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Abstract 
 

Juvenile delinquency is a widely known problem and some 
adolescents are constantly engaging in delinquency. The present 
study examined two types of broader risky personality factors, 
termed “Inflated Ego” and “Low Impulse Control”, and how 
the two factors were related to delinquency and antisocial 
behaviors for adolescent boys and girls. The data was drawn 
from a large community sample of youths in 8th and 9th grade. 
The results showed that for both boys and girls, the two factors 
were similarly related to an antisocial lifestyle and delinquency. 
However, a low impulse control was the critical risk factor for 
persistence in delinquency. In conclusion, there is not only one 
single personality factor behind adolescents’ delinquency, but 
low impulse control seems to be the most essential predictor. 
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Supervisor: Håkan Stattin 

Psychology C 
Fall 2013 

 



INFLATED EGO OR LOW IMPULSE CONTROL  2 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Inflated Ego or Low Impulse Control:  

Which Personality Aspect Predicts Juvenile Delinquency Better? 
 

Madelene Andersson & Maria Helander 

Örebro Universitet 

 

 

Sammanfattning 
 

Ungdomskriminalitet är ett utbrett problem och vissa ungdomar 
är konstant inblandade i kriminella aktiviteter. Denna studie 
undersökte två typer av bredare personlighetsfaktorer 
förknippade med risker, benämnda ”Uppblåst Ego” och ”Låg 
Impulskontroll”, samt hur dessa var relaterade till kriminalitet 
och antisociala beteenden för pojkar och flickor. De data som 
använts kommer från ett stort sampel av ungdomar i åttonde och 
nionde klass i Örebro. Resultaten visade att de två faktorerna var 
relaterade på liknande sätt för både pojkar och flickor till en 
antisocial livsstil och brottslighet. Dock visade sig låg 
impulskontroll vara den övervägande riskfaktorn för en fortsatt 
kriminell bana. Sammanfattningsvis finns det inte bara en enda 
förklarande personlighetsfaktor bakom ungdomars brottslighet.  
  
Nyckelord: Ungdomar, kriminalitet, uppblåst ego, låg 
impulskontroll, antisocialt beteende 
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Inflated Ego or Low Impulse Control:  

Which Personality Aspect Predicts Juvenile Delinquency Better? 

Adolescence is a period when many young people start their delinquent trajectory (Stattin & 

Magnusson, 1995; Stattin, Magnusson & Reichel 1989). It is also a time when there is a 

general increase in risky behaviors for both genders, for example shoplifting and alcohol use 

(Steinberg, 2008; Steinberg, 2010). Yet, these risky behaviors are temporary for most 

individuals and part of normal adolescent development (Moffit, Caspi, Rutter & Silva, 2001). 

However, how come that some adolescents are constantly engaging in antisocial behaviors? 

Antisocial behavior include a wide spectrum of inconsiderate behaviors that violates 

established social norms, such as; delinquency (breaking into houses, vandalism, stealing , 

carrying weapons, use of violence and drugs etc), exploitative behaviors, having delinquent 

friends and loitering around town for no specific reason (Burt, Donnellan & Tackett, 

2012;Morgado, Luz Vale-Dias, 2013). Thus, adolescence is a vulnerable period and some 

antisocial behaviors are more serious than others and it is valuable to find explanations of 

what puts some adolescents at risk for constantly engaging in these behaviors.  

Previous research presents several explanations of why some adolescents engage in 

delinquency and other antisocial behaviors. One explanation is that the developmental period 

itself is characterized by lower ability to constrain impulses and a higher tendency to seek 

excitement in adolescence compared with adulthood (Steinberg, 2008; Steinberg, 2010). 

Another explanation is risky personality characteristics; that is, personality characteristics 

associated with the development of delinquency. For instance, some adolescents are impulsive 

and seem to be out of control of their behavior. They act without considering the 

consequences and cannot control their impulses (Romer, Betancourt, Giannetta, Brodsky, 

Farah & Hurt, 2009; Derefinko, DeWall, Metze, Walsh & Lynam, 2011). By contrast, there 

are adolescents who find pleasure in hurting, manipulating, controlling and dominating others 
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in calculating and vicious ways, for their own selfish reasons or just for the thrill of it 

(Gustafson & Ritzer, 1995). Even though not all of the antisocial behaviors listed above are 

delinquent per se, they indicate that young persons have risky personalities that might boost 

antisocial behaviors more widely. 

It is of importance to examine how these risky personality characteristics are related to 

delinquent and antisocial behaviors, because these troublemakers may not only destroy their 

own future, they also cost society large sums (Moffit et al., 2001) and causes human suffering, 

since persons around them get their lives damaged, and are at risk for psychological problems 

as a result of exposure to e.g. their violence and exploitation (Olweus, 2011). Additionally, 

parents as well as teachers are struggling with handling them. Even though personality is only 

one of several explanations, finding the underlying personality factors behind antisocial 

behavior could facilitate the use of effective prevention and treatment methods.  

The present study is not limited to one specific personality construct. Instead broader 

personality factors are used to examine general personality characteristics for adolescents’ 

delinquency and other antisocial behaviors. More specifically we combine personality 

characteristics associated with antisocial behavior, also found in risky personalities from the 

literature such as the psychopath and the Machiavellian (Poythress & Hall, 2011; Cooke & 

Michie, 2001; Christie & Geis, 1970, ref. in Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995; Muris, Meester & 

Timmermans, 2013), into two broader personality factors that we term Low Impulse Control 

and Inflated Ego. Low impulse control is the tendency to act without thinking ahead and 

lacking the ability to control one’s impulses, for instance having a short fuse. Inflated ego 

refers to manipulative behavior and a strong desire for power accompanied by a view of 

oneself as better than everyone else. The essential question is which personality factor, an 

inflated ego or low impulse control, better predicts juvenile delinquency?   
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Psychopathic traits 

As mentioned, there seems to be different types of antisocial adolescents: those who 

calculate risks, manipulate and strive to control and dominate others for their self-interests, 

and those who are impulsive with poor ability to control their behavior. In review of the 

literature these characteristics are, among others, found in the interpersonal and behavioral 

dimensions of the psychopathic profile. The psychopath is one of the most extreme risky 

personalities found in the literature. Individuals diagnosed with psychopathy are characterized 

by lack of empathy and remorse, low anxiety, unrealistically high thoughts of themselves, 

superficial charm, manipulative and controlling behavior (Cooke & Michie, 2001). In 

addition, many psychopaths have an antisocial way of life, and criminal offenses of both 

severe and less severe kind are common (Poythress & Hall, 2011; Cooke & Michie, 2001). 

Impulsive and irresponsible behavior is also part of the psychopathic profile (Poythress & 

Hall, 2011; Cooke & Michie, 2001). However, a review of the psychopathy and impulsivity 

literature concludes that there are individuals who possesses most symptoms of psychopathy, 

but lacks the impulsive traits. Individuals with these traits who have the ability to plan one 

step further and consider the consequences can function quite well in daily life, whereas those 

who also are impulsive, that is, meet all the criteria for psychopathy, tend to get themselves in 

trouble, socially and legally (Poythress & Hall, 2011). In the light of this review, impulsivity 

appears to be a critical characteristic in more severe antisocial behavior. 

Further, there is a growing consensus in contemporary research that psychopathic traits 

are continuous, range from low to extreme, and can be found in differing degrees in the 

general population (Andershed et al., 2002; Edens, Marcus, Lilienfeld & Poythress, 2006;  

Edens, Marcus & Vaughn, 2011; Haslam, Holland & Kuppens, 2012). Thus, everyone 

possesses these traits in differing degrees, but they become a problem when they are extreme 

enough, to make the individual break established social norms. This is in contrast to the 
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clinical practice view of psychopathic traits as categorical (i.e. a clear breaking point between 

psychopaths and non-psychopaths) (Harris, Rice & Quinsey, 1994; Vasey, Kotov, Frick & 

Loney, 2005).  

Although psychopathy is an adult disorder, studies on adolescents show that 

psychopathy-like traits and behaviors can be found among them as well (Andershed, 

Gustafson, Kerr & Stattin, 2002; Chabrol, van Leeuwen, Rodgers & Séjourné, 2009; Netland 

& Miner, 2012). In a non-referred sample, six percent of the adolescents display these traits 

(Andershed et al., 2002). This implies that psychopathic traits are of particular interest when 

studying delinquency and antisocial behavior among adolescents. 

Machiavellianism and the need for power 

The Machiavellian personality concept is another example of a risky personality found 

in previous literature. Machiavellianism is seen as less dangerous but still similar and 

somewhat overlapping to psychopathy, although it is not a disorder (Christie & Geis, 1970, 

ref. in Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995; Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995; Muris, et al., 2013).A strong 

desire for power and premeditated manipulative behavior are the most prominent 

characteristics in Machiavellian individuals (Christie & Geis, 1970, ref. in Gustavson & 

Ritzer 1995; Geis & Moon 1981; Kessler, Bandelli, Spector, Broman, Nelson & Penney, 

2010). Further, the trademark of this personality pattern is, to accomplish what they want by 

manipulating, lying and taking advantage of other individuals, whom they see as weak 

(Christie & Geis, 1970, ref. in Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995). They see themselves as better than 

others, and also tend to have a gloomy view of people in general and do not trust people 

(Christie & Geis, 1970, ref. in Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995). Machiavellians strive for power 

and often take the leading role and they experience no problem about stepping on others toes 

(Christie & Geis, 1970, ref. in Gustavson & Ritzer, 1995).  
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Machiavellianism is associated whit several dysfunctional behaviors such as indirect 

aggression (i.e. manipulative and exploitative behaviors, etc), difficulties with regulating 

emotions (i.e. angry outbursts, instable mood, etc) (Lau & Marsee 2013), and delinquency 

(Muris, et al., 2013). However, there is some inconsistency in previous research regarding 

whether Machiavellianism is associated with delinquency or not (Lau & Marsee, 2013; Muris, 

et al., 2013). This inconsistency might be due to methodological differences and the 

overlapping characteristics between Machiavellianism and psychopathy.  

 An intriguing finding is that Machiavellianism, in contrast to psychopathy, is negatively 

correlated with impulsivity (Gupta, 1991, ref. in Gustafson & Ritzer, 1995; Lau & Marsee, 

2013). This means that even though Machiavellians have difficulties with regulating 

emotions, they have good ability to control their behavior (Lau & Marsee 2013). In addition, 

Machiavellian traits were linked to bullying and victimizing in a sample of school children, 

and these children were also extremely focused on achieving their goals, whether the 

attempted goals were good or bad (Sutton & Keogh, 2001; Andreou, 2004). Thus, despite that 

Machiavellianism is negatively correlated with impulsivity it is linked to problem behavior at 

an early age.   

The Machiavellian personality concept is useful to look at first and foremost because of 

their strong strive for power. Secondly, the notion that impulsivity is uncommon in 

Machiavellians implies that individuals can be at risk for delinquency and other antisocial 

behavior even though they are not impulsive.       

Impulsivity and behavior control  

 Among theories about the origins of delinquency and impulsive behavior, control 

theories have a high standing. The mutual element in these theories is control over one´s 

behavioral impulses, even though the label of the concept varies (e.g. constraint, behavior 

control, self-control, etc.)(Newburn, 2007). Behavior control is closely linked to impulsivity 
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which is the tendency to act in the spur of the moment (Romer et al., 2009). Individuals with 

poor behavior control are more likely to engage in delinquent and antisocial behavior than 

individuals with higher levels of behavior control (White, Moffitt, Caspi, Bartusch, Needles, 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994). If the level of behavior control is low, the individual is not able to 

stop their impulses, and the consequence is a greater risk to make poor decisions for 

immediate gratification (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). 

 One of the most cited control theories is the general theory of crime (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990). This theory states that what they refer to as “low self-control” is the cause of 

all delinquent and antisocial acts (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1994). That is, all deviant behavior 

has one thing in common: low self-control. Further, if the possible long-term consequences 

seem small or too far away, the risk is even larger for poor decisions (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 

1994). The theory emphasizes that an efficient parenting style through monitoring and clear 

boundaries for the child is crucial for the development of self-control. Thus, impulsive 

behavior is thought of as something inborn and every child have to acquire self-control from 

parents in early childhood years to be able to constrain impulses (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 

1990). On the other hand, the general theory of crime is criticized for the viewpoint that one 

single concept (self-control) can answer for all types of crime and antisocial behaviors 

(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1994). It seems too simple that one single concept can explain all 

types of crime and antisocial behavior, but behavior control appears definitely to be part of the 

explanation.   

The gender aspect 

It is almost accepted as a fact in the field of psychology and criminology that boys to a 

greater extent than girls demonstrate delinquent and antisocial behaviors (Moffit et al., 2001; 

Chapple & Johnson, 2007). It is also supported in several studies that girls in general have 

higher levels of behavior control than boys (Hirschi & Gotfredson,1994; Moffit et al., 2001; 
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Hayslett-McCall & Bernard, 2002). Thus, the level of behavior control is thought to be part of 

the explanation of why girls do not engage in delinquent behavior to the same extent boys do 

(Moffit et al., 2001; de Kemp et al., 2009; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). 

 When it comes to risky personalities such as psychopaths and Machiavellians, boys 

outnumber girls (11 to one in psychopathy) (Widom, 1978, ref in Andershed et al., 2002). 

However, an intriguing recent finding is that there were nearly no gender differences of 

psychopathy-like traits in an adolescent community sample (33 boys and 29 girls showed 

psychopathy-like traits) (Andershed et al., 2002). This can be interpreted as; the lower the 

degree of risky personality characteristics, the smaller the gender gap is. When examining 

risky personality characteristics in a non-referred community sample, the gender differences 

might be small or even non-existing. 

A common view as well is that girls and boys differ in how they mistreat their peers and 

their surroundings. When thinking of girls, the image of backstabbing, ostracism and 

manipulation comes to mind, a more indirect form of aggression, whereas boys are seen as 

more direct and physical. A study investigating this also came to the conclusion that this was 

the case; boys are more prone to inflict physical pain whereas girls are more prone to inflict 

mental pain on others (Björkqvist, Lagerspetz & Kaukianen, 1992). Girls had according to 

this study more indirect aggression and boys displayed more direct and physical aggressions. 

Because boys and girls aggress in different ways, there might be different underlying 

explanations for their behaviors. Thus, it could be beneficial to examine boys’ and girls’ risky 

personality characteristics, delinquency and antisocial traits/behaviors separately. 

Conclusions from the literature 

The conclusion from the literature is that there exist both impulsive and deliberately 

calculating personality types that are involved in delinquent and antisocial behavior. For 

instance, there are impulsive psychopaths as well as individuals who meet all the criteria for 
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psychopathy except the impulsivity-criteria (Poythress & Hall, 2011), and there are also 

Machiavellians without impulsive behavior (Gupta, 1991, ref. in Gustafson & Ritzer, 1995). 

Further, poor behavior control, impulsivity (White, et al., 1994), psychopathic traits 

(Andershed et al., 2002) and Machiavellian traits (Muris et al., 2013) play a role in delinquent 

and antisocial behavior, and exist in differing degrees ranging from low to extreme, and 

should be included in research on delinquency and other antisocial behavior in adolescents 

(Andershed et al., 2002). However, many studies focus on already convicted or clinical 

samples, whereas there are fewer studies conducted on non-referred community samples. The 

present study extends this research by using a normal sample of 8th and 9th graders. Further, 

big portions of previous studies have been correlational and cross-sectional, whereas the 

present study was longitudinal. Longitudinal studies have a benefit to observe changes over 

time and make predictions. 

Aims and questions 

The present study has several aims. At first we aim to combine impulsivity, poor 

behavior control, on the one hand, and risky characteristics found in research on psychopaths 

and Machiavellians; manipulation, and need for power and up-blown ego, on the other, into 

broader factor dimensions. The second aim is to examine how these factors are associated 

with a) each other and b) antisocial behaviors and delinquency, for boys and girls respectively. 

Based on previous research which has identified, on the one hand impulsiveness and on the 

other hand deliberate and calculated behavior behind delinquency, we expected two factors to 

emerge: a manipulative/egocentric/need for power factor which we term Inflated Ego, and an 

impulsive/poor behavior control factor, labeled Low Impulse Control. We expected boys to 

have higher scores than girls on low impulse control, based on earlier studies (Moffit et al., 

2001; Hayslett-McCall & Bernard, 2002). On the contrary, since only one recent study found 

that psychopathy-like traits were almost equal among boys and girls (Andershed et al., 2002), 
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it is not clear if there will be a gender difference in inflated ego. This uncertainty is also based 

on the study by Björkqvist, Lagerspetz and Kaukianen (1992) that found that girls were more 

manipulating than boys. Because both personality dimensions are included in the 

psychopathic profile (Poythress & Hall, 2011; Cooke & Michie, 2001), we expected that they 

would be highly associated with each other. In the study we ask the question how these two 

factors are associated with an antisocial lifestyle, for boys and girls separately. Further, we ask 

which factor is the most essential to predict future delinquency. To our knowledge, the present 

study is unique in the attempt to make separate predictions for boys and girls with these 

specific broader personality factors.   

Method 

Participants 

The sample in the present study is drawn from a community based, short-term 

longitudinal data collection, conducted in a medium-sized city in Sweden at two times one 

year apart. All adolescents in 8th grade classes (mean age 14,42, N = 1,283) were asked to take 

part in the study, and represented the target sample. Of the 1,283 students, 1,186 (92.4%) were 

present on the day of the data collection and answered the questionnaires. One year later, 947 

students (79.8% of the initial sample) filled out the personality measures that we use in this 

study. We have complete answers from 828 of the participants (boys N=352, girls N=476). 

87% of the adolescents were born in Sweden, and 72 % lived with both their biological 

parents. 7% of the mothers and 6% of the fathers were unemployed. 41% of the mothers and 

33% of the fathers had a degree from the university.  

Measures 

Personality traits linked to a “risky personality” 

Impulsivity. Our measure of the adolescents’ impulsivity was measured on a 5-point 

scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree” and consisted of five items: 
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”I rather spend my money right away than save it,” “If I get the chance to do something fun, I 

do it no matter what I had been doing,” “It often happens that I do things without thinking 

ahead,” “I usually talk before I think” and “I consider myself as an impulsive person”. Alpha 

reliability was .71 

Poor Behavior Control. Our measure of the adolescents’ poor behavior control was 

measured on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree” and 

consisted of items: “It often happens that I get so mad that I hit or kick things,” “People don´t 

mess with me, because they know I´ll fight back immediately,” “Several times, things have 

gotten broken when I´ve been angry,” “Anyone who picks on me can count on trouble” and “I 

have a short fuse”. Alpha reliability was .80. 

Manipulation. Our measure of the adolescents’ manipulative traits was measured on a 

5-point scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree” and consisted of 11 

items such as:“There have been occasions when I took advantage of someone,” “I think I 

could “beat” a lie detector,” “Sometimes you have to be crafty or sly to get what you want,” “I 

get a kick out of “conning” someone,” “I can usually talk my way out of anything,” “I would 

describe myself as a person that, if needed, can be crafty,” “It is sometimes fun to see how far 

you can push someone before they catch on,” “Conning people gives me the shakes,” “I find 

it easy to manipulate people,” “I can usually talk my way out of anything, v. I try to accept the 

consequences of my behavior” (reversed score) and “I find it easy to manipulate people, v. I 

don´t like when I find myself manipulating other people” (reversed score). Alpha reliability 

was .86. 

 Need for power/dominance. Our measure of youths’ social dominance motive 

(Gustafson & Ritzer, 1995), was measured on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) “strongly 

disagree” to (5) “strongly agree” and consisted of 5 items such as:”I have a strong desire for 

power, v. Power for its own sake does not interest me,” (reversed scored) ”Being an authority 
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does not mean that much to me, (reversed scored) v. People always seem to recognize my 

authority,” “I like having authority over other people, v. I do not mind following orders” 

(reversed scored) and ”I would prefer to be a leader v. It makes little difference to me whether 

I am a leader or not” (reversed scored). The alpha reliability for the dominance measure was 

.74. 

 Up-blown ego. Four items were rated on 4-point scales from 1= strongly agree to 

4=strongly disagree: “I see myself as ‘tough’ and self secure,” “I probably have no problem 

bragging about myself,” “I view myself as smarter than others of the same age,” and “I like to 

be in the center of others’ attention”. The items were reverse scored in such a manner that 

high scores indicated more inflated ego. The alpha reliability for this scale was low, .57. 

Delinquency and other antisocial behaviors 

Violence. Our measure of violence consisted of six items on a 5-point scale ranging 

from “ never” (1) to “more than 10 times” (5). The items concerned: “Have you ever 

threatened or forced someone to give you money, cigarettes or something else?”, “Have you 

ever participated in fights outside, in town?” Have you been carrying weapons (i.e., brass 

knuckle, bat, knife, stiletto or something similar) in school or in town?”, “Have you ever hit 

someone so that you think or know that he/she needed medical care?”, “Have you on purpose 

hurt someone with a knife, stiletto, brass knuckle or something similar?”, “Have you ever 

threatened or forced someone to do something that he/she did not want to do?” The alpha 

reliability for this scale was .78.    

Delinquency. The measure for delinquency consisted of 14 items about whether the 

participating adolescents had engaged in certain behaviors during the past year, that were part 

of a Problem Behavior Scale for adolescents (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). The response scale was a 

5-point scale ranging from “never” (1) to “more than 10 times” (5). The items concerned: 

“Have you ever taken something in a department store or shop without paying?”, “Have you 
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ever been caught by the police for something you have done?”, “ Have you intentionally 

destroyed or been involved in destroying things like windows, streetlights, phone booths, 

benches, gardens and so on?”, “Have you taken money at home that was not yours?”, “Have 

you without permission been involved in scribble, painting graffiti, or writing something with 

a marker or spray paint on for example a concrete wall?”, “Have you been involved in 

breaking in to a home, store, storage house or another building with the intent to take 

things?”, “ Have you bought or sold something that you knew or believed were stolen?”, 

“Have you without permission taken a bike ?”, “Have you been involved in taking a car 

whiteout permission?”, “ Have you without permission taken a moped, motorcycle or 

scooter?”, “Have you ever smoked marijuana /cannabis?”, “ Have you used other drugs than 

marijuana/cannabis?”. The alpha reliability for this scale was .80        

Delinquent  friends. As part of a tool that consisted of several different items 

concerning peer groups at school (Cairns & Cairns, 1994), adolescents were asked about the 

group to which they, themselves, belonged. After reporting about their group, a subsequent 

item asked: “In the group that you belong to, how many people (that you know of) have had 

problems with the police at some time?” The proportion of friends who had had problems 

with the police relative to the total number of friends in their group was used as a measure of 

delinquent friends. 

Loitering around town. One item concerned the measurement of the adolescents 

loitering and was measured on a 5-point scale from seldom or never (1) to almost every night 

(5):”Do you usually hang out in the city at night without doing anything in particular?” 

Procedure 

Örebro university ethics committee granted approval for conducting the study before the 

data collection. The adolescents’ biological parents or caregivers were informed about the 

study before each data collection, and their children participated unless their parents sent back 
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the prepaid form, stating that they did not want their child to take part in the study, Only 12 

parents did not want their child to participate. Educated assistants administrated the data 

collections in the schools classrooms. Teachers were not in the classroom during the data 

collections. The adolescents were thoroughly informed about their complete confidentiality, 

and that participating was voluntarily. No compensation was given to the participants in the 

study. 

Analyses 

Initially, a factor analysis was used to examine if the selected personality traits made up 

two factor dimensions. Next, we conducted an ANOVA analysis to examine if the genders 

differed on the personality factors. Several correlation analyses were used to examine the 

associations between the personality factors and antisocial behaviors and delinquency for all 

participants together, and separate analyses for boys and girls were also included. The main 

analyses of this study were the final regression analyses. They were used to examine if the 

factor dimensions predicted future delinquency for boys and girls together and in separate 

analyses.                 

Results 

Factor analysis to test if the measures make up two broader personality factors. We 

conducted an exploratory factor analysis. The rotation method used was Promax with Kaiser 

Normalization. We included the measures impulsivity, poor behavior control, 

manipulativeness, need for power and up-blown ego. As expected, two factors emerged from 

the analysis. The factors and their loadings are presented in Table 1. The conclusion from this 

result is that, impulsivity and poor behavior control are part of the same broad personality 

construct (labeled low impulse control), and manipulativeness, need for power and an up-

blown ego are part of another broad personality construct (labeled inflated ego). The 
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correlation between the two factors was high, r = .63, p < .001. The magnitude of the 

correlations was as high for boys (r = .59, p < .001) as for girls (r = .65, p < .001). 

Table 1 
Factor analysis of the personality traits 
  Factor 1 

Inflated ego 
Factor 2 

Low impulse control 
Manipulativeness  .69 .13 

Need for power  .77                 -.10 

Up-blown ego  .63 .01 

Impulsivity                    -.05 .73 

Poor behavior control  .04 .74 

 Bold numbers represent factor loadings. 
 

To examine whether boys and girls differed in their reported levels of inflated ego, and their 

low impulse control, we conducted an ANOVA analysis. As reported in table 2, the results 

showed that boys, as expected, were more impulsive than girls. Boys had a higher inflated ego 

than girls, but the differences between the genders were not particularly high for both factors.  

Table 2 
Boys’ and girls’ mean differences in the personality factors 
 Boys   Girls     
 n M s n M s df F-value 
Infl.ego 352 .21 .87 476 -.15 .85 1,826 35.66*** 

Impuls. 352 .10 .83 476 -.07 .86 1,826 8.07** 

Note. n=number of participants; M=mean; s=standard deviation; df=degrees of freedom. 
** p < .01; *** p < .001. The factors were standardized (mean = 0 and std = 1) in the 
comparison. 
 

Correlations between the personality factors and an antisocial lifestyle. We asked the 

question how the two personality factors were associated with an antisocial lifestyle, 

including theoretically relevant behaviors such as delinquency, violence, loitering around 

town for no particular reason, and having delinquent friends. For the total sample we found 

that the two personality factors were significantly associated with all of the included measures 
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of an antisocial lifestyle on about the same magnitude (see Table 3). Thus, both of them were 

related to the different measures of problem behavior to about the same extent.  

Table 3 
Correlations between the two personality factors and antisocial lifestyle (separate total 
sample1, boys2, girls3. 
 Delinquency  Violence Loitering 

around town 
Delinquent 
friends 

Infl. Ego1 .42***  .33***  .32***  .23*** 

Impuls. .44***  .33***  .35***  .24*** 

Infl. Ego2 .36***  .29***  .26***  .18*** 

Impuls. .42***  .32***  .29***  .22*** 

Infl. Ego3 .50***  .37***  .37***  .23*** 

Impuls. .50***  .35***  .39***  .25*** 

 *** p < .001 
 

Next, we examined these results separately for boys and girls. Again, both for boys and girls 

we found that the magnitude of the correlations with the measures of problem behaviors was 

about the same for inflated ego and low impulse control. Thus, we draw the conclusion that 

these two personality dimensions are related to problem behaviors in a very similar way. 

 Predicting changes in delinquency over time. The primary question for this study is if 

the two broader personality factors uniquely predict changes in delinquency from the first to 

the second point of data collections. We carried out multiple regression analyses with inflated 

ego and low impulse control as predictor variables. Youths' delinquency in 8th grade was also 

included as a predictor variable, and youths' delinquency in 9th grade served as the outcome 

variable (see Table 4). Hence, this analysis will tell us if changes in delinquency from grade 8 

to grade 9 can be predicted from the two personality factors. The results from the total sample 

showed that low impulse control was the essential predictor of future delinquency. Inflated 
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ego did not contribute significantly to the prediction of future delinquency. This was true for 

the total sample and for separate analyses of boys and girls. 

Table 4 
Predicting changes in delinquency, for the total sample1 and separately for boys2 and girls3. 
 Delinquency in 9th grade   
 β   
Infl. Ego1                       .03   

Impuls.                       .24***   

Delinquency in 8th grade                       .38***   

Infl. Ego2                       .03   

Impuls.                       .31***   

Delinquency in 8th grade                       .33***   

Infl. Ego3                      -.02   

Impuls.                       .24***   

Delinquency in 8th grade                       .42***   

 Note. β=Beta-value. 
*** p < .001 
 
 

Discussion 

The present study examined the idea of an inflated ego and low impulse control as two 

unique explanations behind adolescents’ delinquency and antisocial behaviors. The pressing 

question was which one of these two personality aspects better predicts juvenile delinquency. 

The current study demonstrates that adolescent boys and girls, who are impulsive, with 

poor ability to control their behavior, suffer a great risk to continue on a delinquent path. 

Moreover, it is clear that an inflated ego indeed play a role in delinquent and antisocial 

behaviors, although low impulse control is the predominant risk factor for future and 

potentially escalating delinquency, above and beyond an inflated ego. 
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Further, the current study also shows that adolescents with an inflated ego, who 

deliberately exploit others in vicious ways, are linked to delinquency and antisocial behaviors, 

to about the same extent as adolescents with low impulse control, who acts in the spur of the 

moment and have impaired ability to think in terms of consequences. In short, both an inflated 

ego and low impulse control were similarly related to all the behaviors of an antisocial 

lifestyle included in this study (i.e. delinquency, violent behavior, having delinquent friends 

and loitering around town for no specific reason). This means that, as hypothesized, there is 

more than one underlying explanation behind adolescents’ delinquency. 

In previous literature, impulsivity has been acknowledged as a decisive factor if 

individuals engage in severe antisocial behavior or not (Poythress & Hall, 2011). In addition, 

the General theory of crime states that low self-control is the general explanation behind all 

crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). The mutual aspect in these explanations of why some 

individuals engage in delinquent activities has been the ability to control impulses. The results 

from the present study add another important personality aspect to the explanation: the trait 

dimension termed inflated ego, including traits similar to those found in psychopaths and 

Machiavellians. An inflated ego impels individuals to be dominant and to think they are better 

than everyone else; thereof they behave without caring about others wellbeing by 

manipulating, exploiting and violating laws or social norms to fulfill their own self-interests. 

As mentioned, because both low impulse control and an inflated ego are related to an 

antisocial lifestyle similarly, both are important parts of explaining why some adolescents 

engage in delinquency whereas others do not. The remaining question is then, why does only 

one of these personality factors, namely low impulse control, predict future delinquency? At 

this point one can only speculate. 

We reason that adolescents with an inflated ego, intentionally engage in risky or socially 

deviant activities to serve some type of self-interest, but they know when to stop, and have the 
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ability to delay or abstain from reward if the risk for themselves (e.g. getting caught) is too 

high. Thus, they calculate potential risks, and this can be what keeps these adolescents out of 

severe future trouble. In contradiction, adolescents with low impulse control keep going too 

far and do the same mistakes over and over again, without learning from their previous bad 

outcomes. They cannot resist the urge to act out their feeling of the moment or to dive in to 

situations that might be immediately rewarding, no matter the consequences for themselves or 

for people around them. It appears to be on the one hand self-selected and deliberate behavior 

and on the other hand evoked, uncontrolled behavior behind juvenile delinquency and 

antisocial behavior. However, adolescents’ ability to control impulses, calculate risks and 

consider consequences serve as protective factors for more severe delinquent behaviors, and 

this can be one explanation of why low impulse control better predicts future delinquency 

while an inflated ego do not. Future research should test these speculations for a deeper 

understanding.  

The personality factors in this study are highly related, and this implies that there are 

adolescents who have an inflated ego and also have poor control over impulses. This 

combination should be the most “dangerous”. They have an inflated ego and the calculating 

ability, but because of their impulsiveness they have trouble sticking to their initial plans, and 

situations easily get out of hands and more severe along the way. Adolescents with this 

combination of traits may well evolve into full-blown psychopaths or commit serious crimes 

later in life. However, it is important to remember that at the time of the data collection they 

were part of a normal sample of adolescents with trait dimensions similar to those of the 

psychopath and the Machiavellian, although in lower degrees. Nevertheless, these adolescents 

can be highly problematic and resources are required to prevent them from inflicting harm on 

others or themselves. 
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Based on the current study’s results and previous research that indicates the existence of 

psychopathy-like subgroups, it is logical to reason that delinquent adolescents are not a 

homogenous group.  To avoid the mistake of inventing subgroups that does not exist in 

reality, future research should conduct cluster analyses to determine if there are naturally 

occurring subgroups with these traits.  

The issue of gender differences in juvenile delinquency and other antisocial behaviors, 

and their etiology has puzzled researchers for a long time. Former studies paint a distinct 

picture of boys as more delinquent than girls, and the attempts to explain why are substantial, 

for instance, girls’ higher levels of self-control as a protective factor for engagement in 

delinquency (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Moffit et al., 2001; de Kemp et al., 2009) and the 

notion of girls as more manipulative and indirect in contrary to boys as more direct and 

physical in their aggressions (Björkqvist, et. al., 1992). The current study contributes to the 

literature regarding gender differences in several ways. To begin with, as expected and in line 

with previous research, boys in this sample were slightly more impulsive than girls. In 

addition, in contrary to the study by Björkqvist et al. (1992) boys had higher levels of the 

inflated ego factor, which includes manipulative behavior. Because of the gender differences’ 

size, the current results further bolster the idea of diminishing differences between boys and 

girls levels of psychopathy-like traits when examining a normal community sample, where the 

degrees of these traits naturally are lower than in clinical samples.  

The largest difference between boys and girls were, as mentioned, found in the inflated 

ego factor, and not in the low impulse control factor. These results open the door for the 

possibility that boys’ higher levels of an inflated ego, besides their lower impulse control, 

account for a portion of boys' higher rates of delinquency and antisocial behaviors that have 

been observed in previous literature (Moffit et al., 2001). This is a matter for future research 
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to further investigate, and test for possible interaction effects. Because boys have higher levels 

of both factors, the interaction of those, could multiply the risk for delinquency.  

To our knowledge, this study was the first to conduct separate analyses for boys' and 

girls' future delinquency, with these two specific factor dimensions. This facilitated the 

valuable opportunity to find out if girls’ and boys’ delinquency were explained by the same, 

or different, underlying factors; an inflated ego or low impulse control. Despite that boys and 

girls slightly differ in their levels of impulse control and inflated ego, boys and girls who 

posses either one of these factor dimensions are as likely to engage in antisocial behavior. As 

mentioned, youths' low impulse control was the predominant risk factor for both genders 

persistence in delinquency, whereas youths' inflated ego did not come out as a significant 

predictor. Thus, no meaningful gender differences were found in this area. These results 

contribute to the literature by extending the knowledge that, having low impulse control is an 

equally shared risk factor for persistence in delinquency for both boys and girls.  

 Like other studies, the present study has some limitations and unanswered questions. 

One possible limitation is that we used participants’ self-reports only. Some adolescents may 

not have been completely honest in their answers because of the desire to “look good”, so 

called social desirability. On the other hand, Andershed, Gustafson, Kerr and Stattin (2002) 

concluded that adolescents’ self-reported psychopathy-like traits are useful when studying 

problematic behavior among youths. However, we suggest that future research in addition to 

self-reports, include parents’ and teachers’ reports to get as accurate measures as possible.   

Further, it is worth mentioning that the most extremely problematic adolescents in this 

sample might have been absent, or unwilling to participate, at one or two of the measure 

points. This could have affected the results, but it is not possible to say whether it would have 

weakened or strengthened the results. 
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Something that future research needs to bear in mind is to extend the type of 

delinquency measured in this study. It is possible that adolescents with the different 

personality aspects (i.e. inflated ego and low impulse control) are involved in somewhat 

different kinds of delinquency. In this study we measured a “direct” form of delinquency such 

as fighting, breaking in to houses, stealing and carrying weapons. Those who are calculating 

and deliberate (high on inflated ego) may move on to engage in other types of delinquency 

than measured in this study. More specifically, they may engage in delinquency where their 

manipulative skills are of use, for instance fraud and getting others to do their “dirty work”. 

This could have the implication that an inflated ego did not predict future delinquency when it 

in fact would have predicted another type of delinquency if it would have been included in the 

study. Thus, future research would benefit from including measures of other forms of 

delinquency as well when attempting to predict delinquency in adolescents. 

Supporting this idea, is the study by Rodgers, Smoak and Liu (2006) which found that 

deviant computer based activities, such as hacking or spreading computer viruses, were linked 

to a manipulative and exploiting personality and low moral standards. This type of crime is 

non-violent, most definitely done for selfish reasons and for the thrill of pulling it off. This is 

in consistency with our picture of what a person with an inflated ego would engage in.  

Even though the results in the present study indicate that individuals with an inflated 

ego can manage quite well in the long run, it is likely that the psychological harm to the 

people around them is extensive. For instance, in the future they are probably difficult to have 

as a life companion, and although they can be successful career wise and take on a leading 

role, they are probably not easy to deal with for their employees or coworkers. Hence it is 

important not to overlook the damage that people with this personality aspect causes.  

Furthermore, youths high on inflated ego with manipulative skills, presumably have the 

ability to influence their peers to get involved in risky behaviors. Supporting this idea is the 
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study by Kerr, et al. (2012) that showed that adolescents with psychopathic traits such as 

grandiosity and manipulativeness were skillful in influencing others to engage in delinquent 

behaviors. Interestingly, the same study also showed that their peers’ delinquency on the other 

hand did not influence the adolescents with psychopathic traits. This raises the question if this 

is applicable to impulsive adolescents as well, or if they in contrary are more prone to be 

influenced and drawn into risky situations. The latter is likely because of the impulsive 

tendency to catch on.  

Another interesting question is how and if individuals who manipulate and take 

advantage of others justify their behaviors, and if their moral standards differ from other 

peoples’ and from impulsive individuals’. One can speculate that manipulative and 

exploitative individuals with an inflated ego are skillful at justifying their actions and 

probably have the ability to justify about anything they do. Is it possible that individuals with 

an inflated ego justify their actions in advance, whereas the impulsive individuals justify their 

“slips” afterwards? A study that sheds some light over this issue concluded that both 

adolescents’ justification of violence and their grandiose traits (grandiosity is similar to an 

inflated ego) separately predicts delinquency and antisocial behaviors. An explanation 

presented in the study was that both grandiosity and justification of violence are distorted self-

serving biases that protect the individuals’ image of him- or her-self (Calvete, 2008). This is 

most definitely applicable to an individual with an inflated ego as well.  

Regardless of the mentioned limitations, the study has considerable strengths. To begin 

with, gender specific analyses were conducted to determine if boys’ and girls’ delinquency 

and other antisocial behaviors are similarly explained and predicted by the same personality 

factors. It was possible to conduct separate analyses because of the large sample and an even 

gender distribution. The large sample and even gender distribution is in itself a strength that 

makes the results more generalizable to the population.  
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In addition, the present study is longitudinal. Because the data was collected at more 

than one point, it was possible to make predictions and observe changes in the adolescents’ 

behavior over time. Conducting predictions with these specific personality factors makes this 

study unique and contributes with new insight to adolescents’ delinquency. 

To sum up, the present study rests on the fundamental idea that personality 

characteristics can be found in lower degrees in the general population and are relevant when 

studying adolescents’ antisocial behaviors such as delinquency.  

 It is clear that there are several explanations of why some adolescents constantly 

engage in delinquent and other antisocial behaviors, and in this study we focused on two 

aspects of risky personality characteristics. The results obtained in this study together with 

previous knowledge suggest that there are different kinds of risky personalities that put 

adolescents at risk for an antisocial lifestyle. On the one hand, there are adolescents who act 

in the spur of the moment, and there are adolescents who deliberately manipulate and use 

other people to get what they want. There are, presumably, also adolescents who are a 

dangerous combination of both that may be at risk for developing psychopathy. However, one 

risky personality characteristic appears as a more urgent problem than the others. The youths 

who cannot control their impulses are at risk to remain in a vicious circle of delinquent and 

other antisocial acts. These results add important knowledge and understanding about what 

risky personality characteristics to look for and enable the development of custom made 

prevention and treatment methods. To begin with, boys and girls share the same risk factors 

for delinquency, thus the same prevention and treatment methods should be equally effective 

for both genders. Further, because of the predominant risk for impulsive individuals to 

continue their delinquent path, prevention methods should be inserted at an early age and 

focus on skills to control impulses and plan ahead.  
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