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Abstract

Why do they do that? is the question theories of psychopathy should answer. Current 
theories of psychopathy fail to answer this question because they focus on affective 
and inhibitory deficits rather than on motivation. Antisocial behavior is appetitive and 
therefore can only be explained with a motivational theory. This chapter presents a moti-
vational theory of psychopathy that draws on the ethological framework. The chapter 
answers all four questions of ethology as applied to psychopathy.

Keywords: psychopathy, love, attachment, caregiving, dominance, behavioral systems

1. Introduction

Why do they do that? is the question most frequently asked by those whose lives have been 
touched by someone with psychopathy. The “that” in the question refers to a myriad of harm 
inflicting and gratuitously destructive behaviors such as: pathological lying; conning; manip-

ulation; psychological, social, financial, physical and sexual abuse; thievery; and squandering 
of financial resources and possessions. Although those without psychopathy also sporadically 
engage in harmful behaviors, these behaviors constitute raison d'être for the psychopathic. 
To date theories of psychopathy that focus on deficits in social emotions and impulse control 
have failed to explain “why they do that” [1–3]. The fallacious assumption of “deficit” theories 
is that were it not for inhibitory mechanisms, all people would be antisocial. As a psychiatrist 
trained in the methods of ethology, I reject: (1) the idea that deficits “cause” behavior and (2) 
that all people are motivated to be antisocial. Instead, I propose that specific motivational 
systems are affected by psychopathy and that these affected systems cause antisocial behavior 
at all levels of the disorder. While I do not dispute that dysregulation of motives is part of psy-

chopathy, lack of inhibition alone does not explain the behavioral syndrome. Understanding 
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“why they do that” begins with understanding motives and motivational systems. As psy-

chologist Partridge [4], said nearly 90 years ago, “These persons display, first of all, persis-

tent and chronic sociopathic behavior. This chronic behavior, to be regarded as essentially 
sociopathic, is to be understandably related in some way to their motivations with respect to 
their major interests and urges.” This chapter presents an ethologically-based motivational 
theory of psychopathy that explains the manifest behavior of psychopathic individuals and 
addresses all four of the central questions of ethology. The theory is ethologically based due 
to my early training and because the discipline of ethology seeks to answer the “why, what 
and how questions” of behavior. I begin by briefly outlining the four questions and epistemic 
roots of ethology.

2. The ethological approach1

The first question of ethology is “why do these animals behave as they do [8]?” To explore 
this first question ethologists make extensive naturalistic observations and create thorough 
descriptions of behavior prior to any experimental study. In ethology, induction precedes 
deduction. Ethologists also place observational and experimental data into a developmental 
and an evolutionary framework. How did the behavior develop? What is its function? and 
What is its phylogeny? are questions 2–4 of ethology [8, 9]. In asking these questions etholo-

gists maintain that any complete explanation of behavior should address proximate causation 
in terms of stimulus response mechanisms and development, and ultimate causation in terms 
of function and phylogeny [8]. Extensive observations of the naturalistic behavior of verte-

brates including primates led to the discovery of behavioral systems that operate similarly 
to other biological adaptive control systems. Behavioral systems govern “the motivation and 
control of a group of behavior patterns that are closely and more or less causally (and often 
also functionally) related to each other [10].” Hence, goal directed behaviors important to 
survival and reproduction are the output of particular adaptive control systems. The exis-

tence of behavioral systems may be inferred from output behaviors and then the physiologi-
cal mechanisms that comprise the system may be studied. Three processes define adaptive 
control systems: continuous monitoring (by sensors), comparison between actual state and 
desired state (by comparators), and output to achieve the desired state (by enactors). Studies 
of behavioral systems determine salient stimuli, examine correlates of goal states (in terms of 
internal working models), and describe physiological and behavioral outputs of the system. It 
is behavioral systems that organize information processing, and govern the choice, activation 
and termination of behavioral sequences.

1Why do not motives figure more prominently in theories of psychopathy? In 1973 the Nobel Prize in Physiology or 
Medicine was awarded jointly to ethologists Karl von Frisch, Konrad Lorenz and Nikolaas Tinbergen “for their discov-

eries concerning organization and elicitation of individual and social behavior patterns [5].” Subsequently, sociological 
forces led to the decline of the influence of ethology on clinicians and researchers. In the decades that followed, the Nazi 
past of Lorenz was exposed, and sociobiology and comparative psychology arose as replacements for the discipline 
forever tainted by one of its founders [6]. The science of motivation also waned due to the demise of drive theory as 
conceived of by Freud and Lorenz [7]. Although there were good reasons for the demise of ethology; loss of the methods 
and ideas of this discipline has negatively impacted understanding of both normative and pathological human behavior.
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2.1. Four human social behavioral systems

In humans, social behavior and the learning of social behavior is mediated through four 
innate behavioral systems: the attachment/affiliation, care-giving, dominance and sexual sys-

tems. These systems serve the adaptive goals of: safety through affiliation, parental care, com-

petition (dominance/resource control) and mating. These systems are innate but important 
maturational experiences guide their normative development. (For a complete discussion of 
human social behavioral systems see Ref. [11].) Although all four human social behavioral 
systems contribute to behavioral disorders [11–13] only the attachment/affiliation system is 
recognized widely by clinicians due to the work of Bowlby [14, 15]. Bowlby, a psychoanalyst 
was strongly influenced by ethologist Robert Hinde [16].

2.1.1. Significance and salience acquisition and salience attribution to others

Reinforcement processes operate through the brain reward system to reify the behavioral 
strategies of the social behavioral systems [11]. Research on addiction has provided much 
insight into the psychobiology of reward and therefore social behavioral systems. Behaviors 
enacted in goal acquisition are reinforced, and rewarding stimuli are primary reinforcers. Just 
as tasty food is reinforcing through the feeding system, contact comfort, dependent stimuli, 
others’ submissive responses and sexual contact are reinforcing through the attachment, care-

giving, dominance and sexual systems. Situational stimuli signal the presence of primary 
rewards and these stimuli acquire incentive salience. Attribution of incentive salience differs 
between individuals and this individual difference confers risk for addictive disorders [17]. 

Furthermore salience attribution is impaired by addiction [18].

The process of special significance and salience acquisition and subsequent attribution of 
salience to others within the social behavioral systems is called “bonding” [19]. Individuals 
who are the source of attachment reward acquire special significance and are attributed 
salience in development [19]. Similarly salience is attributed to individuals who are the 
objects of care [20], and to mates [21]. Whether individuals associated with dominance reward 
acquire special significance and salience has not been investigated (though the existence of 
slavery suggests some form of social tie to the subjugated). Bonding to a caregiver early in life 
appears to affect the process of special significance and salience acquisition such that failure 
to establish an attachment bond is associated with failure to give care to offspring, failure to 
bond to mates and to risk for addiction (for detailed discussion see Ref. [11]).

2.1.2. Love

The terms bond, attachment and love have been used interchangeably in the literature how-

ever, I contend that the word “love” should be used to only to signify an affiliative bond that 
also involves caregiving. The term attachment should be used to reflect the tendency to seek 
proximity to another in times of need (for security). According to Shaver and Mikulincer 
[22] romantic love should be conceptualized in terms of the activity of three interdependent 
behavioral systems—attachment, caregiving and sex. This definition provides a framework 
for investigating love in those with high levels of psychopathic traits as the attachment (ABS), 
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caregiving (CGS) and sexual (SBS) behavioral systems, as well as the interrelationships them 
can be examined. Inherent within this framework is the idea that behavioral systems are sub-

ject to activation and deactivation and may inhibit or stimulate one another as neural net-
works are simultaneously activated or deactivated.

The behavioral and neurobiological integration of the social behavioral systems is complex 
and therefore subject to individual variation and disorder. One developmental task of child-

hood is to integrate the attachment, dominance and caregiving systems, with the integration 
of the sexual system occurring in adolescence [11]. Successful development and integration of 
the attachment, caregiving and sexual systems determines an individual’s capacity for deep 
intimate relationships and committed romantic love. This integration occurs at both a neural-
physiological and a behavioral level. When a man or woman “falls in love” with a romantic 
partner, sexual arousal and the resultant neuroendocrine sequelae give rise to a love bond. 
The caregiving behavioral system is subsequently activated by communications of need by 
the loved one. Capacity for love is linked to the effective functioning of the caregiving behav-

ioral system and the degree to which the three systems integrate. Other love relationships are 
likened to romantic love as they share a common neurobiological mechanism—the activity of 
the attachment and caregiving behavioral systems.

3. Psychopathy and love

Maslow in his classic paper, A theory of human motivation, declared, “The so-called ‘psycho-

pathic personality’ is another example of permanent loss of the love needs. These are people 
who, according to the best data available, have been starved for love in the earliest months 
of their lives and have simply lost forever the desire and the ability to give and to receive 
affection (as animals lose sucking or pecking reflexes that are not exercised soon enough after 
birth) [23].” (Note that this loss of the capacity for love was theoretically linked to early devel-
opmental experiences and love is equated with affection.) Contemporaneously with Maslow, 
Cleckley described psychopathic individuals in The Mask of Sanity and developed a set of 
criteria for their identification. According to Cleckley (criteria #9), psychopathy is associated 
with “pathological egocentricity and incapacity for love.” He stated (p. 347), “The psychopath 
[sic]2 seldom shows anything that, if the chief facts were known, would pass even in the 
eyes of lay observers as object love (emphasis added).” Why Cleckley connected pathological 
egocentricity with incapacity for love is not explained in his writing. It is also not immediately 
apparent what Cleckley meant when he used the word “love” in his criteria. It seems that 
even he struggled with its definition:

In a sense, it is absurd to maintain that the psychopath's [sic] incapacity for object love is absolute, that 
is, to say he is (in)capable of affection for another … He is plainly capable of casual fondness, of likes 
and dislikes, and of reactions that, one might say, cause others to matter to him. These affective reactions 

2It is against ethical guidelines to refer to a person by his/her diagnosis. The author hopes that others will join in not 
using the term “psychopath” in scientific discourse. This term is also misleading in that it implies categorical status for 
this construct.
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are, however, always strictly limited in degree. In durability they also vary greatly from what is normal 
in mankind. The term absolute is, I believe, appropriate if we apply it to any affective attitude strong 
and meaningful enough to be called love, that is, anything that prevails in sufficient degree and over 
sufficient periods to exert a major influence on behavior (p. 347).

Important to dimensional diagnosis, Cleckley also maintained that an “absolute” incapacity 
for love is found even in those with an “incomplete manifestation” of psychopathy, who lack 
the full disorder. Kernberg [24] connected incapacity for love to egocentricity by suggesting 
that pathological narcissism is the foundation or core of psychopathy. Indeed, many char-

acteristics of pathological narcissism are features of psychopathy, including egocentricity, 
grandiosity, low empathy, a sense of entitlement, interpersonal exploitativeness, dominance 
and aggression, hostility and antagonism. Writing in 1956, McCord and McCord disagreed 
with Cleckley and Maslow. They described psychopathic persons as having “a warped capac-

ity for love” stating, “there are indications that the capacity, however under developed, still 
exists [25].”

Today many still assume, “psychopaths [sic] are characterized by an inability to form last-
ing bonds [26].” Lack of bonds is thought to be connected to lack of love, or deficient social 
emotions. The DSM 5 committee proposed the following prototype description for antisocial/
psychopathic personality disorder: “Their emotional expression is mostly limited to irritabil-
ity, anger, and hostility; acknowledgement and articulation of other emotions, such as love or anxiety, 
are rare (italics added) [27].” Although withdrawn, this prototype description reflects both 
historical perspectives and a failure to give credence to the many naturalistic observations 
of psychopathic individuals that appear in the literature. A review of case histories [28–31], 

research accounts of family members [30], and journalist biographies [32] reveals that many 
psychopathic individuals do in fact maintain social ties3 over extended years. They often pro-

fess love for children and other family members. It is therefore imperative to explain rather 
than deny social ties, and expressions of affection in psychopathic individuals.

In a unique study, Gawda [33] examined “love scripts” in prisoners with and without the 
diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder (ASPD). She asked subjects to look at a photo-

graph of a couple hugging each other and to “Imagine you are one of the people in the pho-

tograph. Try to identify with your role. Write a story about it.” Those diagnosed with ASPD 
wrote significantly longer stories than prisoners not diagnosed, but their stories were similar 
in length to those of non-prisoners. Their stories also described more actors’ traits, strong 
emotions, presumptions, wishes and self-concentration. Contrary to the proposed DSM pro-

totype, prisoners with ASPD were able to acknowledge and articulate “love” when asked to. 
This data is consistent with the glibness and superficial charm that may characterize these 
individuals. It also shows that this group possesses cognitive schema for “love.” Other evi-
dence that antisocial individuals possess knowledge of and articulate love comes from our 
internet survey of spouses, romantic partners and family member of putative psychopathic 
individuals. Only a minority of those surveyed reported the individual rarely articulated 

3I agree that highly psychopathic individuals are incapable of love; the term “bond” is associated with the term love. 
Therefore I use the phrase “social ties” to describe the social bonds psychopathic individuals have with family members 
and friends. The loss of significant relationships may evoke distress in psychopathic persons.
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love. When asked to describe in an open ended format the love behavior, many spouses and 
romantic partners reported being “love bombed” or lavished with attention, affirmations of 
love and gifts early in the relationship [34].

In a recent paper, myself and colleagues [30] detailed (among other cases) the case of German 
national Christian Karl Gerhartsreiter, AKA “Clark Rockefeller,” a psychopathic (traits described 
by forensic evaluators) con artist and convicted murderer who charmed financial executive 
Sandra Boss. They married and resided together for 12 years. He fathered then kidnapped their 
9 year old child when Ms. Boss divorced him (after discovering the deception). While on trial for 
kidnapping he stated, regarding Ms. Boss, “I absolutely love her; I wish she hadn’t walked out 
on me.” Regarding their daughter he stated, “I just want to be a father. I just want to be with her, 
I want to get her up in the morning, send her off to school, walk her to the bus, wait when she 
comes back and give her something to eat at night and put her back to bed then the same again.” 
These statements made in court were so convincing that the judge said, “The defendant was 
by all accounts a loving and devoted father to his daughter.” I mention this case as an example 
of the many observations that refute the notion that psychopathic individuals (as defined by 
DSM, Cleckley and PCL-R criteria) do not form lasting social ties or “articulate love.”According 
to romantic partner and family member accounts, psychopathic individuals often vociferously 
proclaim love for family members; and as in the case above, psychopathic individuals may dis-
play caring behaviors (possibly as part of a presentation management strategy) and so appear 
loving [34].

The misconception that psychopathic individuals do not express love or form lasting social 
ties could result in inexperienced clinicians or those trying to strictly apply an erroneous 
prototype, being misled and missing the diagnosis of psychopathic personality. Because of 
the high prevalence of this personality type in domestic violence cases [35] and the problems 
partners have had protecting children from psychopathic parents [30], it is imperative that 
this misconception be addressed and the nature of social ties in psychopathic persons clari-
fied. While I do agree that psychopathy is connected to an incapacity for love, determining 
this incapacity may be practically difficult due to behaviors associated with the dominance 
behavioral system (see below). Insomuch as capacity for love depends on the attachment 
and caregiving behavioral systems, it follows that either one or both of these is affected by 
psychopathy.

3.1. Psychopathy and the attachment behavioral system

A number of recent studies have examined the construct of psychopathy from the perspec-
tive of the Five Factor Model. Psychopathy entails reduced scores in five facets of agreeable-
ness (straightforwardness, altruism, compliance, modesty, tender mindedness; three facets 
of conscientiousness (dutifulness, self-discipline, and deliberation); and one facet each of 
neuroticism (self-consciousness) and extraversion (warmth); and elevated scores in impul-
siveness from neuroticism and excitement seeking from extraversion [36]. There exists con-
siderable data regarding the relationship between these traits and aspects of the scientifically 
validated working definition of love described herein. The Five Factor Model thus generates 
predicted relationships between attachment and the psychopathic personality pattern. Given 
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their characteristically low levels of agreeableness and high levels of interpersonal antago-

nism such adults would be expected to display a dismissive or avoidant attachment style 
and obtain low pleasure from closeness. However, some psychopathic individuals charac-

teristically have positive emotions, low anxiety and are prone to excitement seeking (activa-

tion of the exploration system), all these features are associated with secure attachment in 
adults. Psychopathic individuals may also be quite sociable related to agenic extraversion and 
dominance, again traits statistically linked to secure attachment. Therefore, lack of pleasure 
in closeness or the dismissive/avoidant style may not be apparent on casual observation or 
self-report. Psychopathic individuals who enjoy dominating and manipulating others may 
even find social interactions quite enjoyable and therefore display charm and positive affect. 
Relationships based on sexual gratification may also bring them pleasure. There is a subset of 

psychopathic individuals who are particularly prone to the negative emotions anger and anx-

iety [37]. These individuals may display insecure forms of attachment. Although statistically 
lack of secure attachment is associated with low self-esteem and low social self-efficacy, “inse-

curity” in psychopathic individuals has different correlates. It links to egocentrism, unstable 
self-esteem, entitlement and a desire to maintain power and status in the face of uncertainty 
in being able to do so [38].

Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI) Novelty Seeking is related to Big Five excitement 
seeking and tends to be elevated in antisocial individuals; this trait has a weak relationship 
to attachment anxiety and no relationship to avoidant attachment. TCI Reward Dependence 
is a measure of the rewarding properties of relationships. Reward Dependence is low in anti-
social individuals; and low reward dependence, like low agreeableness is weakly related to 
avoidant attachment. TCI harm avoidance is low in antisocial individuals and high in anxious 
individuals, and is moderately strongly related to anxious attachment [39]. In summary, per-

sonality traits studies suggest that psychopathic personality may not be strongly associated 
with any particular attachment style.

Interestingly, some psychopathic people are classified as attachment secure in their romantic 
relationships. Using the Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy Scale, one study found that pri-
mary psychopathy positively predicted greater intimacy, passion and commitment as mea-

sured by the Triangular Love Scale [40]. In this and other studies, secondary psychopathy 
(equivalent to high PCL-R Factor 2 scores) predicted abusive behavior and relationship dis-

satisfaction [41]. Using the self-report Psychopathic Personality Inventory (PPI), Dindo and 
Fowles found primary psychopathy to be significantly positively associated with the “social 
closeness” component of the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire (MPQ) [41]. High 
scorers on this scale describe themselves as: sociable, liking to be with people; taking pleasure 
in and valuing close personal ties; warm and affectionate; turning to others for comfort and 
help. In contrast to PPI Factor 1, PPI Factor 2 was negatively associated with “social close-

ness.” Another study also found PPI total scores to be unrelated to attachment insecurity [42].

Psychopathic individuals can differ with respect to PCL-R Factor 1 and Factor 2 symptoms, 
individuals with more Factor 1 and fewer Factor 2 symptoms may appear “securely attached” 
due to the presence of charm, positive emotions and social skills. One study examined the 
four PCL-R interpersonal/affective features most predictive of psychopathy (callousness/lack 
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of empathy, glibness/superficial charm, lack of remorse/guilt and shallow affect) as corre-

lated with self-reported interpersonal behavior. Psychopathic individuals reported less self-
directed hostility (less harsh introjects) and perceived significant others to withdraw less even 
during arguments [43]. In support of a lack of association between psychopathy and insecure 
attachment, Brennen and Shaver found a lack of association between self-reported attachment 
style and a Personality Disorder Questionnaire Factor they labeled “psychopathy” [44].

Consistent with the importance of high Factor 2 scores in predicting attachment insecurity, 
psychopathic personality is more clearly associated with avoidant or dismissive attachment 
in criminal populations. Offenders, irrespective of the degree of psychopathy are likely to 

show less secure attachment, report more instability in relationships, less emotional attach-

ment to others, and a strong wish for personal autonomy. Violent offenders are by no means 
all insecurely attached [45]. Both Frodi et al. [46] and van IJzendoorn et al. [47] found that 

secure attachment (assessed by the Adult Attachment Interview [AAI]) did exist but was 
uncommon among personality disordered criminal offenders. These studies in addition to 
that of Rosenstein and Horowitz [48] point to an overrepresentation of avoidant attachment 
representations among individuals with ‘externalizing’ problems (again consistent with an 
association between Factor 2 and insecure attachment). Brody and Rosenfeld [26] examined 
object relations in psychopathic offenders also finding that insecure attachment was signifi-

cantly correlated with Total PCL:SV and Factor 2 scores but not with scores on Factor 1.

Given that the research linking attachment with antisocial/psychopathic personality seems 
inconsistent, it is curious that the disorder has been so strongly connected to a lack of love 
[49, 50]. According to behavioral systems theory, love involves caregiving (and sometimes 
sex) in addition to attachment. Furthermore, social reward and resultant positive affect may 
also be obtained from dominating others. The next sections reveal that the data regarding the 
involvement of the caregiving, dominance and sexual systems in psychopathy is stronger than 
that implicating the attachment system. That a “parasitic lifestyle” is a symptom of psychopa-

thy speaks against psychopathy being associated with an inability to get material needs met 
through relationships (the goal of the attachment behavioral system). Clearly psychopathic 
individuals do seek social ties for that purpose.

3.2. Psychopathy and the caregiving behavioral system

There is strong support for the idea that psychopathy is associated with impairment in the 
caregiving behavioral system (CGS). Empathy, which is critical to CGS working models is 
impaired by psychopathy [51]. Impaired empathy (callousness) is diagnostic of psychopathy 
and failure to care for children is a DSM IIIR diagnostic criteria for antisocial personality disor-

der [52]. The Big Five personality traits associated with psychopathy are those associated with 
low warmth toward children, authoritarian (dominating) and neglectful parenting. One study 
assessed mothering by interview and observation in a group of women diagnosed as antiso-

cial through Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2) profiles [53]. Antisocial 
mothers showed lack of warmth, passivity/neglect, harsh/abusive discipline, inconsistent/
ineffective discipline, poor monitoring and supervision, and possessed aggressive values. 
Another study assessed psychopathy and attachment patterns in relation to maternal behavior 
in incarcerated female offenders. Psychopathy correlated with dismissive attachment patterns 
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in women and higher rates of voluntary relinquishment of young children [54]. With respect 

to fathers, Kirkman [55] interviewed partners of psychopathic men. These partners reported 
the men psychologically abused children by: “(1) lying to them; (2) ignoring them; (3) failing 
to provide for them; (4) bullying and terrifying them; (5) breaking promises to them; (and) 
(6) destroying their toys.” I have found that psychopathic parents do give care to children 
and support them financially; however, this care is often inconsistent and out of sink with the 
needs of the child [30]. Psychopathic parents do seek custody of children through the family 
courts often to exact revenge on a former partner or to avoid financial loss or responsibility. 
Psychopathic parents may also choose “favorites” and “targets” from among the children of 
the family; targets are rejected and abused while favorites are overindulged in a manner that 
serves the needs of the psychopathic parent. These aberrant parenting behaviors reflect lack 
of caregiving internal working models, low sensitivity and responsiveness derived from lack 
of empathy, as well as low warmth which may be associated with little pleasure in intimacy. 
Given the deficits in the CGS, it is remarkable that psychopathic persons function as parents 
at all. As discussed below, caregiving behaviors may serve power goals and so also reflect 
dominance motives. The dominance behavioral system enacts coercive control, harsh/abusive 
discipline, aggressive values, lying, and other aggressive acts.

One recent study examined impaired empathy in male perpetrators of intimate partner vio-

lence and its relationship to psychopathic traits as measured by the Self-Report Psychopathy 
Scale [56]. Psychopathy scores were significantly correlated with impaired perceptions of wife 
and other female expressions of both happiness and fear. Expressions of happiness may actu-

ally trigger aggression due to happiness being misinterpreted as disgust. There was a positive 
relationship between psychopathy and the perpetration of intimate partner violence; however 
this relationship was only weakly mediated by impaired emotion recognition. These results 
support the contention that impaired empathy alone does not explain aggression. Impaired 
empathy is not specific to antisocial disorders. The apathetic responses toward others’ distress 
in individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) contrast with the aggressive responses 
toward others’ distress seen in those with antisocial disorders. Hence, it appears that both 
ASDs and antisocial disorders involve disruption in social reward, empathy and the CGS. 
However, only antisocial individuals are characteristically manipulative and instrumentally 
aggressive. These observations speak against deficits in empathy as directly causal to aggres-

sive interpersonal behavior. Instead a specific motive linked to activation of the dominance 
system is likely causal to antisocial behavior [57] as discussed in the following section.

4. Psychopathy and the dominance behavioral system

Clinical observations and numerous studies link DBS functioning to psychopathy. Non-verbal 
dominance behavior including making eye contact with the interviewer, using hand gestures, 
leaning forward and diminished smiling is common in psychopathic individuals [58, 59]. 

Bursten [60] described the power motivation of the psychopathic individuals in his clinical 
practice as follows: “the intention to influence the other by employing a deception of some sort, 
and the feeling of exhilaration at having put something over on the other person if the decep-

tion is successful…The manipulative personality……is driven to manipulate primarily by his 
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inner dynamic position…He will seek out situations where he can manipulate and will tend 
to provoke conflict in goals in order to set the stage for his manipulation [60].” In the only 
empirical study of power motivation, delinquent girls were found to have elevated levels [61].

In a study examining responses to the semi-projective interviewer administered Sentence 
Completion Test (SCT) in a group of offenders, PCL-R psychopathy correlated with an ego-

centric, manipulative interpersonal orientation, increased ideation regarding possessing 
power and dominating others, and reactance. Power concern and the use of profanity formed 
a factor which was not specific for high PCL-R scores. However, the factor was very sensitive 
for the absence of PCL-R psychopathy in that “if a subject did not manifest the indicators of psy-

chopathy in the SCT, he was almost certainly not a psychopath [sic] [62].”

Dominance behavior is diagnostic of psychopathy. The interpersonal facet items of the PCL-R: 
glibness and superficial charm, grandiose sense of self-worth, pathological lying, and cun-

ning/manipulative behavior comprise a dominance style that is typical of psychopathy. This 
psychopathy-related bi-strategic dominance style is adaptive in that it enables individuals to 
attract and extract positive investment from others including friends, extended family, chil-
dren and potential mates [28, 31, 31, 34]. Klein [63] explained why pathological lying signals 
dominance motivation stating, “Above all every deception, every imposture is an assump-

tion of power. The person deceived is reduced in stature, symbolically nullified, while the 
imposture is temporarily powerful, even greater than if he were the real thing.” At least three 
Comprehensive Assessment of Psychopathic Personality-Institutional Rating Scale (CAPP-
IRS) domains index the DBS: the dominance domain (domineering, deceitful, manipulative, 
insincere, garrulous), the self-domain (self-centered, self-aggrandizing, sense of uniqueness, 
sense of entitlement, sense of invulnerability, self-justify) and the behavioral domain (aggres-

sive, disruptive). In answering the question, “What is a Psychopath [sic]?” experts and lay 
people in the United States and Europe [64–67] consistently rate the self and dominance 
domains as prototypical of psychopathy.

The Interpersonal Measure of Psychopathy developed by Kosson and colleagues [68] assesses, 

alliance seeking, expressed narcissism, showmanship and the degree to which the subject incor-

porates the interviewer into stories. Each of these reflects ingratiating or relatively “prosocial” 
dominance strategies. IM-P total scores correlate significantly with PCL-R total, Factor 1, and 
Factor 2 [68–70]. IM-P total scores also correlate with IASR-B5 observer-rated and self-rated dom-

inance [68, 70]. Due to dominant interpersonal behavior, psychopathy maps into quadrant 2 of 
interpersonal circumplex space as assessed by both observational (CIRCLE) and self-report mea-

sures (IAS, IASR-B5 and IIP). Individuals placed in the mid-section of quadrant 2 are: arrogant, 
manipulative, cynical, exhibitionistic, sensation-seeking, Machiavellian, and vindictive [71].

Instrumental aggression is hurtful behavior directed toward achieving power through intimi-
dation and subjugation. In an extensive literature, psychopathy, is associated with instru-

mental, reactive, relational and laboratory aggression [72–75]. Factor 1 correlates with these 
more than does Factor 2, except for reactive aggression [74]. Instrumental aggression is more 
strongly associated with psychopathy than is reactive aggression [75]. Psychopathy also pre-

dicts the use of social aggression in mating competition [76]. The next section describes the 

sexual behavioral system and link this system to manifestations of psychopathy.
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5. Psychopathy and the sexual behavioral system

A discussion of the relationship between sociosexuality4 and individual differences in general 
personality traits is pertinent to this discussion as is the relationship between psychopathy and 

sociosexual orientation. Sensation seeking, low agreeableness and low conscientiousness are 
linked to psychopathic personality and these traits are associated with less restricted sociosexual 
orientation. As part of the International Sexuality Description Project, 13,243 participants from 
46 nations responded to self-report measures of personality and sexuality [77]. Several traits 
showed consistent links with unrestricted sociosexuality. Extraversion was universally associated 
with unrestricted sociosexuality, having engaged in short-term mate poaching attempts, having 
succumbed to short-term poaching attempts, and lacking relationship exclusivity. Studies have 
also linked impulsive sensation-seeking to short-term mating [78], including men’s patronage of 
prostitutes [79]. Impulsive sensation-seeking is closely associated with the Big Five dimensions 
of low agreeableness and low conscientiousness [80, 81]. Not surprisingly, low agreeableness 
and low conscientiousness have been linked directly short-term mating, especially with mea-

sures of extra-pair mating (i.e., succumbing to short-term poaching attempts) [82].

Self-Reported Psychopathy Scale scores significantly correlate with the adoption of a ludus or 
game playing love style, with participants endorsing items such as “I enjoy playing the ‘game 
of love’ with a number of different partners.” [83, 84]. Outcalt [85] examined the relation-

ship between ludus love style, attachment (as rated by the Experiences in Close Relationship 
Scale [ECR]), psychopathy (as rated by the PPI), impulsivity (as measured by the Barratt 
Impulsiveness Scale) and the tendency to seek social reward (as measured by the Social Errors 
Scale). The relationship between ludus love and psychopathy was mediated by both attach-

ment avoidance and the tendency to seek social reward. Harris et al. [86] have identified five 
variables reflecting early, frequent, and coercive sex that associate strongly with psychopathy. 
Promiscuous sex is also a symptom of psychopathy on the PCL-R, thus research clearly links 
psychopathy with impersonal sexual behavior. When this approach to sex is combined with 
aberrant dominance motives, sexual coercion may result.

6. Why do they do that?

Cleckley [28] observed that indeed psychopathic individuals do articulate love in the service 
of the relationships that meet their needs. He also emphasized the lack of caregiving in psy-

chopathic individuals pointing to an “absolute indifference to the financial, social, emotional, 
physical, and other hardships which he brings on those for whom he professes love.” That 
these relationships can last over periods of years supports the idea that caregiving rather than 
“attachment” is primarily affected by psychopathy. This might partly explain why psycho-

pathic individuals possess love schema and can discuss the emotion convincingly—although 
they do not take care of others, many have been cared for and so understand the concept. 

4Sociosexuality indexes a person’s willingness to engage in uncommitted sex.
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Psychopathic individuals do rely on their social ties for at least material support, as evidenced 
by their parasitic lifestyles; however they are not characteristically the passive, submissive, 
recipients of care described in reference to attachment and the emotion Japanese label amae 
[87]. Since affective labels may correspond to the activity of neuronal networks, it follows that 
psychopathic individuals may label their hedonic experience of getting what they want (suc-
cessful domination), receiving care, or sexual arousal, “love.” It is reasonable to investigate 
this possibility rather than to assume that psychopathic individuals lack feelings and are lying 
or confabulating when they use the word love.

The interpersonal symptoms of psychopathy connect to the bi-strategic dominance strategies 
psychopathic persons employ. Superficial charm, grandiosity, pathological lying, manipula-
tion and abuse are caused by dominance motives and an excessive need for power. The lack 
of a functioning caregiving system may contribute to this excessive dominance. Psychopathic 
individuals who lack caring motives only experience arousal of neediness (attachment), dom-

inance (power) and/or sexual motives in the presence of others. Neediness results in parasit-
ism; dominance and sexual motives ultimately result in abusive behavior.

Examination of the normative human personality traits connected to the social behavioral 
systems reveals a consistent pattern that explains the phenomenology of psychopathic per-
sonality. Individuals who are low in agreeableness (high in antagonism) and high in dysinhibi-
tion tend to have insecure attachment, deficient caregiving, high dominance and unrestricted 
sociosexual orientation. It is important to note that psychopathic individuals do have social 
motivation and may also delight in interacting with others. However, this delight stems from 
dominance and/or sexual reward as opposed to “love” as defined herein. Although attachment 
patterns are not uniform in those affected with psychopathy, when the behavioral systems 
definition of love is applied, psychopathy is associated with profound deficits in ability to love. 
These deficits stem from self-focus and what appears to be an absence of the caregiving system.

Although psychopathic individuals maintain social ties over periods of years, bonding is 
clearly impaired in psychopathy. Defects in significance and salience acquisition and salience 
attribution may causally relate to lack of bonding. These defects may link psychopathy to the 
addictive disorders which are prevalent in this population. Impaired salience attribution in 
psychopathy may also explain another curious finding—the gratuitous squandering of pos-
sessions and resources. Cleckley puzzled over this self-destructive behavior, “the psychopath 
[sic] often makes little or no use of what he attains as a result of deeds that eventually bring 
him to disaster (p. 320) (see also van den Bos et al. [88]).” Psychopathy appears to impair both 
caring for other people and caring for possessions.

7. How does psychopathy develop?

The ethological framework allows for generation of hypotheses regarding the development 
of psychopathy. All four social behavioral systems are inborn; however their maturation 
depends on developmental experiences. The ABS begins to develop in the first year of life 
in a manner dependent on responsive caregiving. The CGS and empathy begin to develop 

Psychopathy - New Updates on an Old Phenomenon128



shortly after the first year of life. The DBS does not normatively develop until after the second 
year of life. This important development sequence first noted by Harlow allows for attach-

ment and caregiving bonds to regulate the DBS. Inhibition of dominance motivation, behav-

ior and endocrine responses is one of the functions of love [89]. If either genetic endowment 
or maturational experiences affect the development of the ABS and CGS, then the result will 
be excessive dominance motivation and aberrant development of the DBS and SBS. Children 
incapable of love will be unmotivated to regulate dominance strivings and develop aggres-

sive dominance strategies and perhaps endocrine responses that promote aggression [12] and 

unrestricted sociosexual orientation. Genetic endowment may also directly increase domi-
nance motivation. An excessive need for power may subsequently erode the CGS caregiving 
behavioral and physiological responses.

8. What is the (adaptive) function of psychopathy?

Psychopathy may be an adaptive life-strategy of short-term mating and cheating [90, 91]. This 
strategy entails conceiving or birthing offspring that others care for. Psychopathic individuals 
thus invest energy in mating effort rather than in nurturing offspring. This strategy is only 
viable because most other humans are strongly motivated to care for young, even those who 
are not their own. Psychopathy then can be conceptualized as resulting from human coopera-

tive breeding [92]. In cooperatively breeding species, dominant members of the group pro-

duce offspring that are cared for by other group members. Caregiving motivation is high in all 
non-dominant members of the group. That this strategy is more viable for men than women 
may account for the higher prevalence of psychopathy in men.

Another possibility is that psychopathy is not an adaptation and actually has no function 
and is maladaptive [93]. Psychopathy may simply be a bi-product of strong selection for 
social dominance [94] or lack of caregiving adaptations in some humans (see next section). 
Selection for social dominance would also account for higher prevalence of psychopathy in 
men. Across vertebrates, there is a trade-off between mating effort and caregiving such that 
the physiological responses that favor dominance and mating effort, suppress caregiving [95]. 

That psychopathy is commonly found in political leaders is evidence for the bi-product of 
dominance theory. Most psychopathic individuals are excessively destructive to their own 
families and to society; their aggression is greater than that required to ensure parasitism and 
that others care for their offspring. These observations suggest that while dominant behavior 
is an adaptation, psychopathy itself is a disorder and not an adaptation. If psychopathy is the 
result of cooperative breeding, and it is a disorder, it is a disorder of human society and not 
only of individuals.

9. What is the phylogeny of psychopathy?

Although other Hominoidea pair-bond, humans are the only cooperatively breeding species. 
The monogamous apes live as pairs with juvenile offspring and not in a multi-male, multi-female 
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society. Chimpanzee society is promiscuous multi-male, multi-female and is shaped by attach-

ment and dominance relations but not by caregiving relationships. Chimpanzees are highly 
aggressive and can be infanticidal [96]. Males have been observed to kill both alliance partners 
and members of other groups [97, 98]. Chimpanzee males could be described as “psychopathic” 
due to high levels of sexual promiscuity and sexual coercion, impulsivity, and aggression, but 
they do not engage in parasitism. “Altruism” in chimpanzee society is reciprocal in nature and 
chimpanzees have exquisite memory for exchange partners and cheaters [97]. Chimpanzees do 
not provision one another with food as humans do [99]. Chimpanzee young are not fed by their 
mothers following weaning. Mothers allow young to feed beside them and to take food from 
them; however, they do not give food to their young. Juvenile chimpanzees assist their mothers 
by protecting and entertaining siblings; non-siblings do not practice allocare. Hence, the nature 
of chimpanzee society does not allow for the full expression of psychopathy.

Cooperative breeding in humans likely evolved out of a social structure similar to that of chim-

panzees [92]. Attachment and competition thus shaped human society prior to the current 
social structure in which caregiving figures so prominently. Due to sexual conflict5 the presence 

of allocare in females of a primate species tempers the dominance relations among males [100]. 

Recent evolution of the caregiving system may explain its absence in the percentage of the 
human population that is psychopathic. Anthropologists still do not agree as to when extended 
caregiving in humans evolved, but allocare may have begun with Homo erectus [101]. The inven-

tion of farming increased the rewards of parasitism (living off the labor of others). If psychopa-

thy began with farming, it is a recently evolved human condition (10–15,000 years old).

10. Conclusions

The emotional and self-regulatory deficits of psychopathic personality have received much 
research attention with neglect of research into the motivational aspects of the disorder. 
The ethological framework provides a scaffold for a coherent motivational theory of psy-

chopathy (Table 1). This theory proposes that the behaviors manifested by psychopathic 
individuals are caused by excessive and aberrant dominance responses and impaired 
salience attribution. The caregiving behavioral system and caring motivation is absent or 
highly disordered in psychopathic individuals. The sexual behavioral system of psycho-

pathic individuals does not bond them with partners, and lack of bonding leads to sexual 
promiscuity and sexual coercion. Social ties are a “resource control strategy” for psycho-

pathic individuals. Many maintain long-term social ties and show caregiving behaviors 
in the service of these ties which meet their material needs and power goals. It should be 
noted that without social ties, individuals who enjoy dominance, lack other individuals to 
dominate. Without willing helpers psychopathic persons could not survive or reproduce. 
Psychopathy is thus also a social disorder. Phylogenetic analysis reveals that chimpanzees 
(humans’ closest extant related species) do not engage in caregiving; there are therefore 
there no parasitic chimpanzees. Chimpanzees are however, highly aggressive and do kill 
conspecifics, even alliance partners.

5Sexual conflict occurs when adaptation in one sex limit the expression of adaptations in the opposite sex.
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Behavioral systems and motivation in psychopathy

Behavioral system and 

associated goal

Psychopathy and system 

internal working model

Psychopathy and system 

behaviors

Psychopathy and system 

social bonds

Attachment system

Goal: safety, security, 
physical needs met through 
others

Although psychopathic 
individuals are said not 
to “trust” others, family 
members and associates 
are viewed as sources of 
material sustenance and 
as sources of positive 
mirroring of self

Psychopathic individuals 
obtain material resources 
and positive self-mirroring 
from others through 
direct requests, conning 
and manipulation. Many 
adopt a parasitic lifestyle 

and are thus “dependent” 
on family members and 
associates

Attachment bonds 
serve the material and 
psychological needs of the 
psychopathic individual

Caregiving system

Goal: to foster the well-
being and growth of others

Psychopathic individuals 
appear to view themselves 
as the recipients of care 

from others. Their internal 
working models do not 
include the care of others. 

The common term for this 
internal working model is 
“sense of entitlement”

Deficits in emotional 
empathy prevent the 
assessment of and 
motivation to attend 
to the needs of others. 

Psychopathic individuals 
show profound deficits in 
caring behavior toward 
children, romantic 
partners, family members 
and associates

Caregiving bonds appear 

not to exist or to be very 
weak in psychopathic 
individuals

Sexual system

Goal: mating and other 
sexual activities

Others are viewed 
as objects for sexual 
gratification

Precocious and 
promiscuous sexual 
activity may be central to 
psychopathy

Unrestricted sociosexuality 
with a failure to form 
sexual bonds with partners

Dominance system

Goal: control over social 
and material resources

The presence of others 
activates the dominance 
system of psychopathic 
individuals. Others are 
viewed as objects to 
be controlled. Control 

by others is highly 
aversive to psychopathic 
individuals and is thus 
viewed negatively. Social 
hierarchies are salient

Interpersonal dominance 
through “prosocial” 
and coercive behaviors. 
Reciprocity and “charity” 
in the service of power 
goals. Psychopathic 
individuals seek attention 
and positive mirroring 
from others as feedback 
regarding superior status

Dominance bonds may 
exist. Psychopathic 
individuals behave as 
though they “own” 
others. They defend social 
connections with those they 

own to ensure physical 

and psychological needs 
are met

Table 1. Summary of human social behavioral systems as impacted by psychopathy.
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