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Purpose: Previous research conceptualized murderers as highly callous and self-gratifying individuals, offending
as a result of psychopathic tendencies. The current exploration sought to verifywhethermurderers differ on psy-
chopathy and criminal social identity from recidivistic and first time incarcerated offenders.
Methods: The study compared an opportunistic sample of murderers (n = 94), recidivists (n = 266), and first
time offenders (n = 118) on criminal social identity (3 factors: cognitive centrality, in-group affect, and in-
group ties) and psychopathy (4 factors: callous affect, interpersonal manipulation, erratic lifestyle, antisocial be-
havior).
Results: Recidivists scored significantly higher on cognitive centrality and in-group ties than murderers. Recidi-
vists scored significantly higher than first time incarcerated offenders or murderers on the erratic lifestyle and
interpersonalmanipulation factors of psychopathy. Additionally, recidivists scored significantly higher on antiso-
cial behavior compared to first time offenders. All three groups of prisoners did not differ in terms of callous af-
fect.
Conclusion: Contrary to previous research andmedia portrayals of homicide perpetration being rooted in psycho-
pathic tendencies such as callous affect, the present findings found no support for such a conceptualization of the
crime. Moreover, unsurprisingly, it appears murderers have less developed criminal cognitions than other
offending groups.
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Keywords:
Murderers
Recidivists
First time incarcerated offenders
Psychopathy
Criminal social identity

1. Introduction

According to legal definitions, murder (i.e., the unlawful killing of a
person with malice aforethought) and manslaughter (i.e., voluntary or
involuntary killing without malice) are the two offenses that constitute
homicide (18 U.S.C. §§ 1111, 1112). Homicide offenders, especially
those with the intent to kill, receive the most severe sentences, includ-
ing life and death sentences (Cassel & Bernstein, 2007). Further, while
homicide cases, and serial homicide offenses in particular, tend to at-
tract much media attention, scientific research into psychological fac-
tors associated with committing such crimes is limited (Kraemer,
Lord, & Heilbrun, 2004). In considering the fact that the average cost
of murder has been estimated at $24 million (DeLisi et al., 2010), this
lack of empirical investigation is somewhat surprising.

Throughout history, murder has received widespread attention
within popular culture, often the central storyline in many successful
crime fiction works and the currency of media outlets throughout the

world. Media portrayals of murderers as psychopaths, alongside the
public's fascination with the crime, particularly in the aftermath of
high profile cases, has led to a common distorted view of a murderer
in public perception. Lilienfeld and Arkowitz (2007) exploring the
depth of this popularized view found that searching the term “psycho-
pathicmurderer”within online search engines attests to such amiscon-
ception, resulting in over 12,500 different article hits, based largely
upon sensationalized conjecture. Whilst framing murder as rooted in
callous and premeditated features perpetrated by psychopathic of-
fenders seeking out victims is arguably, the result of artistic license
afforded to the entertainment industry, Babiak, Neumann, and Hare
(2010) highlight when this is the public's only exposure to psychopa-
thy, widespread misunderstanding is to be expected. Clearly, the lack
of distinction between ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ within popular culture por-
trayals, has led to the notion of a psychopath becoming synonymous
with that of a murderer.

Psychopathy, often conceptualized as a constellation of interperson-
al (e.g., deceitfulness, superficial charm, grandiosity), affective (e.g., lack
of empathy, remorse, or guilt), lifestyle (e.g. impulsivity, irresponsibili-
ty), and behavioral (e.g., social deviance, criminality) features (Hare &
Neumann, 2008), has been recognized as a crucial psychological

Journal of Criminal Justice xxx (2017) xxx–xxx

⁎ Corresponding author at: Department of Psychology, University of Huddersfield,
Queensgate, Huddersfield HD1 3DH, UK.

E-mail address: d.boduszek@hud.ac.uk (D. Boduszek).

JCJ-01449; No of Pages 4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.03.002
0047-2352/© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Criminal Justice

Please cite this article as: Sherretts, N., et al., Comparison of murderers with recidivists and first time incarcerated offenders from U.S. prisons on
psychopathy and identity as a ..., Journal of Criminal Justice (2017), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.03.002

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.03.002
mailto:d.boduszek@hud.ac.uk
Journal logo
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.03.002
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00472352
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.03.002


construct within the criminal justice system (DeLisi, 2016; Hart & Hare,
1997). Thirty five percent of homicide offenders (Hodgins, Mednick,
Brennan, Schulsinger, & Engberg, 1996) were noted for increased psy-
chopathy scores. With a prevalence rate oscillating between 15 and
25% in the federal offender population (Lilienfeld & Arkowitz, 2007;
Woodworth & Porter, 2002), psychopathy is also a significant risk factor
for violent recidivism (see Dhingra & Boduszek, 2013 for a review). In a
sample of 52 homicidal and non-homicidal child molesters, Firestone,
Bradford, Greenberg, Larose, and Curry (1998) revealed that murderers
scored significantly higher (two SDs above themean) on total psychop-
athy than non-murderers. Moreover, laboratory based research report-
ed evidence of diminished negative reactions to violence in
psychopathic murderers (Gray, MacCulloch, Smith, Morris, &
Snowden, 2003),which appears to suggest abnormal belief systems sur-
rounding violence and may explain the perpetration of homicide. Be-
yond the proposed relationship between a lack of affective
responsiveness and the perpetration of homicide, statistics reveal pris-
oners categorized as psychopaths to be five times more likely to engage
in violent recidivism than non-psychopaths (Serin & Amos, 1995).
Given the proposed but unclear causal nature of psychopathy upon
the perpetration of homicide, further empirical exploration is warrant-
ed in order to clarify the reliability of such a relationship.

Another salient psychosocial factor in explaining criminal behavior
appears to be the concept of criminal social identity (CSI; Boduszek &
Hyland, 2011; Boduszek, Dhingra, & Debowska, 2016). The model of
CSI was proposed to comprise three facets: cognitive centrality, in-
group affect, and in-group ties. Cognitive centrality emphasizes the cog-
nitive importance of belonging to a criminal group. Criminal identity for
thosewith increased scores on this aspect of CSI is interpreted as central
to their self-concept; they are thus more likely to accept and act in ac-
cordance with norms established by the reference group. In-group af-
fect pertains to the positive emotional valence of belonging to a
criminal group. Finally, in-group ties refers to the psychological percep-
tion of resemblance and emotional connectionwith othermembers of a
particular group.

It has been suggested that criminal social identity may vary across
groups of offenders (Walters, 2003). For instance, Boduszek, Hyland,
Bourke, Shevlin, and Adamson (2013) studied the role of criminal social
identity in predicting violent offending within a sample of male recidi-
vistic offenders from a maximum-security prison. Violent offenders, in
comparison with non-violent offenders, were significantly more likely
to score high on cognitive centrality and low on in-group affect. These
findings reveal the importance of the different aspects of criminal social
identity for building a better understanding of violent criminal behavior.
Nonetheless, even though homicide offenders were included in
Boduszek et al.'s (2013) sample of violent offenders, they were not dis-
tinguished from perpetrators of non-homicidal violent acts. Given the
standing of homicide as the most extreme form of violent offending
and murderers' disregard for the life of others, it appears that perpetra-
tors of this particular offense may be unique in their construction of so-
cial identity.

1.1. The current focus

Although in psychological terms murder differs considerably from
manslaughter because it involves the intent to kill, prior studies tended
to utilize mixed samples of homicide offenders. Additionally, there is a
paucity of studies into psychosocial factors which could elucidate inten-
tional killing (Kraemer et al., 2004). In recognizing the utility of psycho-
pathic traits and criminal social identity dimensions in explaining
offending behavior in general, the current focus was specifically on
these constructs. Finally, in an attempt to verify whethermurderers dif-
fer on the above aspects from other groups of offenders, we recruited
two comparison samples, including recidivistic and first time incarcer-
ated offenders.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

The Pennsylvania Department of Corrections (PA DOC) research re-
view committee granted approval for this project. Four hundred and
seventy-eight (N = 478) offenders incarcerated in three prisons (one
women's maximum security prison, onemen's medium security prison,
and one men's maximum security prison) in the state of Pennsylvania
were opportunistically selected for participation. Participants complet-
ed an anonymous, self-administered, paper and pencil questionnaire
within the prisons in their living units. The sample included 94 mur-
derers (all with life sentences or on death row; males n = 69, females
n = 25), 266 recidivistic offenders (males n = 142, females n = 124),
and 118 first time incarcerated offenders (males n = 72, females
n = 46). Participants ranged in age from 19 to 76 years (M = 39.53,
SD= 11.79). Further demographic information is presented in Table 1.

2.2. Materials

TheMeasure of Criminal Social Identity (MCSI; Boduszek, Adamson,
Shevlin, & Hyland, 2012) consists of eight items scored on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).
Scores range from 8 to 40, with higher scores indicating higher levels
of criminal social identity. The scale is composed of three factors: cogni-
tive centrality (3 items; α=0.69), in-group affect (2 items; α=0.70),
and in-group ties (3 items; α = 0.71).

The Self-Report Psychopathy Scale—Short Form (SRP–SF; Paulhus,
Neumann, & Hare, 2016) is a 29-item scale scored on a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). The
measure consists of four subscales: interpersonal manipulation (IPM;
α = 0.77), callous affect (CA; α = 0.72), erratic lifestyle (ELS; α =
0.72), and antisocial behavior (ASB; α = 0.69). Scores for the IPM, CA,
and ELS subscales range from 7 to 35 and the ASB subscale from 8 to
40, with higher scores reflecting increased levels of psychopathic traits.

3. Results and discussion

ANOVA results for the three groups of inmates on three factors of
criminal social identity and four factors of psychopathy are presented
in Table 2.

Table 1
Demographic profile of offenders.

Variable Murderers
(n = 94)

Recidivists
(n = 266)

First time
(n = 118)

Gender
Male 69 (73.4%) 142 (53.4%) 72 (61.0%)
Female 25 (26.6%) 124 (46.6%) 46 (39%)

Location
Urban 49 (65.3) 119 (54.3%) 52 (54.7%)
Rural 26 (34.7) 100 (45.7%) 43 (45.3%)

Ethnicity
White 42 (48.3%) 131 (56.7%) 65 (58.6%)
African American 29 (33.3%) 62 (26.8%) 21 (18.9%)
Hispanic 3 (3.4%) 12 (5.2%) 9 (8.1%)
Others 13 (14.9%) 26 (11.3%) 16 (14.4%)

Family background
Both parents 45 (47.9%) 125 (47.7%) 64 (55.7%)
One parent 37 (39.4%) 77 (29.4%) 32 (27.8%)
Step parents 7 (7.4%) 23 (8.8%) 6 (5.2%)
Without parents 5 (5.3%) 37 (14.1%) 13 (11.3%)

Socioeconomic status
High 2 (2.9%) 6 (4.1%) 0
Middle 48 (70.6%) 94 (63.9%) 55 (68.8%)
Low 18 (26.5%) 45 (32.0%) 24 (31.2%)

The difference in frequencies and total number in categories reflect missing values.
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