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Introduction: Psychopathy is a complex personality con-
struct that impairs interpersonal interactions and emo-
tional processing, often leading to harmful behaviors.
Given its significant social implications, this study aims
to explore the mediating role of empathy in the relation-
ship between family emotional atmosphere and affilia-
tion with delinquent peers on the development of psy-
chopathic personality traits in adolescents.

Method: This study employed a cross-sectional cor-
relational design. The sample consisted of 382 tenth
and eleventh-grade students from public high schools
in Rasht, Iran, who were selected using a convenience
sampling method during the second semester of the 2023
academic year. Data were collected using the Levenson
Self-Report Psychopathy Scale (1995), the Family Emo-
tional Atmosphere Questionnaire (Bem, 1964), the Af-
filiation with Deviant Peers Scale (Paschal et al., 2003),
and the Adolescent Measure of Empathy and Sympathy
(Vossen et al., 2015). The data were subsequently ana-
lyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) with a
path analysis approach.

Findings: The research results show that both variables
of family emotional atmosphere and affiliation with de-
linquent peers were related to adolescent psychopathy,
both directly and through the mediating effect of em-
pathy (p<0.05). Overall, in the study sample, the level
of psychopathy was moderate, the family emotional at-
mosphere was relatively favorable, affiliation with de-
linquent peers was low to moderate, and empathy was
reported at a moderate level.

Discussion: Empathy plays an important role as a mediat-
ing factor in the relationship between family emotional
atmosphere and affiliation with delinquent peers with
psychopathic personality in adolescents. These findings
highlight the importance of paying attention to mediat-
ing factors in the psychological processes of adolescents
and can provide strategies for intervention and preven-
tion of psychopathic behaviors in this age group.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Psychopathy is a controversial construct in psychology, characterized by traits
such as lack of guilt, little concern for others’ suffering, and shallow bonds. Al-
though studying psychopathy in adolescence is complex due to developmental
changes, evidence shows that it functions similarly to adulthood and predicts de-
linquency and recidivism. Adolescents are particularly prone to risky behaviors
because of brain development and increased peer influence.

Research indicates that a negative family atmosphere (overprotective or rejecting) is
linked to antisocial behavior and psychopathy, though these associations may differ
by individual traits and gender. Similarly, delinquent peers strongly influence ado-
lescents’ deviant behavior, and antisocial friendships can intensify such tendencies.
Empathy, a key factor in prosocial behavior, reduces aggression, while its deficits
relate to destructive behavior. Families play a central role in socializing empathy—
supportive parenting fosters empathy, while peer relationships also matter: positive
interactions strengthen empathy, whereas negative ones reduce it.

Despite some contradictory findings, most studies confirm associations among empa-
thy, psychopathy, family emotional atmosphere, and delinquent peer affiliation. How-
ever, no research has directly examined empathy’s mediating role in these links. Given
the importance of adolescence for personality development, this study investigates
whether empathy mediates the relationship between family emotional atmosphere,
delinquent peer affiliation, and the development of psychopathic traits in adolescents.

Method

This cross-sectional study employed a correlational design. The sample consisted of
382 tenth- and eleventh-grade students (ages 15—17) selected through convenience
sampling from high schools in Rasht during the second semester of 2023. Inclu-
sion criteria were age, grade level, and willingness to participate, while incomplete
questionnaires were excluded. Data were collected using the Levenson Self-Report
Psychopathy Scale (1995), the Family Emotional Atmosphere Questionnaire (Bern,
1964), the Adolescent Affiliation with Deviant Peers Scale (Paschal et al., 2003),
and the Adolescent Measure of Empathy and Sympathy (Vossen et al., 2015). These
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instruments have established reliability and validity. Data analysis was performed
using path analysis within the structural equation modeling framework

Findings
In Table 1, the values of kurtosis, skewness and correlation of the variables under

study are reported. Given the skewness and kurtosis values of less than +2, the
distribution of variables in students is normal.

Table 1- Kurtosis, skewness and correlation relationship between research variables

Emotional | Delinquent
Variable Skewness | Kurtosis | Psychopathy Empathy
atmosphere peers
Psychopathy 0.27 0.43 1
Emotional
-0.67 -0.14 -0.32%* 1
atmosphere
Delinquent
0.89 0.50 0.33%%* -0.20%* 1
peers
Empathy -0.52 1.29 -0.07 0.10 -0.01 1

Structural equation modeling (path analysis) tested the mediating role of empathy
in relationships between family emotional atmosphere and delinquent peer affili-
ation with psychopathic personality in adolescents. The corrected model showed
good fit (Table 2).

Table 2- Model fit indices for the mediating role of empathy
Model fit Chi-Square GFI | NFI | CFI | RFI | IFI PNFI RMSEA
2.24 0951095097 093|097 | 0.65 0.06

Table 3 presents the direct and indirect paths of the research model. Findings indi-
cate that family emotional atmosphere has a significant inverse relationship with
psychopathy (B = —0.53), while affiliation with delinquent peers shows a direct
relationship with psychopathy (B = 0.10). Moreover, since the indirect effects in
both paths fell within the confidence interval bounds, empathy was confirmed as
a mediating variable in the relationship of both family emotional atmosphere and
affiliation with delinquent peers with psychopathy
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Table 3 - Examination of direct and indirect paths

Direct effect Indirect effect
B B P Effect 95/ confidence interval
BootLLCI | BootULCI
Emotional
-0.53 | -0.44 | P>0.05 | -0.004 -0.017 0.006
atmosphere—Psychopathy
Delinquent peers—
0.10 | 0.32 | P>0.05| 0.002 -0.015 0.022
Psychopathy
Discussion

The findings show that a negative family emotional atmosphere is inversely re-
lated to adolescent psychopathy. Such an atmosphere can create feelings of rejec-
tion and loneliness, hinder problem-solving and emotion regulation, and increase
vulnerability to antisocial behavior. Moreover, parents with psychopathic traits
may directly model these behaviors for their children.

Results also highlight empathy as a mediating factor. A negative family atmo-
sphere can weaken empathy, making adolescents indifferent to others’ emotions
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and more prone to violent or antisocial acts. Conversely, poor empathy may fur-
ther deteriorate family interactions, intensifying psychopathic traits.

ffiliation with delinquent peers was positively associated with psychopathic traits.
Adolescence constitutes a critical period for identity formation, during which peer
influence is particularly potent. Associations with delinquent groups can normal-
ize antisocial behaviors and foster a maladaptive sense of belonging. Consistent
with social learning theory, adolescents may internalize and replicate these unde-
sirable behaviors through observation and imitation of their peers.

Empathy again emerged as a mediator in this relationship. Deficits in empathy
may drive adolescents toward peers with similar traits, creating bonds based on
similarity rather than depth. Such ties can reinforce unempathetic or even exploit-
ative behaviors, increasing the risk of psychopathy.

Overall, both family emotional atmosphere and delinquent peer affiliation are key
determinants of psychopathic tendencies in adolescents. Supportive families can
foster empathy, thereby reducing susceptibility to delinquent influences. Even
when exposed to deviant peers, adolescents with higher empathy are less likely to
engage in psychopathic behaviors.

This study has certain limitations, including its reliance on self-report measures
and a convenience sampling method. Despite these limitations, the findings high-
light the critical importance of preventive interventions focused on strengthen-
ing the family emotional climate, monitoring adolescent peer relationships, and
fostering empathy. Specifically, family-based programs should aim to improve
parent-child bonds and teach effective parental monitoring skills. Concurrently,
school-based interventions can promote empathy through techniques such as role-
playing and perspective-taking exercises.
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