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Figure 1 — Heart rate of psychopathic murderers (n = 38), non-psychopathic murderers (n = 37) and
non-psychopathic non-criminals (control group; n = 35) during observation of pleasant, neutral and

unpleasant images

Data express heart rate meanz+standard deviation for each group (P: Psychopathic Murderers, NP: Non-Psychopathic Murderers, C:
Control group — Non-psychopathic non-criminals); p < 0.05 was considered significant (two-way repeated measures ANOVA followed
by Tukey's test). a: different from baseline (p < 0.0001), b: different from neutral images (p < 0.001); c: different from pleasant images

(p < 0.001); d: different from unpleasant images (p < 0.001).

Baseline: the heart rate of the subjects before the presentation of visual stimuli.

to frustration, that is, without previous planning. It is possible that
non-psychopathic murderers present a higher level of impulsivity
than psychopathic murderers, although further studies are required
to verify this hypothesis.

The characteristics outlined above suggest that a possible difference
between psychopathic murderers and non-psychopathic murderers
does not lie in the behaviors themselves, since both groups can
express their aggression violently. The central difference may be in
the psychological constitution associated with PCL-R factor 1, that is,
affective insensitivity (absence of remorse or guilt, lack of empathy,
inability to accept personal responsibility). In fact, this factor proved
to be negatively correlated with physiological and anxiety changes,
and was corroborated by the multiple regression analysis.

Different emotional deficits in murderers were observed in the
present study, evidenced by anxiety and heart rate response.1617:28
When exposed to images with varied emotional content,
psychopathic murderers presented lower heart rates than controls
regardless of the nature of the visual stimuli. The lack of variation in
heart rate in relation to the type of image corroborates the affective
indifference described in psychopaths.!?16.17

Non-psychopathic murderers fell midway between controls and
psychopathic murders in terms of response to pleasant images

(scenes of sex and nudity): they were less reactive than controls but
presented significantly greater variation compared to psychopathic
murderers. These images may have evoked affective memories of
experiences inaccessible in their prison environment. On the other
hand, it is possible that the unpleasant images (scenes of aggression
and mutilation) used in this study were part of the everyday lives
of these individuals and were therefore insufficiently intense to
modify heart rate. The low anxiety scores presented by psychopaths
compared to the other groups is also consistent with literature,?8-3°
suggesting that psychopathic murderers have a lower capacity to
experience anxiety in response to emotional stimuli, coupled with a
low variation of heart rate in response to pleasant stimuli.?

In conclusion, this study found that psychopathic murderers present
both low anxiety level and low heart rate variation when exposed
to pleasant and unpleasant stimuli compared to non-psychopathic
murderers and non-psychopathic non-criminals. In addition, although
non-psychopathic murderers may commit the same crimes as
psychopaths, their emotional responses are clearly distinct.
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Table 2 — State and Trait Anxiety Inventory scores for Psychopathic murderers (n = 38), Non-psychopathic murderers
(n= 37) and Non-psychopathic non-criminals (control group; n = 35)

Variable Group Mean Standard Median p Multiple comparisons
Desv.

Trait-Anxiety Psychopathic murderers 26.7 4.4 26.0 <0.001 P vs. NP < 0.001
Non-psychopathic murderers 36.6 6.1 35.0 Pvs C < 0.001

Controls 43.9 12.0 44.0 NP vs. C < 0.001

State-Anxiety Psychopathic murderers 295 4.6 29.0 <0.001 P vs. NP < 0.001
Non-psychopathic murderers 40.4 7.2 40.0 Pvs C < 0.001

Controls 41.8 10.1 42.0 NP vs. C 0.767

P: Psychopathic murderers; NP: Non-psychopathic murderers; C.: Control group (Non-psychopathic non-criminals).
Differences were tested through ANOVA and multiple comparisons through Tukey's test. P-values are described for both cases.
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