Rarely 

 3=Sometimes 

 4=Often 

 5=Very often 

Please indicate the intensity to which you feel each emotion relative to others. 

 1=Much less intensely 

 2=Moderately less intensely 

3=Slightly less intensely 

4=Same intensity  

5= Slightly more intensely 

6=Moderately more intensely 

7=Much more intensely
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Appendix G 

Reading the Mind in the Eyes Task 

 
Instructions: You are going to see a series of 36 photographs of eyes one at a time. Your task is to choose the word, 

from a choice of 4, that best describes what the person in the picture is thinking or feeling. When you think you have 

found the answer press ‘1’ if it is the top left word, ‘9’ if it is the top right word, ‘Q’ if it is the bottom left word and  

‘I’ if it is the bottom right word. Before making your choice, please make sure that you have read all 4 words. You 

should try to answer as quickly as possible, but without making mistakes 
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Appendix H 

Theory of Mind Cartoons  

Instructions: You will see three pictures that show part of a story. You will then see two 

pictures right next to each other in which you will need to decide what happens next. Please 

select A if the left picture is correct of B if the right picture is correct.  
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Cartoon Type Answer  

 

Cog A 

 

Cog B 

 

Cog A 

 

Cog B 

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	
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Cog A 

 

Cog A 

 

Cog B 

 

Cog A 

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	
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Cog A 

 

Aff A 

 

Aff B 

 

Aff B 

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	
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Aff A 

 

Aff B 

 

Aff A 

 

Aff B 

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	
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Aff A 

 

Aff B 

 

Aff A 

 

Aff B 

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	

1.	 3.	2.	

Which	picture	best	finishes	the	story?	
A		 B	
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