
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Psychopathic traits in young offenders vs. non-offenders
in similar socioeconomic condition
Gustavo B. Castellana,1 Daniel M. de Barros,2 Antonio de P. Serafim,2,3 Geraldo Busatto Filho4

1Institute of Psychiatry, Hospital das Clı́nicas da Faculdade de Medicina da Universidade de São Paulo (HCFMUSP), São Paulo, SP, Brazil.
2Institute of Psychiatry, HCFMUSP, São Paulo, SP, Brazil. 3Graduate Program in Health Psychology, Universidade Metodista de São Paulo

(UMESP), São Paulo, SP, Brazil. 4Department of Psychiatry, School of Medicine, Universidade de São Paulo (USP), São Paulo, SP, Brazil.

Objective: To analyze the differences in psychopathic traits between offender and non-offender
youths with similar socioeconomic backgrounds.
Method: The Psychopathy Checklist Revised (PCL-R) scale was used to identify whether 39 young
offenders with no history of mental disorders or criteria for psychopathy exhibited differences in its
total score, and specifically for factor 1 or factor 2 of this scale, when compared with 32 other young
people, living in similar socioeconomic conditions, who had not committed offenses.
Results: We observed statistically significant between-group differences (p , 0.01) in mean PCL-R
scores, with a mean score of 13.4 in the offender group vs. 2.1 in the non-offender group. We also
detected significant between-group differences when we analyzed mean factor 1 (p , 0.01) and factor
2 (p , 0.01) scores separately. Although the groups exhibited statistically significant difference in
educational attainment, between-group comparison of mean PCL-R scores controlling for educational
attainment by analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) showed that the difference in PCL-R scores
remained statistically significant (p , 0.01).
Conclusions: We conclude that, in this sample, the presence of both primary (interpersonal/affective
characteristics) and secondary (lifestyle/antisocial behavior) psychopathic traits differed between
offender and non-offender youths, even when excluding psychopathy and other mental disorders from
the assessments. These results suggest a need for wide-ranging interventions, not restricted to
socioeconomic aspects, for the management of juvenile delinquency.
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Introduction

The importance of psychopathic traits to the emergence
of offending behaviors has long been a matter of debate,
and this issue has been evaluated in several studies
worldwide. While the prevalence of psychopathy in adult
criminals ranges from 15 to 20%, in young offenders this
frequency is less well established, ranging from 9.4 to
37% across different published studies.1-3

As early as 1948, Karpman hypothesized that there are
two subtypes of psychopathy: primary and secondary
variants.4 According to this author, while secondary
psychopathy results from unresolved emotional conflicts
produced by exposure to psychosocial and environmental
factors, primary psychopathy would result from a ‘‘con-
stitutional’’ deficit.5

Since then, this hypothesis has been supported by
several studies assessing samples of psychopaths with
different theoretical approaches.6-9 There is now a
consensus regarding the validity of distinguishing inter-
personal/affective characteristics (which correspond to

the primary variant and are more constitutionally inher-
ited) from lifestyle/antisocial behaviors (which correspond
to the secondary variant and are more influenced by the
environment).10-13

The relevance of environmental factors has also been
proposed by many authors who studied children and
adolescents with antisocial behaviors.14-16 Curto et al., for
example, found that severe physical punishment and
having an absent father/substitute at home were sig-
nificantly associated with adolescent antisocial behavior
in a low-income community in Brazil.17

In spite of these findings, it still unclear which aspects
of personality –– constitutional or psychosocial –– differ-
entiate young offenders from non-offenders with a similar
socioeconomic background.18-20 The investigation of
such distinctions, by possibly suggesting the existence
of different routes to offending behavior, may be of critical
value to deepen our understanding about juvenile
delinquency and, perhaps, inform better strategies to
address this problem.

Among the many instruments that assess psychopathic
traits, the Psychopathy Checklist Revised (PCL-R) is one
of the most widely employed and validated.15,21,22 The
PCL-R is a tool for establishing psychopathy traits through
assessment of 20 items, organized into two factors. Factor
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1 is associated with interpersonal/affective characteristics
(such as lack of empathy and callousness), while factor 2
is associated with lifestyle and antisocial behaviors (such
as impulsivity and irresponsibility).

The aim of the present study was to evaluate whether
the presence of primary or secondary psychopathic traits,
assessed according to the bi-factor model of the PCL-R,
are significantly associated with juvenile delinquency in
Brazil. Toward this end, we compared PCL-R scores
between young offenders and youths of the same
socioeconomic background who had not committed
offenses throughout their lives.

Methods

Instruments

Clinical interviews and PCL-R assessments were con-
ducted between 2009 and 2012 by the same evaluator.
The PCL-R scale with semi-structured interviews was
used to assess psychopathy. The total score, ranging
from 0-40, was calculated, with scores greater than 23
considered as a severe level of psychopathy, according
to the validation of the scale for use in Brazil.1 Three
items influenced by the age group of the sample ––
promiscuity, short-term marital relationships, and criminal
versatility –– were excluded from the PCL-R assessment
scale, and the total scores were corrected taking into
account these exclusions, according to the manual
guidelines.21

The Brazilian version of the Mini-International
Neuropsychiatric Interview (MINI) questionnaire 5.023

was used for rapid screening of potential mental
disorders. The Drug Use Scale (DUS) was used to
assess alcohol and drug use.24 Individuals with mental
disorders (including mental retardation and substance
abuse disorders) were excluded from the study prior to
PCL-R assessment. The vocabulary subtest of the
Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-III (WAIS-III)25 was
used for assessment of intellectual level. Two experi-
enced neuropsychologists performed the cognitive
assessment. The Critério de Classificação Econômica
Brasil (CCEB) was used to evaluate the socioeconomic
profile in accordance with the Brazilian Association of
Research Companies classification.26

Sample

A total of 76 male youths, aged 18 to 24, were interviewed
in this study.

The offenders comprised 44 young subjects detained
at the Fundação Centro de Atendimento Socioeducativo
ao Adolescente (CASA). Fundação CASA is a state
juvenile correctional facility responsible for the custody of
young offenders detained for theft, robbery, drug traffick-
ing, or murder. We excluded five youths who scored
above 23 on the PCL-R scale, consistent with the concept
of psychopathy. Consequently, the offender group
included 39 male youths, aged 18 to 24, and belonging
to disadvantaged socioeconomic classes according to
CCEB.

The control group comprised 32 youths who regularly
attended the Intel Computer Clubhouse Network, a club-
house close to the unit of Fundação CASA, and experi-
enced similar socioeconomic characteristics. The
coordinators of this philanthropic community program,
which provides teaching of computer skills, invited young
attenders to participate in the study. None of the invited
youths had a previous history of having committed offenses.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using STATA Data
Analysis and Statistical Software version 11.

We considered the mean total PCL-R score, factor 1
score, and factor 2 score as outcome variables. The
intelligence quotient (IQ), age, and educational attain-
ment (mean years of schooling) were potentially con-
founding variables.

We used the t test to compare the mean PCL-R scores
(total, factor 1, and factor 2) between the two groups
(offenders vs. control). As PCL-R scores in the control
group failed the Shapiro-Wilk normality test, we standar-
dized the data to run the t test, as our sample was not
random. We also used the t test to compare the mean IQ,
age, and educational attainment between the groups. The
significance level was set at p , 0.05.

If any of the potentially confounding variables pre-
sented between-group differences by Student’s t test, we
evaluated the differences in PCL-R scores in the
presence of this covariable using analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA).

Ethical aspects

All young subjects included in this study were informed
about the study objectives and given assurances as to
the absolute secrecy of the obtained data. Written
consent was obtained from all participants in this study,
allowing the use of the obtained data with preserved
anonymity. The local Juvenile Court Department and the
Ethics Committee of the Department of Psychiatry of the
Universidade de São Paulo (USP) School of Medicine
approved this study. The board director of the Raposo
Tavares Technical Division of Fundação CASA and the
coordinator of the Intel Computer Clubhouse Network,
where the data were collected, agreed to conduct this
research at their respective facilities.

Results

The young offender and non-offender groups presented
similar socioeconomic status, corresponding to the C
classification of the CCEB scheme. The young offenders
had been detained on average 7 months before the
interview (range 3-17 months), and the majority of
offenses corresponded to armed robbery. Most youths
in the control group were employed, with salaries ranging
between one to two times the minimum wage.

The mean age was 18 years (range 18-19 years) in the
offender group and 20 years (range 18-24 years) in the
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non-offender group, with no significant between-group
differences. There were no differences in regard to the
mean estimated IQ between the offenders group (IQ =
96, 95%CI 90-102) and the control group (IQ = 102,
95%CI 96-108).

There were significant between-group differences in
educational attainment (p , 0.01): while the non-
offenders had, on average, 10.1 (95%CI 9.5-10.7) years
of schooling, the offenders had only 7.7 (95%CI 6.9-8.5)
years on average.

The mean PCL-R scores for the two groups are
presented in Table 1. A significant difference was
observed between these two groups in terms of the
mean total PCL-R scores, including 17 corrected items (p
, 0.01), and isolated factors 1 (p , 0.01) and 2 (p ,

0.01).
The ANCOVA used to compare the mean PCL-R

scores between the groups, controlling for educational
level, showed that the difference in PCL-R scores
remained statistically significant (p , 0.01) in the
presence of this covariable.

Discussion

In this study, we used the PCL-R assessment to examine
the presence of psychopathic traits in young offenders.
We selected only young people whose PCL-R scores
were not consistent with a diagnosis of psychopathy, as
our objective was to evaluate whether young offenders
presented different psychopathic traits when compared to
non-offenders with similar socioeconomic characteristics,
in the absence of psychopathy itself.

Although the groups presented similar average intelli-
gence and age, the difference in educational attainment
was statistically significant. Other authors have already
found a relationship between low educational level and
juvenile delinquency.18,27 Nevertheless, when ANCOVA
was carried out taking into account the differences in
years of schooling between the two groups, the difference
in mean PCL-R scores remained statistically significant (p
, 0.01). Hence, we can conclude that psychopathic traits
assessed by PCL-R were independent from educational
level at the f 0.05 significance level.

The mean total PCL-R score of offenders was 13.4
(95%CI 11.6-15.1), which is consistent with the presence
of psychopathic traits according to Morana, who suggests
that scores ranging from 12-23 are indicative of psycho-
pathic traits in Brazil.28 The mean total PCL-R score in
the offender group was near the lower limit for character-
ization of psychopathic traits, suggesting that this sample

of offenders could not be considered frankly psycho-
pathic. Nevertheless, the between-group differences in
regard to total PCL-R scores strongly indicate a greater
severity of psychopathic traits in the offender group as
compared with the control group.

To evaluate which features were most important for this
difference in our sample, we compared the PCL-R scores
for factors 1 and 2 independently. We found statistically
significant between-group differences with respect to both
factors, indicating group differences both in regard to
interpersonal/affective characteristics and lifestyle/anti-
social behavior. Previous studies in samples of indivi-
duals with severe psychopathy have reported similar
findings,2,3,5 and, based on our results, we can postulate
that both constitutional and psychosocial aspects of
personality influence the emergence of delinquency in
juveniles who do not meet criteria for psychopathy itself.

When comparing the factor scores within each group,
the ratio was similar in the two groups, both of which
displayed factor 2 scores that were approximately 3.5
times higher than factor 1 scores. This suggests that the
offender group was not influenced by a proportionally
higher vulnerability to either inherited traits or environ-
mental aspects as compared to the control group,
although the PCL-R scores in the sample as a whole
were influenced mostly by environmental aspects. This
finding is consistent with the notion put forward by Forth &
Burke,3 who suggested that typical behaviors of youth are
strongly influenced by environmental aspects.

The results of the present investigation must be
interpreted with caution, given the several limitations of
the study. First, we did not employ instruments devised to
assess family history or family structure of the partici-
pants, and these aspects may influence the relationship
between personality traits and offending behavior in
youths, as noted earlier. Future studies are needed to
investigate such influences in our environment. Second,
our PCL-R scores for the control group were lower
relative to those of the control groups used in other
studies,20,21 where authors found PCL-R scores ranging
from 5.4 to 8.5 in controls; this pattern could be related to
relatively high indices of educational attainment in our
control group. This should be acknowledged as a
limitation, as our control group may not be representative
of the Brazilian youth population as a whole. Third, it
should be noted that the PCL-R was validated in samples
of individuals older than the 18-year-old participants of
the current study. To minimize this bias, we excluded
from our analyses those items of the PCL-R associated
with sex life and others which are typically exercised to a
greater degree in later stages of life.

Table 1 Mean total score, factor 1 score, and factor 2 score of the PCL-R scale for the offender and non-offender groups

Group N Mean total PCL-R score (95%CI)* Mean factor 1 score (95%CI) Mean factor 2 score (95%CI)

Offenders 39 13.4 (11.6-15.1) 2.5 (1.8-3.1) 8.9 (7.7-10)
Non-offenders 32 2.1 (0.85-3.3) 0.4 (0.1-0.6) 1.4 (0.5-2.3)
Difference 11.3 (9.2-13.4) 2.1 (1.4-2.8) 7.5 (6.0-8.9)
p-value , 0.01 , 0.01 , 0.01

95%CI = 95% confidence interval; PCL-R = Psychopathy Checklist Revised.
* Corrected for 17 items (three items –– promiscuity, short-term marital relationships, and criminal versatility –– were excluded).
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The above limitations notwithstanding, it should be
noted that, although there is a vast literature evaluating
the relationship between psychopathy and juvenile
delinquency,2,3,19 few of those studies have specifically
addressed psychopathic traits in young offenders as
compared with other juveniles in similar socioeconomic
conditions. Therefore, we believe that the current study
contributes to bridge this gap.

On the basis of our results, we conclude that significant
personality differences, specifically in regard to psycho-
pathic traits, exist between young offenders and non-
offenders, even when excluding psychopathy and other
mental disorders from assessment. Based on the results
obtained with factors 1 and 2 of the PCL-R scale, we
found that the presence of primary (interpersonal/affec-
tive characteristics) and secondary (lifestyle/antisocial
behavior) psychopathic aspects differed between these
groups, suggesting a need for wide-ranging interventions
– not restricted to socioeconomic aspects –– for the
management of juvenile delinquency. Further studies
focusing on specific biological and psychosocial factors
are necessary to clarify the complex issue of the causes
of juvenile delinquency, especially in socioeconomically
disadvantaged contexts.
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