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Abstract: The role of psychopathic traits in predicting more serious and persistent patterns of child
conduct problems has been well documented. The jointly presence of interpersonal (grandiose–
deceitful), affective (e.g., callous–unemotional), and behavioral psychopathic traits (impulsive–need
of stimulation) identifies a group of children at increased risk of psychosocial maladjustment. The
present study aims to disentangle the underlying mechanisms by examining how early parenting (i.e.,
warmth) and child temperament (i.e., fearlessness) predict later psychopathic traits, via conscience
development (CD). Data were collected in a large sample of children (n = 2.266; 48.5% girls), aged 3
to 6 at the onset of the study (Mage = 4.25; SD = 0.91), who were followed up one and two years later.
The results showed direct effects from fearlessness to interpersonal and behavioral psychopathic
traits. Parental warmth, fearless temperament, and their interaction, predicted CD, which, in turn,
showed a negative effect on psychopathic traits. The indirect effects indicated significant negative
mediation effects of warmth through CD on psychopathic traits, which seem to be stronger when
children present lower levels of fearlessness. Overall, these results contribute to better understand
the development of child psychopathic traits and provide additional insight on effective strategies
that will help to restrain the potential development of a high-risk profile in early childhood.

Keywords: psychopathic traits; childhood; fearlessness; parental warmth; conscience development

1. Introduction

Child conduct problems, involving a heterogeneous pattern of deviant behaviors such
as aggression, rule-breaking, and oppositional or destructive behavior [1,2], have a negative
impact on children’s socio-emotional development, as well as on family, school, and peer
interactions, with an important cost for society [3,4]. In an attempt to further identify
specific factors that may place a child at increased risk for being involved in an early-onset,
severe and stable pattern of conduct problems, some authors have proposed the study of
psychopathic personality at early developmental stages [5–7]. Psychopathic traits have
been traditionally defined as a constellation of co-occurring interpersonal (i.e., grandiose–
deceitful (GD)), affective (i.e., callous–unemotional (CU)) and behavioral/lifestyle (i.e.,
impulsive–need of stimulation (INS)) traits [8–11]. Over the past two decades, psychopathic
traits have been consistently linked to more serious and persistent patterns of conduct
problems and aggression, later antisocial behavior and delinquency, lower levels of social
competence and prosocial behavior, and even to adult psychopathy [11–13], with some of
these results being also replicated in early childhood [14–16]. Given the lasting negative
consequences of early psychopathic traits, additional understanding on how they develop,
by identifying potential underlying etiological mechanisms, is needed. Considering that
children with conduct problems who also show psychopathic traits tend to benefit less from
traditional interventions (e.g., parenting programs) [17–19], advancing our knowledge
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on this topic will shed new light on the development of effective strategies, tailored to
the unique characteristics of children with psychopathic traits, for both prevention and
intervention purposes.

1.1. Developmental Models of Psychopathic Traits

Psychopathic personality has been defined as a developmental disorder with its
roots in early childhood [12,20]. The full array of interpersonal, affective, and behavioral
psychopathic traits has been reliably identified at early developmental stages [9,21]. As
was consistently observed, high levels of psychopathic traits identify a group of children
at increased risk for more serious and persistent problems, showing a closer association
with long-lasting behavioral and psychosocial disturbances, as well as with distinctive
etiological mechanisms (see the compendious reviews [11,12]).

Comprehensive developmental models on the etiology and later development of
psychopathic traits have suggested that certain temperamental styles, such as behavioral
disinhibition or fearlessness, are linked with problems in conscience development (CD),
these associations being critical for understanding the emergence of psychopathic traits
(see [22]). The construct of conscience, refers to the development, maintenance, and applica-
tion of generalizable, internal regulators of one’s behavior [23]. While the broader concept
is multifaceted, comprising diverse affective (e.g., moral emotions), regulatory (e.g., self-
control capacities), motivational (e.g., responsiveness to socialization) and cognitive (e.g.,
moral cognitions) components and processes [24,25], conscience has been often defined
by guilt and empathy [26]. These moral emotions represent, as well, two of the hallmarks
of the construct of psychopathy, and play an important role in a child’s development
by promoting prosocial development whilst restraining antisocial behavior. From this
theoretical perspective, problems in CD would be largely due to problems in the develop-
ment of guilt and empathy, which in turn would be influenced by certain temperamental
styles, including fearlessness, insensitivity to punishment or low responsiveness to cues
of distress [27,28]. More specifically, children characterized by a fearless and disinhibited
temperament tend to seek out novel situations to test limits, and usually do not fear the
consequences of misbehavior, which places them at greater risk to engage in dangerous
activities [29]. This temperamental style, characterized by a poor autonomic arousal in the
presence of punitive stimuli, contributes, across development, to failure in interiorizing
parental and societal norms, rules and regulations, restraining the appearance of internal
states and emotions that would ensure compliance and commitment to the norms and
demands that come from the environment (i.e., the development of moral and emotional
consciousness) [23,30]. This multiple chain of deficits could also be on the basis of the
development of psychopathic traits [31,32]. In support of this assumption is the evidence
revealing that children high on psychopathic traits also tend to show a fearless temper-
ament [28,33,34], and a pronounced lack of remorse and empathy [35]. As suggested by
Blair and Cipolotti [36], a general emotional impairment may affect the development of
moral emotions, eventually leading to dishonest and careless behavior, which is also a core
element in the psychopathy definition [37].

Notwithstanding the importance of temperamental factors in the development of
psychopathic traits, it should be noted that they are supposed to be largely due to biological
deficits and, therefore, might be difficult to avoid or prevent. When practical implications
are prioritized, the identification, assessment, and management of those factors able to
enhance, maintain, or restrain such developmental process gain more prominence. In
this regard, the role of parenting practices in the development of psychopathic traits has
been evidenced as particularly influential (see [38]), with parental warmth predicting a
reduction, whilst parental harshness favoring an increase, in overall psychopathic [39] and
more specific CU traits [40–43] across childhood and adolescence. Parenting practices have
also shown a clinical value not only in reducing problematic behavior in children with
high psychopathic traits [44], but also in favoring a significant reduction in all affective,
interpersonal, and behavioral features of psychopathic personality [45].
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In this context, after evidencing that not all children showing a fearless and uninhibited
temperament will invariable manifest deficits in moral emotions, most theories of CD have
also considered the role of parenting, which interacts with a child’s temperament in a
complex dynamic process [46]. In this regard, it has been suggested that parenting practices,
particularly those relying on parental warmth, affection, and other positive qualities, may
be especially influential for CD in fearless children [46,47]. Similar interactions have been
replicated in current developmental models on the etiology of CU traits, suggesting that
highly positive parenting buffered the risk that fearlessness posed to the development of
CU behaviors [48,49].

1.2. The Present Study

Based on the foregoing, it can be suggested that child temperament interacts with
parental practices to increase or buffer the risk for later psychopathic traits [50], with
these effects being potentially driven by changes in CD. Nevertheless, it should be noted
that most of the aforementioned literature has focused on the development of CU traits,
which represents the affective dimension of the psychopathy construct. Even consider-
ing that research from the CU perspective has provided a great knowledge in the field,
studying psychopathic personality from a multidimensional perspective (i.e., including
all interpersonal, affective, and behavioral traits) has proven to be effective in identifying
children at increased risk for later maladjustment, even when compared to children just
high on CU traits [16,51,52]. Therefore, if we aim to better identify this high-risk pro-
file early in development, psychopathic personality, with all its dimensions, should be
taken into account [53,54]. Current research on the multidimensional construct in young
children has basically examined its internal structure and predictive value, with studies
aimed at identifying distinctive etiological mechanisms mainly conducted in older samples
(see [11]). In this regard, it is important to test whether previous findings on CU traits can
be extrapolated to other psychopathy dimensions or, in turn, whether a combination of
high interpersonal, affective, and behavioral psychopathic traits may identify a distinc-
tive etiological subgroup of children at increased risk for later maladjustment. It is also
important to examine these questions in early childhood because this is a key period for
developmental foundations of empathy and conscience [47], and when severe trajectories
of child conduct problems emerge [55]. Answering these questions will help to clarify the
mechanisms underlying the development of psychopathic traits, with potential practical
implications relevant to assessment, diagnostic classification, and tailored interventions.

The main purpose of the current study was, therefore, to unravel the etiological
mechanisms leading to psychopathic traits in childhood by testing a developmental model
where parenting practices and fearless temperament interact to predict psychopathic traits,
via CD. Since guilt and empathy can be identified early in life, and because they play an
important role in the development of psychopathic traits [9,35], the current study only
focused on the emotional components of CD. Furthermore, because parental warmth has
proven to be relevant in the development of both CD and psychopathic traits [38,47,56],
being also an important target for recent adaptations to intervene with children high on
psychopathic traits [57], it was included as a measure of parenting. We expected that both
parental warmth and fearlessness would drive effects on psychopathic traits via CD. Based
on previous research, we hypothesized that parental warmth would have effects on both
CD and psychopathic traits, particularly at lower levels of fearlessness [46].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The Estudio Longitudinal para una Infancia Saludable (Longitudinal Study for a
Healthy Childhood; (ELISA)) is a prospective longitudinal study conducted in Galicia (NW
Spain) with the aim of better understanding the behavioral, emotional, personality, and
psychosocial development from early childhood to adolescence. For the purposes of the
current study, parent-reported information collected in the first three waves of study were
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included in the analyses. Data collection started when children were in preschool (i.e.,
children aged 3 to 6 years old), encompassing children born in 2011–2013. Only children
with available data in some of the main study variables, namely fearlessness, parental
warmth, guilt and empathy, and psychopathic traits, were included in the present study,
resulting in an initial sample of 2266 children (48.5% girls), who were on average 4 years
old (Mage = 4.25; SD = 0.91). A total of 72 public (79.2%), charter (18.1%), and private (2.8%)
schools participated in the study, which were located in predominantly working-class
communities, with no diversity in terms of ethnicity (93.9% of children were Spanish).
Regarding children’s family background, 23.7% of mothers and 39.8% of fathers completed
compulsory education, 47.4% and 31.2% completed higher education, and 28.9% and 29%
completed vocational training studies.

Two follow-ups were conducted within one-year intervals. Thus, the first follow-up
(T2) was conducted one year after the initial wave of data collection and the second follow-
up (T3) was conducted two years after the first wave of the study. The level of attrition is
considered adequate, since 88.6% of respondents who participated in T1 participated in T2,
and 76.3% of respondents who participated in T1 also participated in T3. As commonly
observed in longitudinal studies, attrition was derived from death or frailty, withdrawal,
lack of success in additional contacts for a follow-up survey, or by non-returning a survey
by some participants [58]. Comparisons between participating families and families who
dropped out of one wave of the study revealed no significant differences in terms of age
F(2248) = 2.51, p = 0.082, and initial (T1) levels of conduct problems F(2227) = 0.30, p = 0.741.
However, differences in terms of gender and SES were found between groups. Specifically,
there was a higher proportion of boys in families who dropped out of one wave of the
study (χ2

(2) = 11.88, p < 0.01); whereas higher levels of SES were found in families who
participated in all three waves of the study (F(2249) = 16.27, p < 0.001), a result consistently
found in previous longitudinal research [58]. Even though, in longitudinal studies spanning
different developmental periods, one may expect other developmental variables being also
affecting participation rates [59].

2.2. Measures

To assess the intended constructs, measures specifically developed for being used with
preschool children were selected. Moreover, the use of validated measures with a Spanish
version were prioritized. In case it was not available at the time of data collection, items
were adapted and translated by the research group, according to the standard guidelines
for translation and adaptation of instruments [60].

Covariates. In addition to the gender of the child (1 = boy; 2 = girl), we accounted for
the socioeconomic status (SES) of the family in the first wave of study. The SES variable was
created by combining the scores on a set of items related to the socioeconomic background
of the family (i.e., academic level of the mother and academic level of the father, monthly
income, and parent’s concerns about the family economic situation).

2.2.1. Baseline Variables (T1)

Parental warmth. A parent-reported scale based on the Warmth subscale from the Child
Rearing Scale (CRS) [61,62], included in previous studies with preschool children [63], was
used to assess the levels of parental warmth. This scale is composed of 6 items (α = 0.82;
e.g., “You express affection by hugging, kissing, and holding your child”, “You have warm,
close times together with your child”), scored in a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = very often).

Fearlessness. The level of child’s fearlessness was reported by parents through a scale
consisting of six items (α = 0.85; e.g., “He/she does not seem to be afraid of anything”,
“He/she does not seem to be afraid when someone is trying to frighten him/her”), devel-
oped for being used from age three, and used in previous studies, including the ELISA
project [9,16]. Parents scored each item on a four-point scale, ranging from 1 (Does not apply
at all) to 4 (Applies very well).
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2.2.2. Mediating Variable (T2)

A latent variable of CD was defined by the composite score of two observed variables,
namely guilt and empathy.

Guilt. A parent-reported scale composed of 5 items (α = 0.64; e.g., “Doesn’t act
very upset when he/she has done something wrong”, “He/she seems to feel guilty after
breaking a rule”) was used to measure the level of guilt displayed by the child. The items
were scored in a 7-point scale from 1 (Definitely false) to 7 (Definitely true). This scale was
adapted from the guilt/shame scale that was developed and included in the long form of
the Children’s Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ) [64,65] as an additional measure to assess
specific social behavior patterns. The items were adapted from the Spanish (European)
version of the standard CBQ retrieved, under request, from the author’s official website.
The guilt/shame scale was originally composed of 14 items [64], however, for the purposes
of the current study, only the items corresponding to the facet of guilt were considered.

Empathy. A parent-reported scale adapted from the Griffith Empathy Measure
(GEM) [66], a measure intended to assess empathy from preschool years onwards, was
used to assess child’s empathy. Parents rated six items, adapted and translated by the
research team, referring to cognitive empathy (3 items; e.g., “Doesn’t seem to understand
why people get upset”, “Rarely understands why other people cry”) and affective empathy
(3 items; e.g., “Feels sad when other children or people are upset”, “Feels happy when
someone else is happy”), in a four-point scale from 0 (Totally disagree) to 3 (Totally agree).
The global empathy score was used in the present study (α = 0.67).

2.2.3. Longitudinal Outcomes (T3)

Psychopathic traits. The parent-reported version of the Spanish Child Problematic Traits
Inventory (CPTI) [9,67] was used for the assessment of child’s psychopathic traits. The
scale is composed of 28 items, specifically developed to be used in children from age 3, and
grouped in three subscales: eight items to measure the interpersonal or grandiose–deceitful
(GD) psychopathy component (α = 0.83; e.g., “Thinks that he or she is better than everyone
on almost everything”), 10 items to measure the affective or callous–unemotional (CU)
psychopathy component (α = 0.88; e.g., “Never seems to have bad conscience for things
that he or she has done”), and 10 items to measure the behavioral or impulsive–need of
stimulation (INS) psychopathy component (α = 0.86; e.g., “Provides himself or herself with
different things very fast and eagerly”). Parents rated the CPTI items in a response scale
ranging from 1 (Does not apply at all) to 4 (Applies very well).

2.3. Procedure

This study was approved by the Bioethics Committee at the Universidade de Santiago
de Compostela, and the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness. A total of 126
public, charter and private schools were initially contacted in order to ask for potential
collaboration. The contacts were initially conducted by phone, and information letters
were subsequently sent by email. If a school accepted to take part in the study, families
were contacted and invited to participate via information letters and group meetings in
the schools. An active consent form was filled out by families (i.e., mother, father, or main
caregiver) for each child who participate in the study. The informed consents were collected
by preschool teachers, who handed out the information to the parents. In all the waves
of study, participants were given a month to fill out the questionnaires. After that period,
some reminders were sent to those who were late, firstly by the preschool teacher and then
directly by the ELISA staff via email. Families did not receive any monetary compensation
for their participation in the study. Nonetheless, as a reward for their participation, all the
schools received a set of educational games for preschoolers in T1, whilst both families
and schools participated in a draw of several sets of books and educational games, valued
between EUR 50 and 100, at the end of the third wave data collection (T3).
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2.4. Data Analyses

Firstly, descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among all the study variables
were analyzed. To test the conditional indirect effects of parental warmth, fearlessness,
and CD on psychopathic traits, an SEM model was conducted in Mplus 7.4 [68]. The
model included parental warmth as the predictor, fearlessness as the moderator (i.e., low,
moderate, and high), the interaction between parental warmth and fearlessness, CD as the
mediating variable, and the three psychopathic traits (i.e., GD, CU, and INS) as endogenous
variables (see the conceptual model depicted in Figure 1). The predictor variables were
mean-centered prior to the creation of the interaction term (i.e., warmth × fearlessness)
in order to account for multicollinearity among variables [69]. The model was estimated
using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML), considered the least biased method
of estimating missing information when indicators are missing at random [70]. Model fit
was assessed using the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), standardized
root mean squared residual (SRMR), comparative fit index (CFI), and the Tucker–Lewis
index (TLI). According to Hu and Bentler’s [71] suggestions, RMSEA and SRMR values
lower or equal to 0.05, and TLI and CFI values of 0.95 or higher were considered indicators
of a good model fit, whereas RMSEA and SRMR values smaller than 0.08, and TLI and CFI
larger than 0.90 indicated an adequate model fit.
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3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among all the study variables are
displayed in Table 1. Parents reported very high levels of parental warmth and high levels
of guilt and empathy in their children, as indicated by means very close or slightly close
to the maximum rating. Parents reporting their children showed low to mid-levels of
fearlessness and impulsive (INS) traits and very low levels of interpersonal (GD) and
affective (CU) psychopathic traits. Parental warmth and children’s empathy and guilt were
significantly and positively related, whereas they were negatively related to fearlessness
and all the psychopathic traits. Fearlessness and all the psychopathic traits showed a
significant positive correlation.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among the study variables.

M (SD) Range 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Warmth T1 4.70 (0.38) 1–5 1
2. Fearless T1 1.79 (0.66) 1–4 −0.05 * 1

3. Guilt T2 5.08 (1.10) 1–7 0.17 *** −0.23 *** 1
4. Emp T2 2.19 (0.47) 0–3 0.10 *** −0.19 *** 0.35 *** 1
5. GD T3 1.37 (0.45) 1–4 −0.11 *** 0.22 *** −0.33 *** −0.16 *** 1
6. CU T3 1.32 (0.43) 1–4 −0.14 *** 0.24 *** −0.40 *** −0.37 *** 0.59 *** 1
7. INS T3 2.06 (0.60) 1–4 −0.10 *** 0.40 *** −0.29 *** −0.22 *** 0.53 *** 0.48 *** 1

Note: Fearless—fearlessness; Emp—empathy; GD—grandiose–deceitful; CU—callous–unemotional; INS—impulsive–need of stimulation;
T1—wave 1; T2—wave 2; T3—wave 3. *** p < 0.001. * p < 0.05.

3.2. Conditional Indirect Effects

Figure 2 shows the structural equation model (SEM) computed to test the conceptual
model of conditional indirect effects on psychopathic traits (i.e., GD, CU, INS) at T3. This
model included parental warmth as the predictor and fearlessness as the moderator, both
of them measured at T1; and CD as the mediator, which is a latent variable created from
empathy (λ = 0.55, p < 0.001) and guilt (λ = 0.63, p < 0.001), both measured at T2. This
model showed an adequate model fit, χ2

(6) = 48.381, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.98; TLI = 0.90;
RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.01. All the psychopathic traits are significantly correlated in the
SEM (rGD-CU = 0.45, p < 0.001; rGD-INS = 0.42, p < 0.001; rCU-INS = 0.30, p < 0.001).
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Figure 2. Structural equation model computed to test conditional indirect effects in the current study.
The model considers parental warmth as the predictor, fearlessness as the moderator, conscience
development as the mediator; Grandiose–Deceitful (GD), Callous–Unemotional (CU), Impulsive–
Need of Stimulation (INS) traits as the dependent variables; and socioeconomic status (SES) and
gender as the control variables.

The standardized results regarding the direct relationships modeled in Figure 2 are
shown in Table 2. Control variables (SES and gender) significantly predicted CD, with
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higher levels of SES and being female predicting higher levels of CD in children. Parental
warmth significantly and positively predicted CD; i.e., higher levels of warmth predicted
higher levels of CD in children. Children’s fearlessness significantly predicted CD neg-
atively, and GD and INS traits positively; that is, higher levels of fearlessness predicted
lower levels of CD and higher levels of interpersonal and behavioral traits in children.
For its part, CD significantly and negatively predicted all three psychopathy dimensions
in children. Finally, a negative interaction between parental warmth and fearlessness
significantly predicted CD. The interaction term reflects that the positive relationship of
warmth with CD tends to be stronger when children show low levels of fearlessness (see
Figure 3). However, the very low magnitude of the interaction prevents us from clearly
visualizing the differential tendency on the slopes.

Table 2. Standardized direct effects from the SEM testing the conceptual model of conditional indirect
effects.

CD T2 GD T3 CU T3 INS T3

β β β β

SES T1 0.08 ** −0.00 −0.02 −0.03
Gender (0-male, 1-female) T1 0.12 *** 0.01 −0.02 −0.03

Warmth T1 0.22 *** −0.02 0.02 −0.01
Fearless T1 −0.33 *** 0.08 ** 0.01 0.28 ***

Warmth × Fearless T1 −0.04 * 0.01 −0.03 0.02
CD T2 - −0.39 *** −0.64 *** −0.32 ***

Note: SES—socio-economic status; Fearless—fearlessness; CD—conscience development; GD—grandiose–
deceitful; CU—callous–unemotional; INS—impulsive–need of stimulation; T1—wave 1; T2—wave 2; T3—wave 3.
Warmth and fearlessness at T1 are mean-centered variables. Conscience development is a latent variable created
by the observed variables guilt and empathy at T2. *** p < 0.001. ** p < 0.01. * p < 0.05.
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Figure 3. Estimated conscience development at T2 by the interaction of parental warmth and
fearlessness at T1.

The conditional indirect effects computed in the model can help to interpret all these
associations, which can be summarized in the following terms. Warmth directly predicted
CD (mediator) which directly predicted all psychopathic traits (i.e., potential mediation
effects), while the relationship between warmth and CD was moderated by fearlessness
(i.e., potential moderated mediation effects). Because the direct effects of warmth on
psychopathic traits were not moderated by the level of fearlessness, mediated moderation
effects were discarded; i.e., regardless of the level of fearlessness, parental warmth is not
directly related to GD, CU, and INS. As shown in Table 3, and in line with the interaction
plot displayed in Figure 3, the unstandardized results of indirect effects indicated the



Brain Sci. 2021, 11, 923 9 of 15

significant presence of negative mediation effects of warmth through CD on psychopathic
traits, which seem to be stronger when children present lower levels of fearlessness.

Table 3. Unstandardized indirect mediation effects of parental warmth (T1) on psychopathic traits (T3) through conscience
development (T2) moderated by the level of fearlessness (T1).

Warmth through CD with
GD T3 CU T3 INS T3

Est. 95% CI Est. 95% CI Est. 95% CI

Low fearless. −0.12 *** −0.16, −0.09 −0.18 *** −0.23, −0.14 −0.13 *** −0.17, −0.09
Medium fearless. −0.10 *** −0.14, −0.08 −0.15 *** −0.19, −0.13 −0.11 *** −0.14, −0.09

High fearless. −0.08 *** −0.10, −0.06 −0.12 *** −0.15, −0.10 −0.09 *** −0.12, −0.07

Note: Fearless—fearlessness. CD—conscience development. GD—grandiose–deceitful. CU—callous–unemotional. INS—impulsive–need
of stimulation. CI—confidence interval. *** p < 0.001.

Lastly, because fearlessness has been traditionally related with both CD and psycho-
pathic traits [28,47], and taking into account the very low moderation effect previously
observed, the potential mediation effects of fearlessness on children’s psychopathic traits
through CD was also tested. As reported in Table 2, fearlessness significantly negatively
predicted CD (β = −0.33, p < 0.001; path a), which, in turn, significantly predicted GD
(β = −0.39, p < 0.001; path b1), CU (β = −0.64, p < 0.001; path b2), and INS (β = −0.32,
p < 0.001; path b3). These relationships might be indicative of mediation effects (a * bi) of
fearlessness through CD on GD (β = 0.13), CU (β = 0.21), and INS (β = 0.11). The Sobel test
indicated that all these mediation effects were statistically significant (ZGD = 7.43, p < 0.001;
ZCU = 7.99, p < 0.001; ZINS = 7.32, p < 0.001).

4. Discussion

Psychopathic personality has emerged as an important construct for better under-
standing child conduct problems [72]. Through a burgeoning line of research, psychopathic
traits have been linked with a large set of problematic behaviors and negative outcomes
from early childhood onwards [11,12]. Although most researchers usually define psycho-
pathic personality as a constellation of co-occurring interpersonal, affective and behavioral
traits [8,9], research conducted in childhood has mainly focused on the role of the affective
dimension (i.e., CU traits), with the broader construct of psychopathy being still underrepre-
sented [53,54,73]. This is particularly true as pertaining the etiological mechanisms leading
to the development of psychopathic traits at early developmental stages. Advancing this
knowledge might offer great utility to optimize our research and clinical practice [54],
delving into more sophisticated developmental models of psychopathic personality and
conduct problems. This would inspire the design of new intervention strategies that may
lead to prevention and reduction of psychopathic traits and, therefore, to restrain the
development of severe and persistent patterns of problematic behavior.

4.1. Fearlessness, Warmth, and Conscience Development: Unraveling the Paths to Psychopathic Traits

From a developmental model that posits the effect of temperamental variables (i.e.,
fearlessness) and parenting practices (i.e., parental warmth) in the development of psy-
chopathic traits, the current study intended to account for person-by-context interactions
that are supposed to interplay in a dynamic process that could influence the basis of both
CD [46] and, subsequently, psychopathic traits [49]. Overall, results revealed that parental
warmth did not have direct effects on psychopathic traits, although there would be indirect
effects, totally mediated by CD, on all three psychopathy dimensions. More specifically,
current results suggested that higher levels of parental warmth in preschool years (T1;
ages 3 to 6) would predict higher levels of CD one year later (T2; ages 4 to 7), which, in
turn, would potentially restrain the development of psychopathic traits at T3 (ages 5 to
8). Even considering that all indirect effects were significant irrespective of the level of
fearlessness, a marginal interaction effect showed that higher levels of parental warmth
predicted increases in CD particularly at lower levels of fearlessness. This result largely
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converges with previous studies on the developmental basis of CD, indicating that positive
parenting practices (i.e., parental warmth), would be particularly influential for CD in
fearless children [46,47]. Similar findings, yet revealing the inverse pattern, were shown in
previous research examining the role of fearlessness and parenting practices (i.e., parental
warmth, and parental harshness) in the development of CU traits. Thus, in a sample of
low-income boys, child fearlessness only predicted early CU traits in the context of low
positive parenting [49], a result also replicated in an adoption design that showed that
early fearlessness, which was mainly inherited from biological mothers, was predictive of
CU traits when adoptive parents showed lower levels of positive parenting [48].

Interestingly, our results evidenced the same conditional effects for all psychopathy
dimensions, suggesting that previous findings linked to CU traits could be expanded,
at least as pertaining to this model, to all three psychopathy dimensions. Although pre-
liminary, this is an important result since most of previous research has examined the
effects of both fearlessness and parental warmth on CU traits, without accounting for the
potential shared effects with both GD and INS traits. It should be noted that current results
showed direct effects of fearlessness on GD and INS traits, but not the expected direct
effects on CU traits [28,34]. Although this result might be initially unexpected, it could
largely converge with previous research, with the effects of fearlessness on CU traits being
potentially mediated by CD. As was previously mentioned, empathy and guilt have been
defined as components of conscience [26], as well as two of the hallmarks of CU traits [35].
Additionally, temperamental features related with CU traits, such as fearlessness, have
been considered risk factors for impairments in empathy and, therefore, in the normal
development of conscience and morality in children [27,28]. Based on the foregoing, a
fearless temperament would be linked to CD by underpinning potential deficits in the
development of empathy and guilt, which in turn, would be predictive of later CU traits.

4.2. Theoretical and Practical Implications

From a developmental psychopathology perspective, the development of a psycho-
pathic personality is usually viewed as a dynamic, changing, and ongoing process [22].
Which factors are influencing its development, being capable to potentiate, maintain or alter
its course, is still an ongoing challenge in this field. The basic developmental principle of
equifinality is likely to be pertinent in the etiological mechanisms involved in psychopathic
personality. Thus, it is not expected that a single factor—at the genetic, neurobiological,
neurocognitive, developmental or environmental level—would act in an isolated way in
the etiology and developmental pathway of psychopathic traits [74]. Dynamic interactive
processes are probably behind the developmental underpinnings of the construct, being
the associations between the temperament and environment complex and, probably, in a
bidirectional way [40,63]. Moreover, it should be noted that the links between parenting
practices and psychopathic traits could reflect gene–environment interactions [75], with
psychopathic traits being potentially rooted via heritable patterns [76], whereas parent-
ing would play a role as a potential environmental-mediated predictor of psychopathic
traits [49]. Even considering the progress made in linking CD theories with the develop-
ment of psychopathy traits, new advances are required to improve developmental models
of psychopathic personality, integrating all the most relevant knowledge in a coherent
paradigm that may help to further understand the early underpinnings and later devel-
opmental patterns of psychopathic traits. In this regard, Waller and Wagner [77] have
proposed the Sensitivity to Threat and Affiliative Reward Model (STAR) as a comprehen-
sive model to delve into the etiology of CU traits. It posits that both fearless temperament
and low affiliative reward would be the two psychobiological and mechanistic precursors
to CU traits, with their interaction being uniquely predictive of CU traits when compared
to GD and INS [78]. Assuming the promising value of the STAR model for the development
of CU traits, new efforts are needed to disentangle the mechanisms leading to both GD and
INS and, even more interesting, to test whether these specific mechanisms are also central
when all psychopathic traits are present.
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Finally, current results would also derive some practical implications. Since psycho-
pathic traits seem to be identifiers of youths within serious and long-standing pathways
of problematic behavior, they should be primarily identified in clinical settings. To maxi-
mize results, these programs should be tailored to the unique characteristics that define
this specific group (e.g., remorseless, lack of empathy, manipulation), and should include
those factors that have been proven to be potential mechanisms of change in psychopathic
personality (e.g., parental warmth). Some promising results from the applied context have
shown that focusing on improving parental warmth, whilst declining inconsistent and
coercive parenting, may have clinical value not only in reducing problematic behavior
in children with high psychopathic traits, but also in favoring a significant reduction in
all affective, interpersonal, and behavioral features of psychopathic personality [45,57].
Based on current findings, these effects could be also strengthened by stimulating the
development of conscience through specific socioemotional training, favoring emotion
recognition and affective responsivity [79].

4.3. Limitations and Future Lines of Research

To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies linking the developmental model
of CD to psychopathic personality, accounting for all its dimensions. It involves a large
sample of children from a prospective longitudinal study, conducted across two years,
and starting at the preschool years, which is considered a key stage in the development
of empathy and conscience [47]. Even though, there are some limitations that should
be acknowledge in order to address future research. First, we only relied on parents’
reports, which could have inflated some effects due to shared method variance. Second,
we only focused on the affective component of conscience (i.e., moral emotions), making
it necessary to further examine how other dimensions (e.g., moral reasoning), as well as
the whole construct, are shaped from early socialization experiences in interaction with
temperamental styles. From this chain of influences, it would be interesting to further
examine how they finally contribute to the development of psychopathic traits and related
disruptive behavior. Third, only fearlessness and parental warmth were included as pre-
dictors, making difficult to elaborate a comprehensive developmental model that would
require some additional temperamental (e.g., affiliative reward), cognitive (e.g., emotion
recognition) and environmental variables (e.g., parental harshness), including the quality
of parent–child interactions, to delineate all the process and mechanisms leading to the
construction of self and, in turn, to the development of psychopathic traits. Fourth, current
results showed that gender may account for some of the effects, suggesting that additional
research should take a gender perspective in order to examine whether there might be
differences across groups in developmental mechanisms of psychopathic traits, which
may also vary across development. Fifth, although a prospective longitudinal design was
used, one might prevent to derive causal effects that should be examined in future research
accounting for additional person-by-context interactions. Finally, additional studies ad-
dressing all psychopathy dimensions are particularly needed to further understand the
etiological mechanisms underlying the development of specific psychopathic traits, and
overall psychopathic personality, from early childhood onwards.

5. Conclusions

Current results allow strengthening developmental models of psychopathic traits,
with parenting practices based on warmth and affection emerging as environmental mech-
anisms able to prompt changes in psychopathic traits across development [39], particularly
at lower levels of fearlessness, and via CD. In this regard, it could be suggested that,
whereas temperamental mechanisms (i.e., fearlessness) may underpin the most relevant
features of psychopathic personality, environmental factors in general, and parenting prac-
tices in particular, would be able to either enhance or hinder their development across
their lifespan [11], with CD as a potential mediator of these effects. It reinforces the
possibility of designing new intervention strategies specifically tailored to the unique



Brain Sci. 2021, 11, 923 12 of 15

features of children with psychopathic traits, and the mechanisms able to drive some
changes across development, leading to also prevent the development of serious patterns
of problematic behaviors.
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