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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  present  meta-analysis  aimed  to clarify  whether  deficits  in  emotion  recognition  in psychopathy  are
restricted to certain  emotions  and  modalities  or whether  they  are  more  pervasive.  We  also  attempted  to
assess  the  influence  of other  important  variables:  age,  and  the  affective  factor  of  psychopathy.  A  system-
atic search  of electronic  databases  and  a subsequent  manual  search  identified  26  studies  that  included
29  experiments  (N = 1376)  involving  six  emotion  categories  (anger,  disgust,  fear,  happiness,  sadness,
surprise)  across  three  modalities  (facial,  vocal,  postural).  Meta-analyses  found  evidence  of  pervasive
impairments  across  modalities  (facial  and  vocal)  with  significant  deficits  evident  for  several  emotions
(i.e.,  not  only  fear  and sadness)  in both  adults  and  children/adolescents.  These  results  are  consistent
with  recent  theorizing  that  the  amygdala,  which  is believed  to be  dysfunctional  in  psychopathy,  has  a
broad  role  in  emotion  processing.  We  discuss  limitations  of the  available  data  that  restrict  the  ability  of
meta-analysis  to consider  the  influence  of  age  and  separate  the  sub-factors  of psychopathy,  highlighting
important  directions  for future  research.

© 2012  Elsevier  Ltd.  All  rights  reserved.
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1. Introduction

Psychopathy is a severe and chronic personality disorder, char-
acterized by poor empathy, with a prevalence of approximately
1% of the general population (Hare, 2003). Psychopathic traits are
associated with increased criminality within antisocial populations
(Leistico et al., 2008), and increased rates of violent behaviour,
suicide attempts and homelessness within the general popula-
tion (Coid et al., 2009). Thus psychopathy has considerable social
and economic costs for the individual and society. Unfortunately,
however, there is limited evidence of effective treatment of psy-
chopathy (Salekin et al., 2010). Improving our understanding of
the aetiology of this disorder is vital for developing more effective
treatments.

Developmental models of psychopathy implicate abnormal cog-
nitive and neurological functioning in the affective impairments
associated with this disorder (e.g., Frick and White, 2008). Psy-
chopathy has, for example, been linked with deficits in recognizing
emotions from nonverbal cues, including facial (e.g., Blair et al.,
2001a, 2004) and vocal cues (e.g., Stevens et al., 2001; Blair et al.,
2002). Yet the literature is currently unclear as to whether deficits
are specific to some emotions and whether they are pervasive
across modalities. This has important theoretical implications, as
at least one prominent theory (Blair, 1995, 2006) argues that a spe-
cific deficit in recognizing others’ distress (expressions of fear and
sadness) contributes to the development of psychopathy. The main
purpose of this review therefore was to quantitatively evaluate
impairments in emotion recognition in psychopathy.

1.1. Factor structure of psychopathy

A complicating issue relevant to this review is that psychopa-
thy is generally accepted to be comprised of two main factors,

which in all likelihood have different aetiologies (e.g., Harpur et al.,
1989). The first factor is characterized by impaired affective and
interpersonal functioning (e.g., poor empathy, lack of guilt and
remorse, callousness), whilst the second factor consists of antisocial
behaviour. It is the first, affective factor that uniquely distinguishes
psychopathy from other antisocial behaviour. The affective factor
has been measured as a component of psychopathy scales in adults
(e.g., PCL-R; Hare, 2003) and children/adolescents (e.g., APSD; Frick
and Hare, 2001), and in isolation as callous unemotional (CU) traits
(e.g., ICU; Essau et al., 2006), which is arguably the key component
of the affective psychopathy factor (e.g., Frick and White, 2008;
although others argue impulsivity is also critical to psychopathy
e.g., Hart and Dempster, 1997).

Two  previous meta-analyses of emotion recognition in psy-
chopathy (Marsh and Blair, 2008; Wilson et al., 2011) have
considered both dimensions of psychopathy together. Given the
likely differences in aetiology, however, it is possible the two factors
may  be associated with different impairments in emotion recogni-
tion. Thus in the current meta-analysis we attempted to separate
out the affective factor of psychopathy and investigate its relation-
ship to emotion recognition.

1.2. Psychopathic traits in children

Around half of the studies investigating emotion recog-
nition deficits associated with psychopathic traits have used
child/adolescent samples. In older children/adolescents, measures
of adult psychopathy that are adapted for use with children are fre-
quently used (Lynam and Gudonis, 2005). Alternatively, CU traits
have been measured as a proxy for the affective factor of psy-
chopathy from as early as 3 years of age (Hawes et al., 2011). CU
traits have a strong genetic basis (e.g., Viding et al., 2005), uniquely
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