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The etiology of psychopathy remains poorly understood, despite the wealth 
of studies focused on examining this serious and complex personality disor-
der. The present study explored the contribution of psychological, physical, 
and sexual abuse in predicting PCL-R facet and total scores. The study was 
conducted on a sample of 397 adult male sexual offenders, using archival 
ratings and developmental data gathered with a self-report inventory, the 
Multidimensional Assessment of Sex and Aggression (the MASA). All types 
of abuse covaried with the total PCL-R score, but the kinds of abuse were 
differentially associated with the facet scores. Sexual abuse was positively 
associated with Interpersonal and Lifestyle facet scores, whereas physical 
abuse was associated with Lifestyle and Antisocial facets. Psychological 
abuse covaried with the Affective facet, but the relation was negative. The 
results of the structural equation model underscored the significance of 
physical abuse, above and beyond psychological and sexual abuse.

Psychopathy is a personality disorder that is distinguished both by an emo-
tional dysfunction that is characterized by an absence of guilt, empathy, and 
attachment to others and by antisocial behavior (Hare, 1991, 2003). It sig-
nificantly predicts general (Douglas, Vincent, & Edens, 2006) and violent 
(Kennealy, Skeem, Walters, & Camp, 2010) recidivism in criminal samples. 
Lack of empathy, a weak conscience, and indifference to the threat of pun-
ishment constitute a particularly dangerous mixture when combined with 
hostility and aggression (Lykken, 2006), even in “successful” noncriminal 
psychopaths in the general population (Hall & Benning, 2006). In addition, 
psychopathy has been deemed one of the most treatment-resistant syndromes 
in criminology and psychopathology (Harris & Rice, 2006). Despite the sig-
nificance of the disorder and the amount of research devoted to it, relatively 
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little is known about its etiology. Studies in recent years have identified some 
hereditary and biological mechanisms associated with psychopathy, but early 
experiential factors are also thought to play an important role in the etiology 
of the disorder. Research on such developmental antecedents is lacking, and 
little consistency has emerged in what research has been done.

Although the definition of psychopathy has varied historically, Cleck-
ley’s (1941) powerful and incisive description of this syndrome has been the 
most commonly cited standard and has served as the basis of the most widely 
used assessment tool for measuring psychopathy, the Psychopathy Checklist-
Revised (PCL-R; Hare, 1991, 2003). Cleckley’s definition comprised 16 in-
terpersonal, affective, and behavioral traits that Hare (1991) incorporated 
into a 20-item scale. The presence of antisociality is the basis of the DSM-5 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) criteria for antisocial personality 
disorder (APD), a construct that correlates with, but is not co-extensive with 
psychopathy. Only a small percentage of those diagnosed APD exhibit the 
core psychopathic personality traits (Hare, 2003; Ogloff, 2006), and this is 
not likely to change in DSM-5, even though callous-unemotional (CU) traits 
in youth, considered to predict adult psychopathy, are now included as a 
specifier of conduct disorder (CD), which is a prerequisite of APD. 

Little is known about the etiology of this complex disorder, and psychop-
athy, like many other forms of psychopathology, appears to be the result of 
an intricate interplay of biological and experiential factors. Studies focused 
on the origins of antisocial behavior found moderate to large effect sizes for 
genetic factors (Waldman & Rhee, 2006). Research on the genetic contribu-
tions to the affective and interpersonal traits of psychopathy has been largely 
limited to twin studies (for a review, see Viding & McCrory, 2012). CU 
traits in youth have consistently shown moderate to strong heritability, and 
the results of the twin studies have also highlighted the significance of non-
shared environmental influences in the development of these traits (Viding 
& McCrory, 2012). Moreover, a number of neuropsychological correlates of 
psychopathic traits have been identified (for a review, see Blair, 2010). 

The role of environmental factors has received little attention despite the 
growing support that adverse developmental conditions may contribute to 
the neurodevelopmental changes observed in psychopaths (Daversa, 2010). 
Research into family factors related to psychopathy has consistently found 
that parental neglect, abuse, and rejection have covaried with subsequent an-
tisocial behavior (e.g., Larsson, Viding, Rijsdijk, & Plomin, 2008), with an 
impulsive and irresponsible lifestyle (Poythress, Skeem, & Lilienfeld, 2006), 
and with high PCL-R scores (Lang, af Klinteberg, & Alm, 2002).

Due to the growing interest in juvenile psychopathy and the connection 
between pervasive antisocial behavior and CU traits in youth, a number of 
studies have examined both the etiology of such traits and related antisocial 
behavioral patterns. Along with low parental SES, negative parenting has 
been found to predict the stability of psychopathic traits (Frick, Kimonis, 
Dandreaux, & Farell, 2003). Youth exhibiting high CU traits, but low anxi-
ety (the primary variant of psychopathy) were more likely to have experi-
enced neglect, whereas those who were high both on CU traits and anxiety 
(the secondary variants) were more likely to have had a history of physical 
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and sexual abuse (Kahn et al., 2013; Kimonis, Fanti, Isoma, & Donoghue, 
2013). Both groups have shown an increased rate of abuse history compared 
to controls (Kimonis et al., 2013).

Independent of the study of psychopathy, the research into the relative 
impact of abuse on subsequent psychopathology has faced some challeng-
ing methodological problems. Differential effects of psychological, physical, 
and sexual abuse are not easy to estimate; different forms of abuse during 
childhood co-occur frequently, and the number of the abuse types a child 
is exposed to appears to covary significantly with negative effects (Teicher, 
Samson, Polcari, & McGreenery, 2006). Not all types of abuse have been 
given equal attention in the literature; Teicher and colleagues (2006) noted 
that although earlier studies focused on the effects of physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, and witnessing domestic violence on subsequent adaptation, the in-
fluence of verbal aggression as a form of abuse has rarely been explored. In 
fact, they found that in predicting aggression it yielded a similar effect size to 
nonfamilial sexual abuse and to witnessing violence, and a larger effect size 
than physical abuse.

Notwithstanding the aforementioned issues, estimating differential ef-
fects of abuse types, rather than global effects of childhood maltreatment on 
psychopathology, has the potential to illuminate these relations with greater 
specificity (Banducci, Hoffman, Lejuez, & Koenen, 2014), allowing for more 
informed theoretical and empirical advancements. Research examining the 
effects of specific forms of childhood maltreatment on the etiology of psy-
chopathy and its facets has been scarce. Poythress and colleagues (2006) 
analyzed the relation between childhood abuse and psychopathic traits, but 
did not focus on the differential effects of various types of abuse. Graham, 
Kimonis, Wasserman, and Kline (2012) found that sexual abuse covaried 
with total PCL-R scores and with the Interpersonal, Lifestyle, and Antisocial 
facets. Both physical abuse and neglect were shown to covary with the Anti-
social facet of psychopathy (Graham et al., 2012).

There is growing evidence supporting Hare and Neumann’s (2005, 
2006) proposition that four, rather than two or three latent variable dimen-
sions best account for the components of psychopathy as measured by the 
PCL-R. A good fit of the four-factor model has been demonstrated in civil 
psychiatric patients (Vitacco, Neumann, & Jackson, 2005), in offenders with 
mental disorders (Vitacco, Rogers, Neumann, Harrison, & Vincent, 2005), 
and in the general population (Hare & Neumann, 2005). The present study 
focused on the facets rather than the two overarching factors because of the 
increased potential of their explanatory power. Thus, the Interpersonal facet 
comprised traits indicative of manipulativeness and tendency to lie, whereas 
the Affective facet represented weak emotional connection with others. The 
Lifestyle facet reflected impulsivity and stimulation-seeking behavior, and the 
Antisocial facet reflected the range and pervasiveness of antisocial behavior 
(Hare, 2003; Salekin, 2006).

The aim of the present exploratory study was to examine the link be-
tween experiential developmental antecedents and psychopathy, as measured 
by the PCL-R. Using structural equation modeling and multiple regression, 
we analyzed the relation between psychological, physical, and sexual abuse 
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in childhood and the core facets of psychopathy. Hierarchical regressions 
were calculated with the aim of analyzing the associations between the abuse 
types and the individual facets. Structural equation modeling enabled the 
exploration of the relation between the various abuse measures and the con-
struct of psychopathy. We hypothesized that psychological, physical, and 
sexual abuse would be associated with the PCL-R scores, but given the lack 
of relevant empirical evidence in the literature, we made no specific predic-
tions about the differential covariations between abuse types and the indi-
vidual facets. 

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURES

A sample of 397 adult male sex offenders from a pool of 529 was selected 
for the study. For this subsample, extensive clinical files were available that 
allowed us to rate the PCL-R (Hare, 2003). The original data collection was 
conducted at forensic institutions and treatment centers, both inpatient and 
outpatient, in Massachusetts, Minnesota, and New Jersey. All individuals 
charged and convicted of a sexual offense who were willing to take the as-
sessment were included in the study. Most of the participants were repeat 
offenders, some of whom were in civil commitment. The large majority of 
the participants were inpatients, and those who were outpatients had only 
recently completed inpatient treatment. The mean number of arrests for the 
subsample was 6.26 (SD = 7.64), with a mean of 2.43 (SD = 1.93) serious 
sexual offenses committed as an adult and .26 (SD = .86) committed as a 
juvenile. The mean age at the time of assessment was 39.6 (SD = 10.46), 
and the race composition was 68.9% White, 17.1 % African American, 4% 
Hispanic, 4% Native American, less than 1% Asian, and 4.6 % other races 
or undisclosed. The Institutional Review Board at Brandeis University and 
at each forensic institution reviewed and approved the participant proce-
dures and consent forms. The participants were administered the computer-
ized Version 3, 4, 5, or 6 of the Multidimensional Assessment of Sex and 
Aggression (the MASA), a self-report questionnaire on multiple dimensions 
of sexual aggression. Participation was voluntary, and participants received 
$18 remuneration. 

MEASURES 

MASA. The MASA was originally developed to assess the sexual and aggres-
sive behaviors, fantasies, and cognitions that were essential for classification 
in the Massachusetts Treatment Center rapist typology (MTC: R3). Versions 
3, 4, 5, and 6 were contingency-based inventories administered by a com-
puter. Recently, the inventory was reprogrammed, revised again, renamed 
the Multidimensional Inventory of Development, Sex, and Aggression, and 
made available for clinical assessment (MIDSA Clinical Manual, 2011). 
Starting with Version 3, the MASA included a comprehensive assessment of 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247894693_Manual_for_the_Hare_Psychopathy_Checklist-Revised_PCL-R?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-193aa8685041686f04413816680d6c62-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDE4NDgxNztBUzo0NDY1NDQwNzI3MTIxOTJAMTQ4MzQ3NTgxMTI5MA==
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developmental history (MIDSA Clinical Manual, 2011). The MASA scales 
have demonstrated adequate to high test-retest reliabilities and internal con-
sistencies (MIDSA Clinical Manual, 2011). A writ of confidentiality from the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) protected participants’ responses from 
subpoena.

Childhood Abuse. Childhood abuse was measured using a number of the 
MASA scales, assessing psychological, physical, and sexual abuse. To maxi-
mize power in the present study, composite male and female caregiver scales 
were created by including significant male and female caregivers when the 
biological parent could not be rated because of insufficient experience with 
that parent. Close to 92% of participants rated biological mother and about 
74% rated biological father. Scales were generated to make maximal use of 
the available MASA items, so construction varied across abuse types.

Psychological Abuse: Factor analytically derived scales (Emotional Abuse, 
Acceptance-Neglect, and Vicarious Violence) measured psychological 
abuse subtypes. Emotional Abuse is an 11-item scale (e.g., “How often 
did your mother say things to scare or frighten you?”) that measures the 
frequency of verbal abuse and hostile control (MIDSA Clinical Manual, 
2011). The internal consistencies for biological mother, biological father, 
other female caregiver, and other male caregiver were .95, .94, .98, and 
.97, respectively. The Acceptance-Neglect scale contains 8 items (e.g., 
“When you had problems, did your mother show concern and seem to 
care as a child?), assessing the degree of love and acceptance expressed by 
a caregiver. Internal consistencies were .96, .96, .95, and .97 for biological 
mother, biological father, other female caregiver, and other male caregiver, 
respectively. Vicarious Violence scales were used to measure the extent 
of observed violence between the caregivers (e.g., “Did your mother hit, 
punch, or slap your father?”). The internal consistencies for biological 
mother, biological father, other female caregiver, and other male caregiver 
were .87, .89, .84, and .91, respectively. Psychological abuse scales were 
calculated by using the mean value of the relevant items.

Physical Abuse: Separate scales were generated to measure the number 
of physical abuse perpetrators, the frequency of abusive behavior, and the 
severity of abuse. The number of perpetrators ranged from 0 to 9, and the 
frequency of abuse was calculated as the maximum score across all per-
petrators, ranging from “never” to “very often (every day).” The physical 
severity scale was a seven-point ordinal scale comprising items assessing 
levels of abuse: no abuse (0), hitting or spanking (1), hitting or spank-
ing using anything other than a hand (2), punching or kicking (3), abuse 
requiring medical attention (4), burning (5), and breaking bones (6). The 
maximum frequency and severity of physical abuse across all caregivers 
were calculated.
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Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse was assessed using scales measuring the fre-
quency, the severity/level of penetration, and the degree of force used in 
the abuse. Maximum values across all caregivers were used in calculating 
the scales. Frequency ranged from no sexual contact to daily occurrence 
of sexual contact. The severity/level of penetration was an ordinal scale 
that included items ranging from no abuse (0), taking pictures (1), touch-
ing/fondling (2), oral sex (3), attempted intercourse or inserting finger in 
the anus (4), inserting objects in the anus (5), to complete intercourse (6). 
The degree of force was an ordinal scale, measuring the range of compli-
ance: no sexual activity (0), being willing to participate in sexual contact 
with the perpetrator (1), being bribed to have sex, or being tricked into 
having sex (2), being forced to have sex by means of verbal threats (3), 
and being physically forced to do so (4). 

PCL-R. Psychopathy was assessed from archival files using the Psychopathy 
Checklist-Revised (Hare, 2003). Given its status as the most extensively used 
assessment tool in measuring psychopathy, the PCL-R has been well validat-
ed. Typically, PCL-R scores are obtained through a semi-structured interview 
and a review of the offender’s clinical/criminal files as a source of collateral 
information, but the assessment can also be done using file review exclusively 
(Hare, 2003; Hare & Neumann, 2006). In the present study, PCL-R facet 
scores were generated by raters trained by an approved PCL-R instructor us-
ing the guidelines provided in the PCL-R manual. File ratings were completed 
using diverse available archival information, such as psychological reports, 
psychosocial histories, and official police and court records. The PCL-R in-
cludes 20 items, each employing a 3-point format (2 = item definitely ap-
plies, 1 = item applies somewhat, and 0 = item doesn’t apply). Higher scores 
indicate a higher degree of psychopathic traits. The reliability of the PCL-R 
is considered to be high. In the present sample, the internal consistency of 
the total scale was .84. A subset of the files (n = 35) was dual-coded to ac-
cess reliability, with a resulting intraclass correlation (ICC) on the total scale 
of .89. Comprehensive information on the psychometric properties of the 
PCL-R is provided elsewhere (see Hare, 2003). In our sample, 12.8% of par-
ticipants had a total score of 25 and above. The facet scores were calculated 
by summing the pertinent PCL-R item scores. Thus, the Interpersonal facet 
included the scores for glibness/superficial charm, grandiose sense of self-
worth, pathological lying, and conning/manipulative features. The Affective 
facet comprised scores for lack of remorse or guilt, shallow affect, callous-
ness/lack of empathy, and failure to accept responsibility for own actions. 
The Lifestyle facet included the scores for need for stimulation/proneness to 
boredom, parasitic lifestyle, lack of realistic, long-term goals, impulsivity, 
and irresponsibility. Finally, the Antisocial behavior facet comprised scores 
on the following items: poor behavioral control, early behavior problems, 
juvenile delinquency, revocation of conditional release, and criminal versatil-
ity. Here, the alphas for the Interpersonal, Affective, Lifestyle, and Antisocial 
facets were .60, .67, .57, and .66, respectively. Facet and total scores were 
calculated using the mean of the items. For the total score, the mean value 
for the sample was .87, SD = .33. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232602765_The_PCL-R_Assessment_of_Psychopathy_Development_Structural_Properties_and_New_Directions?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-193aa8685041686f04413816680d6c62-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDE4NDgxNztBUzo0NDY1NDQwNzI3MTIxOTJAMTQ4MzQ3NTgxMTI5MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247894693_Manual_for_the_Hare_Psychopathy_Checklist-Revised_PCL-R?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-193aa8685041686f04413816680d6c62-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDE4NDgxNztBUzo0NDY1NDQwNzI3MTIxOTJAMTQ4MzQ3NTgxMTI5MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247894693_Manual_for_the_Hare_Psychopathy_Checklist-Revised_PCL-R?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-193aa8685041686f04413816680d6c62-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDE4NDgxNztBUzo0NDY1NDQwNzI3MTIxOTJAMTQ4MzQ3NTgxMTI5MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247894693_Manual_for_the_Hare_Psychopathy_Checklist-Revised_PCL-R?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-193aa8685041686f04413816680d6c62-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDE4NDgxNztBUzo0NDY1NDQwNzI3MTIxOTJAMTQ4MzQ3NTgxMTI5MA==
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RESULTS

To reduce the multicollinearity in the subsequent steps of the analysis, we 
conducted exploratory factor analysis to determine the number of factors 
underlying experiential predictors. The analysis was conducted using princi-
pal axis factoring (PAF) on 12 predictors with oblique rotation. In the initial 
analysis, four components were shown to have eigenvalues larger than 1, 
satisfying Kaiser’s criterion and explaining 71.4% of variance. Examination 
of the scree plot and the theoretical cohesion of factor loadings led us to ac-
cept the four-component solution. We created the following four summative 
scales based on the results: Psychological Abuse by a Significant Male Care-
giver, Sexual Abuse, Psychological Abuse by a Significant Female Caregiver, 
and Physical Abuse. Internal consistencies for these scales ranged from .77 
to .81. 

The next step involved hierarchical regression analyses with the facets 
of PCL-R as sole dependent variables and the obtained factor scales entered 
in successive blocks. Because the sample was largely Caucasian, we did not 
control for race. The following order of entering predictors was determined 
by eigenvalue size: Psychological Abuse by a Significant Male Caregiver, Sex-
ual Abuse, Psychological Abuse by a Significant Female Caregiver, Physical 
Abuse. The introduction of Sexual Abuse was associated with the significant 
increase in the predictive power in the model for the Interpersonal and Life-
style facets, ∆R2 = .03, p < .01, and ∆R2 = .02, p < .01, respectively. Moreover, 
Psychological Abuse by a Significant Male Caregiver yielded a significant 
∆R2 in the prediction of the Affective facet, ∆R2 = .02, p < .05. 

Finally, to examine the cumulative and interactive effects of the different 
abuse subtypes, we recoded all the individual abuse predictors into ordinal 
scales that attempted to equate across items the level of abuse that was cap-
tured by each item. We trichotomized each item into a “no or low abuse” 
(“0”), “some or moderate abuse” (“1”), and “severe abuse” (“2”) metric. 
We examined the distribution of the scores on each item attempting to deter-
mine whether natural breaks in the item endorsements could be identified, 
chose natural breaks that equated as much as possible the frequencies of each 
level to reduce the problem of item skew, and also examined the resulting 
level cutoffs in each item to determine whether the theoretical meaning of the 
resulting levels matched the description of the level. In all instances, our goals 
were reasonably achieved. These comparable scales were then grouped into 
three superordinate predictors—psychological, physical, and sexual abuse—
by taking the mean of all items in each predictive cluster. We collapsed psy-
chological abuse across caregiver gender to improve ease of interpretation 
and to reduce the number of predictive sets. Among the participants, only 
10.1% percent reported no abuse or low abuse, 18.9% reported moderate 
or severe abuse of one type, 30% reported two types, and 41.1% reported 
experiencing all three types. After centering each of the summary scores and 
generating interactive terms, we entered predictors in hierarchical regression 
models in three sequential blocks: abuse subtypes (physical, sexual, psycho-
logical), two-way interactions (physical × sexual, psychological × physical, 
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TABLE 1. Hierarchical Regression Models Predicting PCL-R facets and the Total Score From Physical, Sexual, and Psychological Abuse

PCL-R Score Predictors ∆R2 F (df1, df2) R2

Facet 1: Interpersonal Physical, Sexual, Psychological .027* 3.53* (3,386) .027

Phys. × Sex., Psych. × Phys., Psych. 
× Sex.

.004 2.01† (6,383) .031

Psychological × Physical × Sexual .001 1.78† (7,382) .032

Facet 2: Affective Physical, Sexual, Psychological .041** 5.22** (3,371) .041

Phys. × Sex., Psych. × Phys., Psych. 
× Sex.

.002 2.74* (6,368) .043

Psychological × Physical × Sexual .010* 2.93** (7,367) .053

Facet 3: Lifestyle Physical, Sexual, Psychological .040** 5.42** (3,386) .040

Phys. × Sex., Psych. × Phys., Psych. 
× Sex.

.012 3.53** (6,383) .052

Psychological × Physical × Sexual .009† 3.59** (7,382) .062

Facet 4: Antisocial Physical, Sexual, Psychological .030** 3.96** (3,389) .030

Phys. × Sex., Psych. × Phys., Psych. 
× Sex.

.006 2.38* (6,386) .036

Psychological × Physical × Sexual .003 2.23* (7,385) .039

Total Score Physical, Sexual, Psychological .053*** 7.27*** (3,392) .053

Phys. × Sex., Psych. × Phys., Psych. 
× Sex.

.004 3.87** (6,389) .056

Psychological × Physical × Sexual .010* 3.93*** (7,388) .066

Note. ∆R2 indicates the change resulting from entering the block into the model. F and R2 statistics refer to the fit of each model. †p  < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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psychological × sexual), and the three-way interaction. The dependent mea-
sures were the individual facets and the total PCL-R score.

The three clusters of childhood maltreatment emerged overall as signifi-
cant predictors of all four PCL-R facets and of the total PCL-R score (Table 
1). The significant first block standardized β values for each maltreatment 
type for each dependent measure were the following: physical abuse pre-
dicted the Lifestyle and Antisocial facets, β = .14, t(389) = 2.43, p < .05 and 
β = .15, t(389) = 2.66, p < .01, respectively; sexual abuse covaried with the 
Interpersonal and Lifestyle facets, β = .14, t(389) = 2.65, p < .01 and β = 
.13, t(389) = 2.37, p < .05; and psychological abuse predicted the Affective 
facet, β = -.22, t(389) = –3.74, p < .001. All three types of abuse predicted 
the total PCL-R score, β = .15, t(389) = 2.70, p < .01 for physical abuse, β = 
.16, t(389) = 3.12, p < .01 for sexual abuse, and β = -.14, t(389) = –2.43, p 

FIGURE 1. Three-way interaction between physical, sexual, and 
psychological abuse in predicting the Affective facet (a) and the total 
PCL-R score (b). Dawson & Richter (2006) test for slope difference 
between Slopes 1 and 3 resulted in t(389) = –1.72, p = .09 (a), and 
t(389) = 1.97, p = .05 for slope difference between Slopes 2 and 4 (b).
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< .05 for psychological abuse. It is noteworthy that the relation between the 
psychological abuse and PCL-R scores was negative.

No significant ∆R2 values emerged for any of the two-way interactions 
predicting either the individual facet scores or the total PCL score. The three-
way interactions, however, did contribute to the prediction of the Affective 
facet and total PCL-R scores. Figure 1 depicts the patterns of these three-way 
interactions. 

Next, we analyzed the data using the Analysis of Moment Structures 
(AMOS) 20.0.0 (Arbuckle, 2011). The final structural equation model 
(SEM) is depicted in Figure 2. To eliminate the problems associated with 
the missing data, the sample was reduced to 305 using listwise participant 
deletion. This reduction in sample size was deemed acceptable, as the data 
were considered to be missing at random, and subsequent analyses using full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation yielded essentially iden-
tical results. To improve the fit of the model, the initial model was modified 
by removing several low-loading observed variables and including covari-
ances between the latent traits. The latent variable psychopathy had 9% of 
variance explained by its latent trait predictors. For the exogenous variables, 
56% of the variance in significant male Vicarious Violence contributed to 

FIGURE 2. Model predicting psychopathy from psychological, physi-
cal, and sexual abuse. n = 305; χ2(49) = 86.45, p = .001; CFI = .96, 
RMSEA = .05. Model is good fit to the data. Standardized coefficients 
are shown. *p < .05. ***p < .001.



KRSTIC ET AL. 11

measuring Psychological Abuse, as did 82% of the variance in significant 
male emotional abuse. The variable that covaried to the greatest extent with 
the latent trait Physical Abuse was the frequency (R2 = .73), whereas the level 
of penetration had the highest loading on the Sexual Abuse latent trait (R2 = 
.72). Both the Lifestyle and the Antisocial facets of psychopathy had higher 
loadings on latent variable Psychopathy (R2 = .39 and R2 = .49, respectively), 
compared to the Interpersonal (R2 = .13) and the Affective (R2 = .19) facets. 
The overall fit of the model to the data was good, χ2(49) = 86.45, p = .001; 
CFI = .96, RMSEA = .05. The numbers shown near the one-headed arrows 
in the model represent standardized regression coefficients. Physical Abuse 
was a significant predictor of latent variable Psychopathy (β = .25, p = .03), 
but the predictions by Psychological Abuse and Sexual Abuse did not reach 
statistical significance. Psychological, Physical, and Sexual Abuse all covar-
ied significantly (all ps < .001). Models that excluded the latent trait of Psy-
chopathy and attempted to predict the facets directly from developmental 
antecedents were less successful and did not yield adequate fit statistics. 

DISCUSSION

Childhood maltreatment is a powerful factor contributing to the develop-
ment of psychopathology, and it appears also to play an important role in 
the development of psychopathy. Different abuse subtypes appear to have 
distinct associations with the specific personality and behavioral manifesta-
tions of the syndrome. Moreover, particular combinations of abuse subtypes 
and their severity seem to be associated with different outcomes. In particu-
lar, the results of our study indicate that history of severe physical abuse, 
coupled with history of severe sexual abuse, may lead to higher PCL-R total 
scores, even when some important aspects of negative parenting, such as 
verbal abuse and neglect, are not highly problematic. 

The goal of the present study was to determine the relation between dif-
ferent abuse types and the PCL-R facets. Our findings provided evidence for 
the hypothesized association between childhood maltreatment and PCL-R 
scores. Specific types of abuse differentially predicted the four facets. In par-
ticular, sexual abuse was significantly associated with the Interpersonal and 
Lifestyle facet scores; history of physical abuse covaried with the Lifestyle 
and Antisocial facets; and psychological abuse was inversely associated with 
the Affective facet. Our SEM model indicated that physical abuse played a 
predominant role in predicting overarching psychopathy. 

The role of childhood maltreatment in the etiology of externalizing be-
haviors has been well substantiated in the empirical literature (e.g., Luntz, 
& Widom, 1994; Manly, Kim, Rogosch, & Cicchetti, 2001). Manly and 
colleagues (2001) found that a history of physical abuse in the preschool 
period predicted externalizing behaviors, aggression, low ego resiliency, and 
a higher degree of ego undercontrol. Their results suggested that low ego re-
siliency and ego undercontrol were indicative of impulsive, reactive patterns 
of behavior. Moreover, they established a link between sexual abuse and 
externalizing symptoms. Poythress and colleagues (2006) reported a direct 
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effect of abuse on the Lifestyle facet. Our findings were consistent with these 
earlier results. Physical abuse predicted psychopathy in the SEM, and in the 
hierarchical regression analyses it significantly contributed to the prediction 
of the Lifestyle and Antisocial facets, as well as total PCL-R scores. Sexual 
abuse emerged as a predictor of the Interpersonal and Lifestyle facets and 
the total scores, but the pathway between sexual abuse and psychopathy in 
the SEM was not significant, which is likely due to its substantial covaria-
tion with physical abuse. Graham and colleagues (2012) found that whereas 
both physical abuse and neglect were associated only with higher scores on 
the Antisocial facet, sexual abuse had a significant impact on PCL-R scores, 
covarying with the Interpersonal, Lifestyle, and Antisocial facets. In contrast, 
the SEM results in the present study supported the predictive potency of 
physical abuse relative to sexual abuse and psychological abuse. The differ-
ence in results could be the function of different measures. MASA develop-
mental scales allowed for more detailed assessment of maltreatment, com-
pared to the dichotomous coding used by Graham and colleagues (2012).

Importantly, our findings indicated that childhood maltreatment was as-
sociated not only with the Impulsive Antisociality factor (PCL-R Factor 2), 
but also with the Interpersonal-Affective Features factor (PCL-R Factor 1). 
These results are consistent with prior findings showing a link between sexual 
abuse and the interpersonal features of psychopathy (Graham et al., 2012). 
The association between sexual abuse and interpersonal traits of psychopa-
thy supports the theory that emotional dissociation in reaction to trauma 
may affect subsequent interpersonal adaptation (Spiegel & Cardeña, 1991). 
Lack of honesty, superficial charm, and tendency to manipulate others could 
potentially be understood in the context of coping mechanisms deployed to 
deal with traumatizing social interactions. It is noteworthy that the Interper-
sonal facet has been found to covary with high sexualization (Knight, 2012), 
and sexual abuse covaries with higher sexualization in offender and commu-
nity samples (Knight & Guay, 2006).

In the present study, the association between psychological abuse and 
the Affective facet scores was negative. A dissociative response to abuse 
in general might be expected to blunt emotional responding to others and 
consequently increase the core interpersonal and affective characteristics of 
psychopathy (Daversa, 2010; Porter, 1996; Weiler & Widom, 1996). Previ-
ous research had not, however, found evidence for this putative connection 
between the experience of abuse and the affective traits of psychopathy (Gra-
ham et al., 2012; Poythress et al., 2006). The results of the present study 
suggest that the relation between psychological abuse and affective features 
of psychopathy may in fact be contrary to earlier hypotheses. Developmental 
exposure to verbal abuse, neglect, and vicarious violence may increase one’s 
affective responses, strengthening interpersonal sensitivity and increasing the 
feelings of guilt. Further, physical abuse and sexual abuse did not predict the 
Affective facet, suggesting that for the development of the negative affec-
tive traits associated with psychopathy chronic adverse patterns in relation-
ships with the caregivers and between the caregivers themselves may be more 
critical than reactions to traumatic events. Although they could give rise to 
a number of maladaptive features, these negative patterns seem to be linked 
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with lower PCL-R scores. Given the lack of consistent empirical evidence 
on the role of abuse in the development of psychopathy-related emotional 
deficits, these results require further validation and cautious interpretation. 
Interestingly, even though the covariation between emotional abuse and the 
Interpersonal and Affective facets in Graham and colleagues was not signifi-
cant, the direction of the relation was also negative.

There is growing evidence on the heritability of CU traits, and it is now 
believed that the etiology of the interpersonal and affective components of 
psychopathy may be largely genetically driven, with some impact of non-
shared environment in boys, though this developmental pattern does not 
seem to apply to girls with CU traits (Fontaine, Rijsdijk, McCrory, & Vid-
ing, 2010). Such data do not mean that the role of environment should be 
disregarded in future research and interpretations. The impact of experience 
exerted through G×E interactions could be considerable, and some environ-
mental risk factors, such as emotional or sexual abuse, may be of critical 
importance in the phenotypic expression of CU traits. Moreover, the DNA 
variants associated with these traits are still poorly understood. A recent 
study that was the first to use the genome-wide association (GWA) approach 
to analyzing variation in CU as a quantitative trait reported estimated herita-
bility to be only 7%, considerably lower than previously established through 
twin studies (Viding et al., 2013). G×E interactions are thought to involve 
extremely complex processes that are difficult to analyze, and exact contri-
butions of genes and environment are not likely to be teased apart in the near 
future, particularly given the lack of knowledge about the specific molecular 
genetic correlates and relevant endophenotypes. Behavioral genetics is still a 
nascent field, and knowledge about the intricate relations between environ-
mental and biological influences on the developing mind remains primitive. 
It is important to bear in mind that even factors that are assumed to be envi-
ronmental, such as negative parenting, could be influenced at least partially 
by passive and evocative genotype-environment (G-E) correlations (Hicks et 
al., 2012).

Although one must refrain from causal attributions about maltreatment 
and later maladjustment in retrospective studies, the extant literature pro-
vides some clues about causal directions. Prospective studies (e.g., Dodge, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1990) have found that abused children, especially those who 
were severely physically abused, may acquire maladaptive social informa-
tion-processing patterns by adopting biased and inadequate ways of dealing 
with others. Recent literature has emphasized the role of the stress response 
to childhood abuse trauma and explored the implications for the etiology 
of psychopathology. There is growing evidence that abuse is a stressor that 
dysregulates HPA axis functioning and leads to subsequent adverse effects 
on neurodevelopment (Neigh, Gillespie, & Nemeroff, 2009). Abuse has been 
found to contribute to blunted HPA reactivity (Carpenter, Shattuck, Tyrka, 
Geracioti, & Price, 2011) and to lower basal cortisol levels (e.g., King, Man-
dansky, King, Fletcher, & Brewer, 2001). Dysfunctions in the HPA systems 
of antisocial individuals have been hypothesized to contribute to their under-
arousal and fearlessness (van Goozen & Fairchild, 2008), but findings about 
the relation between decreased cortisol reactivity and antisocial behavior and 
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between lower resting cortisol levels and both CU traits and antisocial be-
havior have been inconsistent (Fairchild et al., 2008; Loney, Butler, Lima, 
Counts, & Eckel, 2006).

Given the cross-sectional nature of this study, we were able to show 
the associations between the different abuse types and various psychopathic 
traits, but we were unable to demonstrate causal direction. Further limita-
tions of the present study include the use of a self-report measure, which 
relies on possibly biased recollections of developmental history, and the use 
of archival PCL-R ratings. Self-report assessments are vulnerable to dishon-
est responding and attempts at impression management. The scores on the 
four MASA scales (Positive Image scale, Negative Emotion Denial scale, Sex 
Lie scale, and Improbability scale) designed to control for insincere respond-
ing indicated that this was not an issue. All responses were confidential, and 
the participants were protected by a writ of confidentiality, which should 
have contributed to more honest responding. Retrospective PCL-R scores 
obtained with the use of files only have shown good alternate-form reliabil-
ity, particularly for Factor 2 (Grann, Langstrom, Tengstrom, & Stalenheim, 
1998). The use of such ratings in research has been deemed appropriate 
when extensive and diverse archival data are available (Grann et al., 1998; 
Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1991), as is the case in our study. Archival data 
may be biased, however, toward providing more detailed information on 
behavioral versus personality characteristics, and archival rating scores tend 
to be lower than those obtained through the standard assessment procedure 
with interviews (Hare, 2003). It is noteworthy that covariations were found 
across methods (self-report and archival file ratings) so that method vari-
ance was limited, and the study does not suffer from a mono-operation bias 
(Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). Finally, all participants were adult male 
sexual offenders, largely Caucasian, and thus generalization of the findings 
requires replication on a different, more diverse sample. 

Psychopathy is a complex, little understood phenomenon associated with 
significant social cost. Despite the extensive research devoted to the study of 
its etiology, little is known beyond the evidence of its heredity, some neuro-
psychological markers, and the general influence of psychosocial stressors, 
such as childhood maltreatment. Addressing the effects of childhood abuse 
on the four facets of psychopathy as measured using PCL-R, we found fur-
ther support for the association of childhood maltreatment and the disorder, 
extending the earlier findings on the distinct effects of the specific subtypes 
of abuse. Future directions in research should include further analyses of the 
effects of cumulative abuse and the developmental timing of the abuse, rep-
lication of the results on a different sample, and the inclusion of additional 
predictors, such as assessments of cognitive and emotional deficiencies and 
specific genetic correlates. 

Negative childhood experiences constitute a critical and common fac-
tor in the development of physical and mental disorders (Anda & Brown, 
2010). Understanding the ways maltreatment leads to psychopathy, a syn-
drome with potentially devastating personal and societal consequences, is 
critically important. Because psychopathy has been notorious for its resis-
tance to treatment (Reidy, Kearns, & DeGue, 2013), primary prevention 
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and early management hold the promise of more positive outcomes (Frick & 
Viding, 2009). Despite the stability of CU traits, such traits can be influenced 
through targeted parenting practices and treatment, at least for a subset of 
youths (Hawes & Dadds, 2007; Pardini, Lochman, & Powell, 2007). Identi-
fication of preventable risk factors in the etiology of psychopathy is therefore 
important not only for its contribution to our understanding of the develop-
ment of the disorder, but also because of the implications for clinical practice 
and social policy.
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