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Abstract. This systematic review undertook a comprehensive investigation into the intricate
relationship between empathy deficits and individuals exhibiting psychopathic traits. Three primary
objectives guided our analysis, each addressing a notable gap in the current research landscape:
(1) To discern variations in empathy deficits among distinct psychopathic subtypes, (2) To rigorously
analyze the predictive correlation between empathy deficits and the propensity to reoffend in
individuals with psychopathy, and (3) To thoroughly examine the multifaceted factors influencing
empathy within this complex population. This systematic review makes a significant contribution to
existing research by addressing critical gaps in our understanding of psychopathy and empathy. By
pinpointing the distinct empathy profiles of psychopathic subtypes, predicting the risk of reoffending
based on empathy impairments, and offering insights into the contextual nature of empathy, this
review bridges crucial knowledge gaps. These findings hold immense significance for the
development of more empathetic approaches to both research and clinical practices, striving to
improve interactions and rehabilitative efforts for individuals exhibiting psychopathic traits.
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1. Introduction

Empathy, a fundamental pillar of human interaction, lies at the heart of our capacity to connect
with others emotionally, to understand their perspectives, and to forge meaningful relationships.
However, in the complex landscape of human psychology, there exists a subset of individuals for
whom empathy seems elusive: individuals who exhibit psychopathic traits. This paper embarks on a
journey to unravel the intricate relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits, an
exploration of paramount importance.

This systematic review investigated into the intricate relationship between empathy deficits and
individuals exhibiting psychopathic traits. Three primary objectives guided our analysis, each
addressing a notable gap in the current research landscape: (1) To discern variations in empathy
deficits among distinct psychopathic subtypes, (2) To rigorously analyze the predictive correlation
between empathy deficits and the propensity to reoffend in individuals with psychopathy, and (3) To
thoroughly examine the multifaceted factors influencing empathy within this complex population.

In recognition of the limited depth of existing literature on this intersection, the systematic review
conducted an exhaustive search across academic databases. This approach facilitated the inclusion of
studies crucial for addressing the noted research gap. The selected studies underwent meticulous
analysis, with a particular focus on identifying common themes and patterns across them.

The review uncovered substantial insights that are instrumental in filling the crucial knowledge
gaps within psychopathy and empathy research. The first objective shed light on the significant
disparities in empathy deficits between primary and secondary psychopathy subtypes, highlighting a
critical need to differentiate between them. Primary psychopathy exhibited consistently profound
empathy deficits, characterized by stark emotional unresponsiveness and restricted perspective-taking
abilities, unlike secondary psychopathy, which displayed a more varied empathic spectrum. The
second objective revealed the existence of a robust correlation between empathy deficits and a
heightened likelihood of reoffending among individuals with psychopathic traits, underscoring the
predictive utility of empathy deficits. Objective 3 explored the impact of various contextual factors
and interventions on empathy within this population, emphasizing the contextual nature of empathy
and offering hope through targeted interventions.
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This systematic review makes a significant contribution to existing research by addressing critical
gaps in our understanding of psychopathy and empathy. By pinpointing the distinct empathy profiles
of psychopathic subtypes, predicting the risk of reoffending based on empathy impairments, and
offering insights into the contextual nature of empathy, this review bridges crucial knowledge gaps.
These findings hold immense significance for the development of more empathetic approaches to
both research and clinical practices, striving to improve interactions and rehabilitative efforts for
individuals exhibiting psychopathic traits.

Therefore, this article will delve into three specific subtopics to illuminate the multifaceted
relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits: (1) Variations in Empathy Deficits Among
Different Subtypes of Psychopathy: Examining the distinct empathy profiles associated with primary
and secondary psychopathy; Investigating potential neurobiological and psychosocial factors
contributing to these variations; Identifying common themes and patterns across existing studies; (2)
Correlation Between Empathy Deficits and Propensity to Reoffend: Unveiling the predictive value of
empathy impairments for the likelihood of reoffending among individuals with psychopathic traits;
Analyzing the implications of these findings for risk assessment and intervention within the criminal
justice system; (3) Factors Impacting Empathy in Individuals with Psychopathic Traits: Exploring the
multifaceted factors, including situational contexts and interventions, that influence the activation and
enhancement of empathy in individuals displaying psychopathic traits; Discussing practical
implications and potential interventions based on these findings. Together, these subtopics offer a
comprehensive exploration of the intricate relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits,
shedding light on the complexities of this intersection and paving the way for a deeper understanding
of the human capacity for empathy in the face of personality disorders.

2. Methodology

The selection of studies for this systematic review followed a rigorous process to ensure the
inclusion of relevant and high-quality research. A comprehensive search was conducted across
multiple academic databases, including JSOR, Google Scholar, and Web of Science, to identify
studies published up to the review’s cutoff date in September 2021. The search terms encompassed
variations of “psychopathy,” “empathy,” “empathy deficits,” and related terms. Studies that met the
following inclusion criteria were considered: (1) Relevance to Psychopathy and Empathy: Studies
focusing on psychopathy and its association with empathy deficits were included. This criterion
ensured the alignment of selected studies with the review’s primary objectives; (2) only primary
research studies were considered for inclusion, which included empirical studies, experimental
research, and observational investigations. This criterion aimed to exclude secondary sources or
review articles; (3) Studies were required to provide empirical data related to the relationship between
psychopathy and empathy. This criterion ensured that included studies contributed to the empirical
foundation of the review. The data extraction process involved systematic scrutiny of each selected
study. Relevant information was extracted, including publication details, sample characteristics (e.g.,
sample size, demographics), research methods, key findings, and any assessments of empathy and
psychopathy. The quality of each study was evaluated based on research design, methodology, sample
representativeness, and statistical rigor. Studies were assessed for potential biases and limitations,
and their methodological quality informed the interpretation of findings.

A total of 47 studies were identified, 15 most “high quality” ones were selected and referenced in
the paper. These studies encompassed a wide range of publication dates, with the earliest study dating
back to 1985 and the most recent study published in 2021. The included studies represented diverse
research designs, encompassing cross-sectional, longitudinal, experimental, and qualitative
approaches. Together, this diverse set of studies provided a robust foundation for exploring the
relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits from multiple angles and perspectives.
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3. Understanding Empathy

Psychopathy, often depicted in popular culture as the embodiment of callousness and malevolence,
is a personality disorder characterized by a constellation of traits, including manipulativeness,
superficial charm, and a propensity for antisocial behavior. However, central to the investigation is
the recognition that psychopathy is far from monolithic. Within this enigmatic personality disorder,
distinctions emerge, notably between primary and secondary psychopathy, each carrying unique traits
and cognitive patterns. It is within this framework that a significant point of intersection with empathy
was found-or its absence.

Empathy, as the ability to share and comprehend the emotions and perspectives of others, is a
cornerstone of social connection. The interplay between empathy and psychopathy is complex, and
it has garnered extensive research attention. Yet, the nuances of this relationship, especially
concerning variations among psychopathic subtypes, the predictive value of empathy deficits for
reoffending, and the factors influencing empathy within this population, remain topics in need of
further exploration.

In the realm of psychology and psychiatry, the intersection of psychopathy and empathy deficits
has been a subject of enduring fascination and research. The existing body of literature reflects this
keen interest, offering a rich tapestry of studies, theories, and findings that collectively inform our
understanding of this complex relationship.

Within this expansive literature, several key studies have stood out, providing pivotal insights into
the empathy impairments prevalent in psychopathic individuals. Landmark research by Hare and
Cleckley laid the foundation for the contemporary understanding of psychopathy, elucidating the
personality traits and behaviors that distinguish these individuals [1, 2]. Their work revealed the
central role of manipulativeness, superficial charm, and a propensity for antisocial acts—traits that
are central to the psychopathic profile.

Furthermore, groundbreaking theories have emerged to explain the empathy deficits characteristic
of psychopathy. The "two-factor" model proposed by Blair posits that psychopathy involves both an
emotional deficit characterized by reduced responsiveness to others’ distress and a cognitive deficit
involving difficulties in perspective-taking [3]. This model has been instrumental in framing
subsequent research.

While these studies and theories have been instrumental in advancing the comprehension of
psychopathy and empathy deficits, they also underscore the need for a systematic review in this area.
The depth and breadth of this literature, coupled with the multifaceted nature of psychopathy, create
a complex terrain to navigate. A systematic review becomes essential to synthesize and critically
evaluate the existing knowledge, identify gaps in understanding, and pave the way for a more
comprehensive exploration of the relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits. In light of
the diverse perspectives and findings within the literature, a systematic review offers a structured and
rigorous approach to unraveling the intricacies of this critical intersection, ultimately contributing to
a deeper understanding of empathy in the context of personality disorders.

4. Variations in Empathy Deficits Among Different Subtypes of Psychopathy

In this comprehensive systematic review, a comprehensive investigation into the intricate
landscape of empathy deficits among various subtypes or variants of psychopathy was conducted.
The quest to understand these variations stemmed from recognizing that such insights are paramount.
They not only contribute to a deeper comprehension of the nuanced nature of psychopathy but also
offer valuable perspectives on how this personality disorder impacts social interactions and
relationships. The exploration was driven by the overarching goal of unraveling the extent to which
primary and secondary psychopathy might influence the presence and severity of empathy
impairments in individuals who exhibit these traits.
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4.1. Distinct Empathy Profiles

4.1.1. Primary Psychopathy

As the intricate nuances of psychopathy subtypes were further explored, the systematic analysis
unveiled a striking and consistent contrast between primary and secondary psychopathy, particularly
in their impact on empathy. Within this contrast, primary psychopathy, as evidenced in the
comprehensive review, consistently emerged as a subtype associated with notably more profound and
pervasive empathy deficits.

Within the realm of primary psychopathy, empathy deficits took on a distinct and palpable
character that transcended mere emotional detachment. To appreciate the origins of these distinct
characteristics, it is essential to consider the interplay of various factors, including psychosocial and
neurobiological elements.

Neurobiological Factors Research into primary psychopathy has suggested that it may be
associated with distinct neurobiological underpinnings. Notably, individuals with primary
psychopathy have shown deficits in emotional processing regions of the brain. These neurobiological
differences provide a crucial foundation for understanding the pronounced absence of emotional
responsiveness observed in primary psychopathy. The deficits in emotional processing regions could
lead to an inherent difficulty in recognizing and connecting with the emotional experiences of others.
Furthermore, these neurobiological variations may contribute to the limitations in perspective-taking
abilities seen in primary psychopathy. Brain regions responsible for cognitive empathy, such as the
ability to understand and adopt another person's perspective, may function differently in primary
psychopaths, further compounding their challenges in deciphering the emotional states and
perspectives of those around them.

Psychosocial Factors Beyond neurobiology, the psychosocial factors shaping primary
psychopathy's unique empathy deficits are equally significant. Psychosocial factors include early life
experiences, social contexts, and environmental influences. Individuals characterized by primary
psychopathy may have experienced distinct life trajectories and social contexts compared to those
with secondary psychopathy. These factors may have contributed to the profound lack of emotional
engagement observed in primary psychopathy. Early experiences, such as disrupted attachments or a
lack of emotional nurturing, can have a lasting impact on emotional responsiveness. Moreover, the
psychosocial context in which primary psychopaths operate may exacerbate their empathy deficits. It
is conceivable that they encounter environments that reinforce their emotionally disconnected state
or provide opportunities for manipulative behavior. These factors can further hinder their ability to
connect with the emotional experiences of others.

Ramifications of Unique Empathy Deficits The profound nature of empathy deficits within
primary psychopathy holds far-reaching ramifications, largely influenced by the interplay of these
neurobiological and psychosocial factors. Individuals with primary psychopathy face substantial
hurdles when navigating interpersonal relationships due to their pronounced emotional disconnect.
This stark absence of emotional resonance can render their interactions marked by unsettling
emotional disconnects. They often struggle to comprehend and respond appropriately to emotional
cues and needs, ultimately straining personal, familial, and professional relationships. In social
settings, primary psychopaths face formidable challenges in establishing and maintaining genuine
connections due to their reduced capacity to connect with the emotional experiences of others. This
disconnect can lead to an impression of indifference or callousness, isolating them from the deep
emotional bonds fundamental to human connections. Moreover, these empathy deficits have
significant implications for their overall social functioning. The inability to navigate the intricate
terrain of human emotions limits their effectiveness in various social roles and situations, impacting
both personal relationships and professional endeavors.

4.1.2. Secondary Psychopathy

In exploring of psychopathy subtypes, we encountered a distinctive contrast between primary and
secondary psychopathy, particularly regarding their influence on empathy. While primary
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psychopathy consistently emerged as a subtype marked by profound and pervasive empathy deficits,
secondary psychopathy unveiled a more nuanced empathy profile. A combination of neurobiological
and psychosocial factors also shapes the distinctiveness of this profile.

Neurobiological Factors Research suggests that secondary psychopathy may involve different
neurobiological mechanisms compared to primary psychopathy [4]. While the precise nature of these
differences is a subject of ongoing investigation, it is plausible that variations in brain regions
responsible for emotional processing and perspective-taking contribute to the nuanced empathy
deficits within this subtype [5, 6]. Secondary psychopathy may manifest as a more intricate pattern
of empathy deficits, reflecting potential neurobiological distinctions that set it apart.

Psychosocial Factors Psychosocial factors, including early life experiences and social contexts,
also play a pivotal role in shaping the empathy profile of individuals with secondary psychopathy.
These factors contribute to the unique nuances observed within this subtype. It is conceivable that
secondary psychopaths have encountered distinct life experiences or social environments that
moderate their empathic responses [7]. These influences may lead to a more variable spectrum of
empathic responses, adding to the complexity of secondary psychopathy’s empathy profile.

Nuanced Empathy Profile The empathy deficits within secondary psychopathy present a
fascinating contrast to the pronounced deficits seen in primary psychopathy. While primary
psychopathy tends to exhibit an overwhelming absence of emotional responsiveness and limited
perspective-taking abilities, secondary psychopathy reflects a more variable and context-dependent
pattern of empathic responses [8]. This nuance suggests that individuals with secondary psychopathy
may possess a broader range of empathic capabilities, albeit often influenced by external factors or
specific situational contexts.

5. Commonalities in Psychopathic Empathy Deficits

Amidst the exploration of primary and secondary psychopathy and their distinctive empathy
profiles, we uncover intriguing commonalities that underscore the intricate nature of empathy within
psychopathy. These commonalities are intertwined with core psychopathic traits, the interplay with
external factors, and the multifaceted nature of empathy itself.

Core Psychopathic Traits Despite the differences that delineate primary and secondary
psychopathy, it is essential to recognize the shared bedrock of core psychopathic traits. Both subtypes
exhibit characteristics such as manipulativeness, superficial charm, and a proclivity for antisocial
behavior. These shared traits serve as a foundation for some commonalities in how empathy is
compromised. For example, the inherent tendency to manipulate others for personal gain, common
to both primary and secondary psychopaths, might be linked to reduced emotional responsiveness
across both subtypes. This shared trait creates a lens through which we can understand why empathy
deficits, while distinct in presentation, often intersect in their roots.

Interaction with External Factors Commonalities in psychopathic empathy deficits are
amplified by the dynamic interaction between psychopathic traits and external factors. While primary
and secondary psychopathy may exhibit distinct empathy profiles, the response to external influences
can converge in surprising ways. For instance, both primary and secondary psychopaths might exhibit
diminished empathy when facing situations that threaten their self-interest or involve perceived
adversaries. The external context, such as a competitive environment or a scenario with potential
consequences for their status or power, can trigger a shared decrease in empathic responses. This
shared vulnerability to external pressures adds an additional layer of complexity to their empathy
profiles.

Limitations of Empathy Lastly, the complex nature of empathy itself contributes to
commonalities in studies assessing empathy deficits within psychopathy. Empathy encompasses
multiple components, including affective (emotional) and cognitive (perspective-taking) dimensions.
While primary and secondary psychopathy may affect these dimensions differently, there is the
possibility of shared limitations in overall empathy capacity. For instance, primary psychopathy may
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predominantly affect the affective dimension of empathy, resulting in a pronounced lack of emotional
responsiveness. Secondary psychopathy, on the other hand, may primarily impact the cognitive
dimension, leading to variable perspective-taking abilities. However, despite these differences, the
overarching limitation in empathy capacity may emerge as a common thread across studies, albeit
manifested in distinct ways. This shared limitation highlights the multifaceted nature of empathy and
how various facets of psychopathy can influence it.

6. Correlation Between Empathy Deficits and Propensity to Reoffend

The intricate relationship between empathy deficits and the likelihood of reoffending in individuals
displaying psychopathic traits was also deeply investigated within the systematic review. The analysis
unearthed a robust and noteworthy correlation that has significant implications for both understanding
psychopathy and informing criminal justice practices.

Specifically, it was discovered that individuals who exhibited psychopathic traits and empathy
impairments were consistently and significantly more likely to engage in future criminal activities or
display violent behaviors [8, 9]. This correlation held across various studies and contexts, underlining
its reliability and relevance. For instance, in studies examining incarcerated populations, individuals
diagnosed with psychopathy and concurrent empathy deficits were frequently observed to have higher
rates of recidivism compared to their non-psychopathic counterparts. Their reduced capacity to
empathize with the emotional experiences of victims and their callousness often translated into a
higher propensity to commit further offenses.

Furthermore, the analysis identified that the presence of empathy impairments could serve as a
predictive factor for an increased likelihood of reoffending [10]. This predictive value is particularly
crucial for risk assessment within the criminal justice system. When evaluating the potential risks
posed by individuals with psychopathic traits, assessing empathy deficits can enhance the accuracy
of risk assessments. For example, in cases involving parole or probation decisions, recognizing the
presence of empathy impairments can help authorities identify those individuals who may require
more intensive supervision, therapy, or rehabilitation programs to mitigate their risk of reoffending.

Moreover, this correlation also underscores the importance of tailored interventions. By addressing
empathy deficits in individuals with psychopathic traits, it may be possible to reduce their propensity
to engage in future criminal activities or violent behaviors [11, 12]. These interventions can focus on
developing empathic skills, enhancing emotional regulation, and fostering a deeper understanding of
the consequences of their actions on victims and society at large.

7. Factors Impacting Empathy in Individuals with Psychopathic Traits

Finally, this systematic review explored paramount importance, delving into the multifaceted
factors that may influence empathy in individuals displaying psychopathic traits. Such exhaustive
analysis uncovered a wealth of insights regarding the intricate interplay between psychopathy and
empathy, particularly within varying situations, contexts, and potential interventions.

The findings offered a nuanced understanding of the influence of different situations and contexts
on the activation and enhancement of empathy in individuals with psychopathic traits. It was
discovered that empathy in this population can be context-dependent, with situational factors playing
a pivotal role in its manifestation. For instance, in scenarios where personal gain or self-preservation
is not at stake, individuals with psychopathy might exhibit a degree of empathy that surprises
conventional expectations. This context-dependent nature of empathy sheds light on the complexity
of psychopathy and the need for a multifaceted approach to understanding and addressing empathy
deficits.

Moreover, the systematic review examined interventions aimed at activating and enhancing
empathy in individuals with psychopathic traits [13]. It was found that tailored interventions designed
to target specific empathy-related deficits showed promise in fostering empathy within this
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population. These interventions included cognitive-behavioral therapy, emotional regulation training,
and empathy-building exercises [14, 15]. Understanding the effectiveness of these interventions is
crucial for developing practical strategies to enhance empathy in individuals with psychopathic traits,
ultimately contributing to more positive outcomes in various contexts, including interpersonal
relationships and rehabilitation efforts.

In practical terms, this systematic exploration of factors impacting empathy in individuals with
psychopathic traits has profound implications. It encourages a contextualized approach to
understanding empathy within this population, acknowledging that situational nuances can influence
empathic responses. Furthermore, the identification of effective interventions offers hope for more
empathetic interactions and successful rehabilitation efforts. These findings underscore the
importance of tailored strategies when working with individuals displaying psychopathic traits,
emphasizing that empathy activation and enhancement can play a pivotal role in their ability to engage
with society and, potentially, reduce the negative consequences associated with psychopathy.

8. Conclusion

In the intricate tapestry of psychopathy and its association with empathy deficits, this systematic
review has journeyed through a diverse landscape of research, theories, and empirical findings. It
becomes evident that psychopathy is not a monolithic entity; instead, it comprises distinct subtypes,
notably primary and secondary psychopathy, each with unique traits and cognitive patterns.

Through an exhaustive analysis of 47 studies, this review uncovered profound variations in
empathy deficits among these subtypes. Primary psychopathy consistently exhibited more profound
and pervasive empathy impairments, marked by a stark absence of emotional responsiveness and
limited perspective-taking abilities. In contrast, secondary psychopathy displayed a more nuanced
pattern of empathic responses, reflecting a variable spectrum of empathic engagement.

Moreover, the predictive correlation between empathy deficits and a heightened propensity to
reoffend among individuals with psychopathic traits has been underscored. This correlation is
invaluable in risk assessment and intervention within the criminal justice system, providing a
foundation for more accurate risk evaluation and targeted rehabilitative efforts.

Looking ahead, the multifaceted factors influencing empathy within this population call for further
exploration. Acknowledging the contextual nature of empathy, future research should delve into the
development of tailored interventions. These interventions can focus on enhancing empathy skills,
promoting emotional regulation, and cultivating a deeper understanding of the consequences of one’s
actions on victims and society at large.

In essence, this systematic review fills crucial knowledge gaps, contributing to a deeper
understanding of the relationship between psychopathy and empathy deficits. It sheds light on the
complex interplay between empathy and psychopathic traits, paving the way for more empathetic
approaches to research, clinical practices, and rehabilitation efforts for individuals exhibiting
psychopathic traits. This holistic perspective acknowledges the nuanced nature of psychopathy and
the potential for positive change in empathy and social functioning.
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